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1

A Horrible Event



From our report of the Parliamentary proceedings of the two Houses will an indignant and sorrowful nation learn the occurrence of one of those horrible events with which the annals of Great Britain have not often been stained – the murder of Mr Perceval the Prime Minister of these realms; a man who, in his personal intercourse gave offence to none – in his private life was an example to all; and who, however firm and unbending in his principles, yet conducted political conflicts in a way that seemed to disarm them of their characteristic bitterness.

The Times, 12 May 1812







The assassin was late. That is the loose thread in the tapestry. Pull at it, and the neat little picture of the murder that everyone knows will unravel. Behind it stands the large, ugly truth of what happened on Monday, 11 May 1812.

At half past four in the afternoon, the Prime Minister was due to appear in the House of Commons. At that moment the man who meant to kill him was a mile away in Sidney’s Alley on the north side of Leicester Square. The geography of London should have saved the Prime Minister’s life. By the time his murderer reached the top of Whitehall, it was already a quarter to five. Still a ten-minute walk to the Houses of Parliament. By then anxiety must have been his killer’s dominant emotion.

Murder is not entered upon lightly. The assassin had prepared himself with care for the great eventuality. His pistols had been bought three weeks earlier so that he could practise shooting with them. He had spent long evenings in the gallery of the House of Commons. He had familiarised himself with the features of the Prime Minister and checked his identity with knowledgeable journalists nearby. His chocolate-coloured coat had a secret pocket specially designed to carry the murder weapon unobtrusively. Another pistol nestled in his clay-coloured trousers. He had paced out the journey to the House of Commons. He could estimate to the minute how long it would take. But none of his rehearsals had taken into account the unfortunate circumstance that he might be delayed.

His anxiety would have triggered self-pity. That was his usual reaction to adversity. He was forty-one, and throughout his life bad luck had dogged him. However much care he took, some unforeseen circumstance would occur at the critical moment wrecking the whole enterprise. He might have grown rich in the service of the East India Company but for a shipwreck. He could have made money trading in Russian iron had it not been for the unexpected jealousy of a Dutch rival. He would have won compensation for his losses except that the British ambassador inexplicably refused to help. And now this delay in his carefully laid plan.

He should have gone straight from St James’s Square to Whitehall. Instead, he had been forced to make a detour to Leicester Square, almost in the opposite direction. There had been no choice. Debt drove him there. For lack of money, he had had to walk two sides of a triangle instead of one. ‘It has always been my misfortune,’ he would confess to his wife Mary, ‘to be thwarted, misrepresented and ill-used in life.’

But he had never given up. Some termed it obstinacy, others madness, but he had developed a talent for endurance, for putting his head down and ploughing on until he got what he wanted. However great the obstacles, he would perform what he had undertaken to do. When he came to explain his actions, no one could miss the sense of righteousness that pervaded his thoughts. He was proposing to administer justice not commit murder, and he was doing so less for himself than for Henry, his six-month-old son. ‘What man,’ he would shortly demand of a group of strangers, ‘would not want to make provision for his family?’

He must have tried to quicken his pace against the unforgiving clock, but May was the beginning of the summer building season, and new government offices were being constructed around Henry VIII’s old palace of Whitehall. The pavements were obstructed by scaffolding and builders’ rubble. The stream of traffic that came across Westminster Bridge from south of the river prevented pedestrians from overflowing into the road. To keep the weighty pistol in its special pocket from swinging against the close-packed crowd, he must have clutched his brown coat closer to him, even as he pushed forward through the press of people.

At last he entered Parliament Square, crossed to Palace Yard, and ran up the steps of St Stephen’s entrance to the House of Commons. The clock in the lobby showed the time to be five minutes before five o’clock. He was more than twenty minutes late. For the moment, his anxieties and thoughts were private and of no interest to the wider world.



Conflict is inseparable from politics. Interests have to be represented by those who sit on the green leather benches of the House of Commons. Naturally interests run into each other. Noise is inevitable. Voices are raised, and tempers rise with them. In the early summer of 1812, the arguments that erupted over the government’s Orders in Council reached an unprecedented pitch of fury.

The ramifications were so complex that it was difficult even for parliamentarians to understand them fully. The original purpose of the Orders issued by the Privy Council in 1807, however, was simple – to impose a naval blockade on France and its ruler, the Corsican tyrant, Napoleon Bonaparte. To this end, the Royal Navy was authorised to remove goods intended for that country from any ship flying a neutral flag on the high seas that was not sailing to or from a British port. Across the Channel, Napoleon had retaliated with his own decrees against neutral ships intending to sail to British ports. And on the other side of the Atlantic the United States, whose shippers suffered most, proceeded to enact its own embargo on trade with belligerent powers.

The consequences were momentous and unexpected. Around the world, trade slowed to a trickle as ships were searched and their cargoes impounded. By 1811, an economic recession had descended on every country from the Baltic to the Mississippi, and the value of British exports and imports had dropped by more than three-quarters. Unemployment and social distress reached such a pitch that in 1812 the House of Commons was driven to conduct an investigation into the effects of the Orders in Council.

Hearings opened on 11 May, a Monday. The lobby of the Houses of Parliament seethed with Liverpool shippers, Manchester cotton spinners, East India merchants, Yorkshire woollen weavers, Staffordshire pottery makers, and Birmingham brassmakers. All had come to plead for the continuation or abolition of the Orders in Council. Only sixty Members of Parliament were present in the chamber, but the high-ceilinged lobby rang with voices of the public raised in genuine outrage.

The rawness of their feelings must have communicated itself to the chamber. Shortly before five o’clock, Henry Brougham, leading the attack on the Orders, suddenly demanded to know why the Prime Minister was not present to defend them. It was Mr Perceval who had persuaded the Privy Council to impose the Orders, and his authority was needed to remove them. The House had recognised the gravity of the issue, by constituting itself a committee to hear the representations of those affected. The hearings had opened promptly at half past four as advertised. Brougham had already spent more than twenty minutes examining the first witness, Robert Hamilton, a potter from Staffordshire. Hamilton was now waiting to be cross-examined by James Stephen, famous for having masterminded the successful anti-slave trade campaign of 1807. But the man for whom the drama was staged had not yet appeared.

The anger in the chamber was enough to convince Thomas Babington, in the chair, that the honour of the House required Mr Perceval’s immediate attendance. A low-voiced consultation with the Treasury clerk resulted in a messenger being despatched to 10 Downing Street with urgent instructions to hurry the Prime Minister on. Meanwhile, Mr Stephen was permitted to begin his cross-examination. The time was almost five o’clock.



From his place just inside the pair of folding doors that led into the lobby, the man in the chocolate-coloured coat would have seen the messenger push through the groups of delegates. The large expanse of the lobby acted as the meeting place and crossroads of Parliament. To the left lay the House of Commons, to the right the House of Lords. Anyone who came in from the street, whether to badger a Member of Parliament or to enter the chambers of the Commons or Lords, would have to pass through the doors into the lobby. Once the hearings had begun, the crowd started to drift towards the Commons and the public galleries, but around thirty or forty people remained in the lobby as the messenger came through.

The sharp sense of failure must have gripped the assassin right up to that moment. But then, from the scraps of talk that eddied in the messenger’s wake, he would have learned that for once in his unfortunate life fate had been on his side: the Prime Minister had not yet arrived. He still sweated and breathed heavily from his hurried walk, but all had changed. His elaborate plan was back in place. Now it was necessary to nerve himself to the great event. A supreme effort was still demanded of him, but beyond it lay a future free of debt and worry.

He had studied Mr Perceval’s features often enough from the Strangers’ Gallery, peering down through opera glasses at the government benches below. For reassurance, he had repeatedly asked to have the Prime Minister and other members of the cabinet identified for him. No mistakes could be allowed. Again and again he had peered at the politician’s oddly childish face until he was certain that he could recognise it.

At just after five o’clock, John Norris, an employee of the House of Commons, passed through the open door of the lobby to reach the stairs leading up to the Strangers’ Gallery. He passed close to the tall man in the dark brown coat who stood by the closed part of the double doors. No more than an arm’s length, Norris estimated. ‘I thought he appeared to be anxiously watching,’ he said later. ‘And as my recollection serves me, his right hand was within the breast of his coat.’

Other people would also remember exactly where they were and what they were doing in those last few minutes of normality. Henry Burgess, a well-connected Mayfair solicitor with a brief to lobby against the Orders, recalled that he was waiting close to the doorway, a convenient place to buttonhole any late-arriving MP. William Smith, anti-slave trade MP for Norwich, would later describe how he paused in the exact centre of the lobby on his way to the Commons chamber to press the case for keeping the Orders, and was speaking to another anti-slavery activist, Francis Phillips. In a members’ committee room high above the lobby, General Isaac Gascoyne, the fanatically pro-slavery MP for Liverpool, was writing a letter to the Prime Minister about the economic misery in that city, and listening through an open window to the sounds of argument below.

The normality is important. When a national leader is assassinated, normality is always the second victim, but those final moments before it is obliterated contain a clue. Stare at them long enough and you may discern the purpose of the killing.

Julius Caesar walks confidently to attend a last meeting of the senate, knowing that he dominates Rome’s constitutional elite, and that when he leaves the city on the morrow it will be to take command again of his all-conquering army. But to a republican, the ease of his gait reveals the imperial nature of Caesar’s command over both civil and military power. Abraham Lincoln sits in Ford’s theatre at the end of his first day of happiness following the surrender of the South: the play is trashy but to a Confederate the president’s delight in its mindless entertainment rubs salt in the deep humiliation of defeat. The newsreel camera captures Archduke Franz Ferdinand as he is driven slowly and amicably through the narrow streets of Sarajevo in the newly annexed province of Bosnia: but to a Serbian patriot nothing could make more patronisingly obvious the reach of Austrian power than this parade in an open, vulnerable vehicle.

Observe what the victim does in his last moments. But note too the position of those who are most outraged by his actions.

No one had ever killed a British Prime Minister. The tall man in the chocolate-coloured coat knew what he was undertaking. It was Mr Perceval who determined that Lord Wellington should fight the French in Spain; Mr Perceval who insisted that taxes be raised to new, astonishing heights to finance his army; Mr Perceval who despatched a Royal Navy squadron to enforce the ban on trading in slaves; Mr Perceval who decided that extra troops should be sent to Ireland to compel the loyalty of dissident Roman Catholics; Mr Perceval who insisted that fresh, draconian laws be imposed to execute or imprison Luddites and rioters for breaking machinery; Mr Perceval who had single-handedly brought the economy to a standstill by his support for the Orders in Council. A notoriously dissolute Prince Regent occupied the monarch’s role, but in effect Mr Perceval ruled the nation.

The enormity of the act must suddenly have struck the assassin. The sweat rolled off his forehead, his pounding heart caused him to pant, and the breath rasped through his mouth as though he were a runner struggling to reach the finishing line. Very soon all these physical reactions would become public knowledge.



The messenger encountered the Prime Minister as he strolled out into Downing Street. There was a brief exchange. It was noted that Mr Spencer Perceval hurried at first then, as though remembering the dignity of his office, relapsed into a swift walk. His clothes were plain, a blue coat, white waistcoat, charcoal breeches and a short-crowned hat, and his slight boyish figure, no more than five feet four inches tall, was unimpressive. Only those familiar with political figures would have recognised him as the most powerful politician in the land, the man who combined the post of Prime Minister, or more formally First Lord of the Treasury, with that of Chancellor of the Exchequer, who dominated the House of Commons, whose irresistible energy drove the civil service to execute the policies of the most conservative government since Parliament took power in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. He was a torment to the caricaturists who could find nothing to identify him except for his small size and wide, tilted eyes. He was as anonymous as any Prime Minister could be.

To William Wilberforce, gazing out of the window of Thomas Babington’s house in Downing Street, Perceval was, however, instantly recognisable. On many political issues, they were opponents, but not on the one that was most important to Wilberforce. Where the slave trade was concerned, he and Perceval were united in their determination to put an end to it, and Wilberforce, scourge of the West India lobby that represented the interests of slave owners, was happy to call the Prime Minister ‘Friend’. With genuine affection, he watched the diminutive figure hurry out of Downing Street. ‘A man of more real sweetness of temper,’ he later declared, ‘a man more highly blest by nature, was never known or one in whom goodness of disposition was more deeply rooted.’

Spencer Perceval started up the steps to the House of Commons shortly after five o’clock, closely following the heavily built figure of William Jerdan, a journalist who wrote for the British Press. As they were about to pass through the folding doors into the lobby, Jerdan noticed the Prime Minister behind him, and courteously stepped aside to let him go first. Power usually attracts attention, but Perceval’s entrance was so unobtrusive that it was scarcely noticed in the crowded lobby. Even Jerdan did not quite see what happened next.

The tall man beside the door pulled his right hand from the inside breast pocket of his brown coat. The short pistol was almost lost in his large grasp. The weapon was inaccurate over more than five yards, but he had no intention of putting anyone else in danger by firing from that distance. The Prime Minister was hurrying past him. The man crossed in front to stand in his path. Perceval stopped, and looked up at him. He was so small that the assailant towered over him.

The Prime Minister said something – perhaps asking him to move aside, or more probably offering an apology for pushing past – but the words were blotted out by the cataclysm of the next moment. Wordlessly the man stretched out his arm, pushed the wide barrel of the gun against Perceval’s chest, and pressed the trigger.

There was a flash as the powder ignited, a muffled explosion, and the force of the bullet sent the victim stumbling across the lobby. ‘Murder,’ he exclaimed, ‘oh, murder.’ Where a knife point would pierce, and a small-calibre bullet penetrate, the projectile that killed Spencer Perceval was a ball of lead almost half an inch across that pulverised the ribs, breast and heart.





See notes Chapter 1





2

The Identity of an Unfortunate Man is Revealed



John Bellingham, alias John Billingham, not having the fear of God before his Eyes but moved and seduced by the Instigation of the Devil . . . did make an Assault [with] a certain Pistol of the value of nine shillings, charged and loaded with Gunpowder and a Leaden Bullet, which he then and there had and held in his right hand to and against the Breast of him, the said Spencer Perceval and . . . then and there shot off and discharged out of the Pistol aforesaid by the force of the Gunpowder aforesaid in, upon and through the Breast of him, the said Spencer Perceval, one Mortal Wound . . .

Verdict of the Coroner’s Jury – 12 May 1812







On no fewer than three occasions witnesses were called upon to describe what happened after the shot was fired. They told their first version in Parliament immediately following the murder. A day later the coroner held an inquest in a local pub and ordered three of them to tell their story again. Finally their testimony was heard for a third time in the Old Bailey when the murderer appeared in court. The sequence of events was always the same. But each time the killing was described from a new angle. Different people appeared in the foreground, while in the background there were half-obscured, tantalising hints of another, larger picture. Nothing was quite as it seemed. One witness was a government spy. Another palpably lied. They, like every other person present at the crime, had a political agenda. What follows is a composite of their testimonies, accurate as to what happened but hardly the full truth.

The most detailed testimony came from William Smith, Norwich’s anti-slavery MP, given at the coroner’s inquiry in the Rose & Crown tavern in Downing Street. In the moments after the shot was fired, events seemed to move with the close-up intensity of a dream. Smith said that when he heard the report of a pistol, he looked up from his conversation with Francis Phillips, and saw a crowd by the door:



Almost at the same instant a person rushed hastily from among the crowd, and several voices cried out, ‘Shut the door’, and ‘Let no one escape’. The person who came from among the crowd came towards me, looking first one way and then another, and, as I thought at the moment, rather like one seeking for shelter than as the person who had received the wound. But taking two or three steps towards me, as he approached he rather reeled by me, and almost instantly fell upon the floor, with his face downwards . . . When he first fell I thought he might be slightly wounded, and expected to see him make an effort to rise, but gazing at him a few moments, I observed that he did not stir at all; I therefore immediately stooped down to raise him from the ground, requesting the assistance of a gentleman who stood close by me for that purpose. As soon as we had turned his face towards us, and not till then, I perceived it was Mr. Perceval.



Phillips immediately knelt beside the fallen man and seeing the bullet hole, just above the heart and angled down, concluded that it must be fatal. There was no out-going wound. The bullet was still lodged deep in the victim’s chest. Together Phillips and Smith pulled the little body upright, and each holding Perceval’s arm over his shoulder carried him into the nearest room, an office used by the Speaker’s clerk. In his own statement, Phillips confessed that before they could even lay Perceval down, he felt the body go limp in his arms.

With the help of some Commons officials, they gently lowered the Prime Minister onto a small table hurriedly swept clear of papers, so that he was seated upright, supported on either side with his legs resting on a chair. His face, Smith noted, ‘was, by this time, perfectly pale, the blood issuing in small quantities from each corner of his mouth . . . His eyes were still open, but he did not appear to know me, nor to take any notice of any person about him, nor had he uttered the least articulate sound from the moment he fell. A few convulsive sobs which lasted, perhaps, three or four minutes, together with a scarcely perceptible pulse, were the only signs of life.’

Inside the office, the silence grew profound. Neither man dared speak aloud his thoughts. Then William Lynn, a surgeon who had been hastily summoned from his house in Great George Street, entered and having examined the body, delivered the verdict they had known but could not bring themselves to admit: ‘He is dead.’



Outside in the lobby, the frozen moment of the murder had erupted into confusion. Every account refers to the shouts of ‘Close the doors’ to prevent the perpetrator escaping, but evidently they were not heeded. Some people ran in to investigate the shot, others raced away to inform peers and MPs of what they had seen, and soon they brought a torrent of anxious enquirers coming to check whether the Prime Minister still lived. It would have been easy, William Jerdan thought, for the assassin to get away unobserved. ‘If he had risen in a minute or two afterwards,’ he wrote in his autobiography, ‘and walked quietly out into the street, he would have escaped, and the committer of the murder would never have been known unless he had chosen to divulge it.’

But Tom Eastaff, an official in the Vote Office, had risen from his place by the door. He had noticed the tall man approach Perceval and when voices began to call out ‘Who did it?’ Eastaff answered, ‘That is the man,’ and pointed to the figure in a deep brown coat slumped on a bench against the wall. Standing nearby, Jerdan followed the direction of Eastaff’s hand and ran to catch hold of the murderer, seizing him by the collar. The man had a long face, dark hair, and when pulled to his feet appeared taller than those around him. But what Jerdan particularly noticed was the evidence of the man’s distress. ‘Large drops of agonizing sweat ran down his pallid face . . . [it] was of the cadaverous hue of the tomb; and from the bottom of his chest to his gorge, rose and fell a spasmodic action, as if a body as large as the hand were choking him with every breath. The miserable creature struck his chest repeatedly with his palm, as if to abate this sensation. Never on earth I believe was seen a more terrible example of over-wrought suffering.’

Henry Burgess was also nearby, and within seconds had joined Jerdan, snatching at the assassin’s arms and tugging the warm pistol from his right hand. Then came a journalist, Vincent Dowling, who pulled open the chocolate-coloured coat and seized from it first a pair of opera glasses, then the second pistol out of its secret pocket. An angry scrum quickly pressed against the murderer, ripping his clothes apart. Suddenly those nearest were pushed aside as General Gascoyne drove forcefully into the crowd, and gripped the murderer’s free hand so violently he cried out at the pain. In the other hand, the man held above his head a bundle of papers tied up in red tape. Gascoyne grabbed them, and tossed them over to another MP, Joseph Hume. While he was still pinioned, the man’s pockets were emptied of their contents – a gold guinea, and a one-pound note, bank tokens for 8s 6d, a pocket-knife, a bunch of keys and a pencil. His captors were shouting incoherently at him when someone emerged from the Speaker’s office and ran towards the murderer in a fury.

‘Mr Perceval is dead,’ he cried. ‘Villain, how could you destroy so good a man?’ The words produced a strange reaction.

‘I am sorry for it,’ the murderer said, and then he added something stranger still. ‘I am the unfortunate man,’ emphasising the word ‘I’. ‘I wish I were in Mr Perceval’s place. My name is John Bellingham; it is a private injury – I know what I have done. It was a denial of justice.’

Although each witness remembered his words slightly differently, they all agreed on their import – the surprising claim to be a victim himself, and the implicit admission that he had killed in cold blood. What also struck them was his failure to offer any physical resistance to his arrest. ‘A Mouse might have secured him with a bit of Thread,’ observed Burgess.



With impressive rapidity, the forces of order started to reassert themselves. A death had been caused, and the perpetrator arrested, but to charge John Bellingham with murder, evidence that he was responsible had to be presented before magistrates.

There were enough lawyers present for this procedure to be quickly agreed and, since Parliament was technically a court of law, voices immediately called for Bellingham to be taken to the chamber of the House of Commons to be charged at the Bar of the House. He was hustled out of the crowded lobby and into the chamber. There, General Gascoyne approached the assassin again, and said with seeming surprise, ‘I think I know the villain. Isn’t your name Bellingham?’

Before this question could be followed up, other legal experts interrupted to point out that the proper procedure required the arrested man to be in custody before he could be charged. So, from the chamber he was hurried down long corridors and up narrow stairways into the prison-apartment of the serjeant-at-arms where he was formally arrested. Several MPs who were magistrates found seats, and in the hot, airless room the legal process began that should have revealed why John Bellingham had murdered the Right Honourable Spencer Perceval.

Among the crowd of MPs who jammed themselves into the confined space was William Jerdan of the British Press. He was there because no journalist would have missed the opportunity to hear the assassin explain his motives, and also because he recognised this was an historic drama. Jerdan was a failed poet, a would-be literary man. Despite his bulk, he felt himself to be an outsider perpetually under threat, ‘a stricken deer’ was the phrase he used to describe himself. In the committee room, he heard undercurrents that apparently escaped most others present.

The purpose of this first hearing was simply to establish that John Bellingham was indeed the man who had killed the Prime Minister. Accordingly two outside witnesses unconnected with Parliament, a journeyman printer from Lambeth and a clerk from Gower Street, were brought in to testify that they had been standing in the lobby. Each swore that he had seen the pistol fired by Bellingham at Perceval. Then Burgess and Gascoyne identified Bellingham as the man they had arrested. Another MP, Charles Burrell, produced the pistol that had fired the shot. Finally Phillips testified that Perceval had died in his arms. Having demonstrated the chain of evidence, the senior magistrate for the county of Middlesex, Harvey Combe MP, charged Bellingham with the murder.



The formalities of the law revealed less than the informalities. The most important information came from the forty-nine-year-old General Gascoyne MP, a ramrod-straight former officer in the Coldstream Guards. The general had inherited his Liverpool constituency from his elder brother, whose name, Bamber Gascoyne, represented the alliance of two of the city’s leading slave-trading families. True to this double family tradition, Isaac Gascoyne made it his business to defend as forcefully as he could the trade on which Liverpool’s wealth had been built. During the debates in 1807 to make it illegal to carry slaves on British ships, it was said of him that ‘he considered the slave trade so great a blessing that if it were not in existence at present, he should propose to establish it’. For almost twenty years his forceful advocacy on this topic had earned him the loyalty of the city’s voters, who repeatedly elected him to represent their interests in Parliament. Now, with military precision, he provided the first independent confirmation of the murderer’s identity and background.

The arrested man, he informed the makeshift court, was a constituent of his from Liverpool, named John Bellingham. According to a newspaper report, the general testified that ‘he had seen Bellingham often, and that he had received many petitions and memorials from him respecting some claims upon government which he ought to be allowed.’ The latest interview with Bellingham had taken place barely three weeks earlier. Their discussions were always about these claims for compensation. ‘[They] originated in services alleged to be performed by the criminal in Russia for which he complains that he has obtained no remuneration.’ The general also described how he had helped arrest Bellingham, gripping the hand that held the pistol so that he could not fire again. He gave his testimony crisply and clearly. His confidence managed to convey a sense that discipline was taking over from the chaos that had been let loose by the horrific crime.

Nevertheless, one person in the room had reservations. Although almost fainting in the airless room, William Jerdan found himself doubting the general’s version of events in the lobby. Gascoyne had arrived more than a minute after the shot had been fired, after Bellingham had been secured and after the pistol had been taken from the assassin’s hand. It was possibly a mistake in the heat of the moment, Jerdan thought, and for the time being he kept his thoughts to himself.

When John Bellingham himself was questioned, he confirmed that he had indeed consulted the general on several occasions about his claim for compensation. Despite being warned to say nothing that might be incriminating at his trial, he then insisted on making known the motives for his crime: ‘I have been denied the redress of my grievances by Government; I have been ill-treated . . . I was accused most wrongfully by a Governor-General in Russia in a letter from Archangel to Riga, and have sought redress in vain. I am a most unfortunate man, and feel here [putting his hand on his heart] sufficient justification for what I have done.’

Listening to what Bellingham had to say, the crowded audience in the tiny room must have felt they had missed the first half of the drama. So much appeared to have happened before the shooting, and the killer was apparently so well known to the authorities. His account suggested that he had badgered everyone possessing any influence, from the Prince Regent and the Privy Council to anonymous civil servants, with his grievances. ‘They all know who I am and what I am,’ he insisted. ‘They knew of this fact six weeks ago through the magistrates of Bow Street.’ Eventually tiring of his demands, one official had told him that nothing could be done for him, and that ‘he might do his worst’, but it would make no difference. ‘I have obeyed them,’ Bellingham concluded calmly. ‘I have done my worst and I rejoice in the deed.’ Incoherent though his argument was, he delivered it with a composure that shocked his audience, worse still he displayed ‘not the slightest symptom of remorse’. The panting, sweating Bellingham had given way to a man at peace with his conscience.

Although fascinated by the man, and by his extraordinary physical recovery from extreme stress, Jerdan quickly concluded that he must be mad. No sane man could be so calm after committing murder. Nevertheless, the journalist wondered whether there might be more to the tragedy than Bellingham’s version of events. One piece of evidence, almost lost in the confusion of events, suggested a wider context.



Harvey Combe, in charge of the committal proceedings, was an experienced magistrate familiar with criminal investigations. He had at his disposal the services of two officers from the Bow Street magistrates’ court, colloquially known as the Bow Street Runners. Their arrest records and the reports of those cases that came to the Old Bailey showed John Vickery and William Adkins to be outstandingly good detectives. Immediately before the hearing began, Combe had sent them to search Bellingham’s lodgings at 9 New Millman Street. This turned out to be a quiet cul-de-sac in the almost-respectable area between Lincoln’s Inn and Gray’s Inn Road, where law clerks and other foot soldiers in the legal profession lived. Bellingham’s room was on the first floor, and when searching it Vickery had found in the chest of drawers all the material needed by Bellingham for his crime – a powder horn, equipment for casting bullets, a pistol key for fitting an extension to the barrel, more ammunition, and a quantity of letters and papers relating to his grievances. All of these would subsequently become evidence at his trial, but only those present at the committal stage heard Vickery’s account of his conversation with Bellingham’s landlady, Mrs Rebecca Robarts.

When the Bow Street officer had completed his hurried search, he asked Mrs Robarts whether she could tell him anything more about her lodger. Her reply was not illuminating – simply that he was polite, regular in his habits and had been staying there for about four months – but in answer to Vickery’s further enquiry, whether she had anything belonging to Bellingham in her possession, she answered that she did. As the officer related this part of the conversation, it was noted that the prisoner lost his self-possession and became visibly upset. Asked by Vickery what the object was, Mrs Robarts said it was a memorandum of twenty pounds due to Bellingham from a Mr Wilson.

Many pieces of evidence were introduced during this hurriedly cobbled-together committal hearing. Understandably it was difficult to tell which were important, and the significance of Vickery’s conversation did not stand out.

Bellingham soon regained his calm, and in answer to Combe’s question he confirmed that the money did belong to him, and that his landlady was holding it for him. Twenty pounds was not a small sum – in buying power today, roughly equivalent to about £8,000: Mrs Robarts’ almost-respectable neighbours would have expected to work for about four months to earn £20. But at this stage the magistrate’s task was simply to judge whether sufficient evidence had been presented to justify charging the prisoner. The money lay beyond Combe’s immediate concerns. Nor was it relevant to question the assassin further, to ask how long he had been waiting in the lobby, what circumstances had led him there, or why he had been detained on his way to the Commons.

At approximately eight o’clock, having consulted other MPs with legal training, Combe decided they had heard enough. He formally charged John Bellingham with the murder of the Right Honourable Spencer Perceval, and informed him that he would be remanded in custody until his trial. Bellingham pulled together his dishevelled clothes and was handcuffed by Vickery and Adkins. With that, the committal proceedings and the first attempt to find out who was responsible for killing the Prime Minister ended.





See notes Chapter 2





3

Riots Break Out amid Rumours of Revolution



Bellingham was a pleasant and inoffensive companion, but when he had disputed accounts in business, which was often the case, he then shewed his obstinate and unyielding disposition.

Liverpool Mercury, 29 May 1812







Not until the shooting of President John F. Kennedy on 22 November 1963 would a catastrophe of such significance occur again – the assassination of the leader of the most powerful democracy in the world. In each event, two identical processes started immediately, the criminal investigation required by murder and, more vital for the structure of law and order, the restoration of government’s authority. Only for a brief period after the crime did the discovery of guilt seem the more important. Very quickly, the second priority came to swamp the first. With the murder of Spencer Perceval, the need to restore authority became obvious when a messenger was sent to find a hackney coach to take the prisoner to Newgate prison.

About three hours had elapsed since Perceval’s murder. Hidden away in the bowels of the House of Commons, neither the magistrates nor Bellingham had any idea of the impact his pistol shot had made upon the world outside. Only when the handcuffed prisoner and his escort emerged from the building into Lower Palace Yard, between Westminster Hall and Westminster Bridge, did they realise that the murder of the Prime Minister was not just a crime.

To the crowds in Parliament Square, it was a source of jubilation. The mood spread as fast as the news. Eager to celebrate, people began to hurry north across the Thames and south from the honeycomb of slum dwellings between Soho and Drury Lane. Within an hour of the murder, they were streaming into Whitehall and packing into the streets and yards around Parliament itself. Inside the building, the law was beginning an orderly investigation into the killing. Outside a festival was taking place to mark the death of the Prime Minister.

There were loud cheers when the hackney coach that had been summoned pulled up outside the gate to Lower Palace Yard. Then, as Bellingham appeared, the mob surged forward. When he climbed into the coach, the nearest celebrators swarmed over the vehicle, and tried to get in at the other door. ‘By main force only could they be prevented from mounting the coach-box, clinging to the wheels, and even entering the coach to shake hands with and congratulate the murderer on his deed,’ reported one eyewitness, the diplomat Sir George Jackson. ‘They were whipped off, beaten off – there was no other course left – amid the execrations of the mob on the police, and the vociferated applause and hurrahs for Bellingham.’ In alarm, Vickery pulled his prisoner out of the coach, and hurried him back into the building.

There was no mistaking what London’s mob felt about the assassination of Spencer Perceval. For them, it represented a liberation from tyranny, a cause for unrestrained rejoicing. Within two hours, flyers and news-sheets were being sold on the streets with news of the murder. Emerging from the Commons, Samuel Romilly, an MP and Perceval’s political opponent, was alarmed to hear ‘the most savage expressions of joy and exultation’ in the streets around Parliament. And the extraordinary demonstration carried an even more sinister undertone.

What sent shivers of alarm through the nerves of those who exercised power in Westminster was the smell of revolution in the air. Bellingham had become the people’s hero. ‘Oh I will fire my gun tomorrow,’ shouted one demonstrator enthusiastically. ‘I did not think there was an Englishman left that had such a heart. He could not have shot a greater rascal!’ A constable brought his outburst to a halt by arresting him, but most of the crowd shared the demonstrator’s feelings. From the heaving bodies around Parliament emerged chants, ‘Perceval is down, the Prince Regent must be down next.’ Take out the Prime Minister, followed by the acting monarch, and what was left of government?

All across London, the forces of law and order were called out to contain the wild demonstrations erupting in the streets. On behalf of the Home Secretary, John Beckett, permanent under-secretary in the Home Office, authorised the regular troops responsible for the safety of the capital, the Foot Guards and Horse Guards, to be ordered from their barracks to preserve the peace. Members of Volunteer regiments reported to their quarters. In the City of London, the mayor called out the militia. Elsewhere, justices of the peace commanded the watch to be reinforced, and instructed parish beadles to enrol special constables, known as ‘bludgeon men’, to patrol with them.

By nightfall, repeated charges by the Horse Guards had at last cleared the crowds from around Parliament, and the frenzy began to die down. At about midnight, the streets were quiet enough for the magistrates in the Commons to make a second attempt to send Bellingham to prison in Newgate. Instead of a hired coach, Lord Clive, the well-heeled, twenty-seven-year-old grandson of the nabob, Robert Clive of India, offered them the use of his six-seater chariot in which he had raced across London to give assistance. With an escort of Life Guards clattering on either side, a pair of policemen acting as coachmen, and a party that included a magistrate, the two Bow Street officers and Lord Clive inside, the Prime Minister’s murderer was taken up Whitehall and along the Strand. Despite the late hour, a crowd was waiting to cheer Bellingham’s arrival at Newgate prison on the edge of Smithfield meat market, although the horsemen kept them at a distance as he was hurried into the great stone fortress.

Once the door of Newgate thudded shut, responsibility for Bellingham’s security rested with John Newman, the chief keeper. The City of London’s sheriffs ordered him to take every precaution to prevent the prisoner committing suicide or being poisoned. The legal machinery had reached the discovery stage. So Bellingham had to be kept alive until the law could find out why he had killed Perceval, and who else was involved.

The keeper loaded the prisoner’s arms and legs with a double set of irons, and posted two keepers in his cell to watch him through the night so that he could not harm himself. But the precautions were unnecessary. Bellingham showed no signs of anguish or of wanting to escape. Even weighed down by two sets of manacles around his wrists, and two around his ankles, he eagerly consumed a light meal. Then, as though exhausted by the great challenge he had overcome, he fell into a deep, untroubled sleep.



By contrast, the members of Perceval’s decapitated cabinet sat up late into the night. Eleven ministers were present, including the most senior, the Lord Chancellor, Lord Eldon, normally forthright in defence of conservative values, and Richard Ryder, the Home Secretary and Perceval’s closest friend. But Eldon seemed momentarily too shocked to give a lead, while Ryder, responsible for internal security, was prostrated by grief and barely able to speak. Lord Castlereagh, the secretive Ulsterman newly appointed as Foreign Secretary, would soon emerge as a political force, but he was still feeling his way. In these first hours on their own, the ministers still seemed stunned by what had happened. A single bullet had deprived them of four officers in one person: Prime Minister, Chancellor of the Exchequer, leader of the House of Commons, and Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. Such was Perceval’s dominance, a colleague had termed him ‘the Supreme Commander’.

Yet every minister was acutely aware that, even before the murder, rioting and violence were widespread in the Midlands and north of England. Weapons had been stolen, buildings torched and factory owners murdered. To many it seemed the country was lurching towards revolution. Luddites opposed to industrial modernisation provided the armed edge, but in the cities the chief threat came from the mischief stirred up in the teeming slums by democratic firebrands still inspired by the ideals of the French Revolution. Already stringent precautions had been taken to monitor these dangers.

Barely two months earlier, the House of Commons had voted to re-establish a Committee of Secrecy to coordinate information-gathering on political radicals. The Aliens Office was mandated to collate rumours of insurrection issuing from Ireland. The private office of the Post Office was authorised to open the letters of suspected troublemakers. The centre of intelligence relating to security, however, was the Home Office. A stream of reports arrived there from paid spies as well as unpaid sources such as magistrates, justices of the peace, and clergymen, supplemented by intelligence from the self-appointed Association for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers.

Next to grief, the strongest emotion driving the cabinet was fear – that John Bellingham might be part of some wider circle, that the murder might be a signal, the opening shot in a plot to create a nationwide rebellion, that the riot in Parliament Square was a rehearsal for the violence that would engulf them all. Ministers who were peers had just come from the House of Lords where they had voted to send a message to the Prince Regent expressing their horror at the crime, and their hope that the prince would take ‘the speediest and most effectual measures for bringing the perpetrators of the crime to justice’. The plural revealed what they, and everyone who heard the news of Spencer Perceval’s murder, feared most – a conspiracy.

The first decision of the cabinet was to order the guards to be doubled at the Tower of London and the Bank of England. Then messengers were sent to warn the lord lieutenant of each county of what had happened. Most of these were peers, already assembled in the House of Lords, and they soon left the capital in a string of private carriages carrying them out into the dark countryside. Back at home, they would instruct the justices of the peace to arrest radicals, troublemakers and insurrectionists, and to have the yeomanry and volunteers ready for action against the mob. At about eight o’clock, another edict was issued forbidding mail coaches to leave London in order to delay news of the assassination getting out.

After that the ministers stalled. There was discussion about imposing martial law, and sending the Prince Regent away from London. But no decision was taken. The gap left by Spencer Perceval was too big to be filled. A messenger was sent to Viscount Sidmouth, a former Prime Minister, to help them in their deliberations. Eventually the cabinet turned to the easier questions of funeral arrangements and the provision of financial support for the Prime Minister’s family.

Shortly after midnight, the ministers ended their meeting in order to join the Speaker, Charles Abbott, as he accompanied the body of Spencer Perceval back to Downing Street. Even at that hour, onlookers still clustered in Whitehall. They jeered derisively when the coffin and the procession of political leaders went by. Soldiers on the street prevented any more active demonstration, but the hatred felt for Perceval’s ministry could not be doubted.

The body in its open coffin was placed in the drawing room of 10 Downing Street surrounded by tall candles. The Prime Minister’s brother, Lord Arden, sat next to it crying without restraint, but his widow, Jane Perceval, could not bring herself to look at the body. At six o’clock that evening, she had been visiting her closest friend, Frederica Ryder, wife of the Home Secretary, when the news was brought to her that her husband had been shot. Neither then, nor in the hours since, had she wept. Now she lay on her bed upstairs, dry-eyed, too shocked to move.



While 10 Downing Street remained frozen in grief, the printing-rooms of London’s daily newspapers were a frenzy of noise and activity. To the rapidly developing trade of journalism, the murder presented a challenge. In twenty years, the number of papers and magazines had doubled to more than 240 in Britain, with fifty-two in London alone, about a dozen of them dailies. But all were still hand-printed on iron-framed presses – the steam-driven, rotary presses that The Times was planning to install were still two years away. Given the need to compose lines of new type by hand, to ink the frame that held the lead letters, and to pull each four-page sheet individually from the press, workers were restricted to printing about 250 impressions an hour from each press. Such an important, late-breaking story strained the primitive technology to its limits.

By six o’clock, when news of the murder became public, the country editions had already been printed and bundled for the mail coach. The London editions were set up, even at The Times which boasted that the last edition did not go to the printing-bed before five minutes past six. But on that evening all the London dailies held the presses.

The majority took time only to insert a few paragraphs into the already closely packed columns of print. With a print run lasting most of the night, any longer delay threatened to deprive readers of their morning paper. The Globe managed to get an extra edition away on the last mail coach before the ban was announced with three stark lines of print, ‘Mr Perceval was SHOT DEAD this evening in the House of Commons. It is said that the Assassin was a Liverpool Merchant. His name was John James Bellingham.’ But at The Times, the editor John Stoddard pulled out three columns of type to make way for a detailed report that began with an emotional tribute to the victim, ‘a man whose personal qualities gave offence to no one – whose private life was an example to all – and who, however firm and unbending in his principles, yet conducted political conflicts in a way that robbed them of their characteristic bitterness’.

Then Stoddard voiced the only question that needed to be answered, ‘What could have excited the wretched assassin to the commission of so diabolical an act?’ He did not speculate further about Bellingham’s motives, but even in this warmly felt tribute, Stoddard felt bound to refer to the widespread conviction that Perceval’s ‘firm and unbending’ principles were ‘narrow and bigotted [sic]’, and liable to be replaced by ‘a more enlightened policy or more beneficial maxims’. Like the cabinet, The Times implicitly assumed that Perceval’s murder must be connected to the policies his ministry had followed.

Stoddard’s editorial was pushed in among reports of the war in Spain against the occupying French forces, and a worrying account of violent disturbances in the north of England. Two nights earlier, several gangs of Luddites, twenty or thirty strong, had raided scores of private houses around Huddersfield and demanded that the owners hand over any weapons they had. ‘By this means they have obtained possession of upwards of 100 stand of arms, and not one night has passed without some arms having been so taken.’

It was not difficult to see a connection between the assassination of the Prime Minister in the House of Commons and the organisation of these sinister events. Across London, the talk at fashionable parties was of impending revolution. The Prince Regent was rumoured to have fled to the safety of Brighton. ‘Nobody knows at present whether it was the sole act of this man, or whether it is a plot,’ the Irish society hostess, the Honourable Frances Calvert, wrote nervously in her journal. ‘At all events, independent of the horrible thing it is, it is very alarming, the guards were all out for fear of any tumult.’

Until the cabinet could reassemble its collective will, the immediate priority for everyone with influence, politician, journalist and metropolitan hostess, was the discovery of Bellingham’s motives. Everything hinged on his sanity. The Times editorial referred to the widespread rumours that his behaviour showed ‘proofs of temporary derangement’. That was the good outcome. A mad gunman could have acted alone. But if John Bellingham proved to be sane, then it seemed likely that he was part of a wider conspiracy among Spencer Perceval’s many enemies to overthrow the government.

Long before the assassin woke from his tranquil sleep the following day, journalists had begun to congregate round the door to the evil-smelling fortress of Newgate prison.





See notes Chapter 3
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A Free and Easy Conspiracy?



Welcome Ned Ludd, your case is good,

Make Perceval your aim;

For by this Bill, ‘tis understood

It’s death to break a Frame.

Luddite poem pinned up in Nottingham, February 1812







The assassin awoke on Tuesday morning, 12 May, with an overwhelming sense of relief. He had been daunted by the difficulty of killing the Prime Minister. The prospect of it had oppressed him for weeks, and he had repeatedly put it off, been ‘dilatory’ as he himself put it. But Spencer Perceval had had to be killed. It was not something that could be avoided. Now he had done the deed a great weight of anxiety had slipped from his shoulders. News of the assassin’s satisfied state of mind was passed on to waiting reporters by John Newman, the chief keeper at Newgate prison, and a constant source of information about John Bellingham’s behaviour while in custody. Having slept soundly, Bellingham had risen on the morning following the murder, Newman revealed, and breakfasted with a good appetite off buttered rolls and a large basin of sweetened tea prepared by the keeper himself. The image the keeper conveyed to reporters was of someone sane and at ease with the world.

Nothing in his appearance suggested that he was mad. John Bellingham stood about five feet ten inches tall, with dark, curly hair, and deep blue eyes. He had a long, saturnine face which bore a surprising resemblance, as everyone who saw him remarked, to that of the aristocratic, aquiline-nosed, radical MP, Sir Francis Burdett. His clothes were good but not foppish – a dark brown coat, now torn by rough handling, a striped toilinet waistcoat, dusty yellow nankeen trousers, and Hessian boots. These, as it happened, were almost exactly what the fashion magazine, Le Beau Monde, advised for a gentleman’s morning wear. The brown coat, calf-length Hessian boots and waistcoat made of toilinet, a woven mixture of silk, cotton and wool, were particularly specified by the Monde, although it permitted bottle-green as an alternative for the coat. Kerseymere, or twilled cotton, was what the magazine recommended for trousers, but nankeen, a hard-wearing cotton akin to denim, though a little coarser, did not destroy the overall effect.

The impression of respectability was underlined by the apparently reasonable letter that Bellingham wrote to his landlady, Rebecca Robarts, later that morning after breakfast:



Dear Madam, Yesterday midnight I was escorted to this neighbourhood by a noble troop of light horse, and delivered into the care of Mr Newman as a State Prisoner of the first class. For eight years I have never found my mind so tranquil as since this melancholy but necessary catastrophe. As the merits or demerits of my peculiar case must be regularly unfolded in a Criminal Court of Justice to ascertain the guilty party, by a jury of my countrymen, I have to request the favour of you to send me three or four shirts, some cravats, handkerchiefs, night-caps, stockings &c out of my drawers, together with comb, soap, toothbrush, with any other trifle that presents itself which you think I may have occasion for, and inclose them in my leather trunk. And the key please to send sealed, per bearer; also my great coat, flannel gown, and black waistcoat, which will much oblige, Dear Madam, your very obedient servant,

John Bellingham



To the above, please to add the prayer book.



His handwriting was as neat and composed as the tone of the letter. The meaning was lucid, and the phrasing regular. And the desire to appear smart in court was understandable. Only the context made the message bizarre. The ‘neighbourhood’ was Newgate prison where he was confined, the ‘noble troop’ of cavalry had been guards posted to prevent his escape, Newman was his jailer, the ‘melancholy but necessary catastrophe’ was murder, and the country was in uproar. To be tranquil in such circumstances suggested that either he suffered from an impaired sense of reality or he was a genuinely wicked character. As Tuesday wore on the newspapers grew more inclined to believe the latter.

The reporter on the Whig paper, the Morning Chronicle, clearly had a source among the MPs who were present when John Bellingham was charged. As a result, the paper was able to add some detail to the prisoner’s motives for killing the Prime Minister. They concerned ‘a dispute which he had with the Consul in Archangel by which he incurred a loss of seven or £8,000, but in which the British Government had nothing to do’. Bellingham, a Liverpool merchant, had been imprisoned in Russia following the dispute, the newspaper explained, and since his arrival back in Britain had sought compensation from ‘the public offices’, but had been told the government could not interfere in ‘private affairs’. ‘He says that he was driven to despair; that three weeks ago he bought the pistols for the horrid deed, which he has at last perpetrated.’

Throughout Tuesday, reporters questioned their political and social contacts, and especially keeper Newman, for any additional information they could offer about the murderer. All those who had encountered Bellingham in the hours since he pulled the trigger remarked upon his peace of mind, and most newspapers followed the keeper’s line about his mental state.

‘At first it was impossible to believe that such an act could be committed by any but an insane man,’ The Courier declared, ‘but it would be difficult to come to this conclusion from the manner and demeanour of the prisoner . . . nothing appeared in his conduct to induce a suspicion of his labouring under insanity. He has since been very much employed in writing, and there is nothing of that hurry in his action, or want of method in his style, to induce us to believe that he does now or has ever laboured under mental derangement.’

This was the crux of the problem facing the legal investigation. Was Bellingham sane, and if so was his crime committed with the help of others? These were the questions that the two Middlesex magistrates, Harvey Combe and Michael Angelo Taylor, posed when they arrived to question him at about nine o’clock that morning.

They too noted that Bellingham appeared calm, self-possessed and respectful. He was no longer burdened by chains. His room next to the chapel, reserved for distinguished prisoners awaiting trial, was large and well-lit. It overlooked the chapel yard, and was almost free from the rank odour of sewage and despair that visitors associated with Newgate. In answer to their questions, Bellingham firmly assured the magistrates that he had acted alone, without any accomplices. Furthermore, he had intended to kill no one but the Prime Minister. Other members of the cabinet, he made clear, were not his targets. Probing his behaviour, the magistrates suggested, because of the sharp downward trajectory of the bullet, that he might have leaned over someone else to shoot. Bellingham indignantly rejected the suggestion, and for the only time in the interview showed signs of being upset. He would never have dreamed of putting anyone at risk except for the Prime Minister. It was a matter of justice, he insisted, brought about by the business in Russia.

Unlike Newman, who thought there was nothing wrong in Bellingham’s mind, the magistrates went away uncertain about his sanity. That doubt overshadowed everything they had learned from him. However reasonable his manner, his motive for murder made no sense. Until they could be sure about his state of mind, the magistrates could not decide how much weight to attach to his declaration of having acted alone. It became supremely important to find out the murderer’s background, and what he had been doing in the days before he killed Spencer Perceval.

This was the focus of the investigation directed by Harvey Combe, a former lord mayor of London notable for his staunchly Whig politics. So long as the legal process continued to dominate, the inquiry into Bellingham’s character and contacts would remain the top priority. The groundwork was handled by the Bow Street Runners, William Adkins and his brother Richard, led by the talented John Vickery. The wealth of information they discovered about the killer in a very short time testified to their energy and detective skills. But Combe had two other sources of information: the surprising number of people who actually knew Bellingham and the indefatigable journalists on the London papers.



The first information came from a visitor to Newgate prison known only as Hokkirk, who claimed to be a friend of the Bellingham family. Although forbidden to see the prisoner, he and Newman obviously talked because reporters soon learned that when Bellingham was a child, his father, a painter, had gone mad and been confined in St Luke’s mental asylum in London. The place of confinement was significant. Unlike the better-known and older asylum of Bethlem, or Bedlam, St Luke’s did not allow visitors to come round and gawp at its inmates, and for a good reason. It gave priority to violent lunatics who were, under the definition of the 1744 Vagrancy Act, ‘furiously mad, or so far disordered in their Senses that [it] may be dangerous [for them] to be permitted to go Abroad’. Most of its 260 patients had to be physically restrained in some way.

The news gave ammunition to those, like Jerdan, who were convinced of the murderer’s insanity. Madness obviously ran in the family. Bellingham’s studiously calm behaviour now took on a different complexion. It could have been a mask to conceal the mental chaos within. The father’s descent into furious madness had been more clear-cut, but at least he had not killed anyone. The son’s derangement was undoubtedly more severe.

Then two other items of information emerged that appeared to tip the balance the other way. The first came from Bellingham himself. He revealed that he had been brought up in St Neots, a small market town in Huntingdonshire about sixty miles north of London where the surroundings could not have been more secure. As was soon confirmed, his mother came from a long-established, prosperous family in the area, and after his father’s death he had grown up surrounded by loving and supportive relatives. A second pointer towards his stability was the discovery that he was married and the father of three children, all living in Liverpool.

The most revealing clue found on Tuesday, however, was more ambiguous. This was the discovery of a pamphlet that Bellingham had written in March, eight weeks earlier. It described his experiences in Russia from 1804 to 1809, and he had had it printed at a cost of £9 15s 0d shillings for distribution to every Member of Parliament. The pamphlet had made no impact at the time, but by Tuesday afternoon typesetters on every London daily were setting chunks of its text on their formes. The writing was clear, but it did not explain why misfortunes that took place in Russia in 1805 should have led to murder seven years later.

What the pamphlet did make obvious was how well known Bellingham was to the authorities. It revealed that he had taken his complaints to senior civil servants, like John Beckett, under-secretary at the Home Office, and Michael Herries, permanent secretary at the Treasury, and that while he was in Russia he had even tried to claim asylum in the home of Lord Granville Leveson-Gower, the wonderfully handsome, impossibly vain, former ambassador to Russia. To the well-connected Combe, it would have been obvious that one or more of these encounters might have offered some warning of Bellingham’s intentions. In the structure of law enforcement, magistrates responsible for policing London occupied a pivotal position. Like all magistrates, they took charge of both the investigation of crime and the maintenance of order within their county. But the law officers of the capital carried an extra burden: to prevent any kind of subversive activity that might endanger the government of the land. This added responsibility brought them into frequent contact with the Home Office and its unrivalled resources for gathering intelligence. When Combe met Beckett, he must have expected the under-secretary to be able to supply him with background reports on the assassin.

The industrious, efficient Beckett had access to information from across Britain and Ireland. In those turbulent days, so much flowed in that it was impossible for him to see it all. Reports of arson and rioting came from the textile counties of Lancashire and Yorkshire as well as from the manufacturing hotbed of the Midlands. There were waves of rick-burning in the south, and industrial sabotage in Wales. The Napoleonic Wars had introduced large numbers of men to weapons and disciplined organisation, and what especially frightened local informants was the potential alliance between military experience and social insurrection. The most urgent reports always concerned the groups of men who arrived at night to smash up stocking-machines or mechanical threshers, declaring themselves to be under the command of ‘Captain Ludd’ or ‘Captain Edward Ludd’.

One note recently forwarded to Beckett had linked threats of destruction to a wider plan to overthrow the government and ‘that damned set of Rogues, Perceval & Co to whom we attribute all the miseries of our country . . . we hope for assistance from the French Emperor in shaking off the Yoke of the Rottenest, wickedest and most Tyrannical Government that ever existed’. It was signed ‘General of the Army of Redeemers Ned Ludd’. In Yorkshire alone, if one frightened informant were to be believed, eight thousand men were already under arms, including many militia soldiers, whose plan for ‘bringing about a revolution, would be to send parties to the different houses of the members of both Houses of Parliament, and destroy them’. Nor did it escape the attention of magistrates that such reports very often mentioned the muskets and pistols carried by the mob. ‘What the danger of assassination is,’ Earl Fitzwilliam, lord lieutenant of Yorkshire’s West Riding, reported to a fellow peer, ‘your Lordship will readily collect from the readiness with which this abominable banditti fires on every occasion.’

Guns had never been so plentifully available to anyone intent on resisting authority. During two decades of war with France, the army had trained thousands of men to use muskets and supplied them by the ton to both regular soldiers and the part-time militia. Most householders owned at least a blunderbuss, to protect their property, and a variety of more portable, sophisticated weapons were available to those who needed them. The popularity of duelling, hunting and travelling – especially on roads frequented by highwaymen and banditti – had created a demand for small arms that made their manufacture a thriving industry. For the magistrates, their production simply increased the danger in a time of turmoil, but for later generations this was the classic era made famous by firearms artists such as Durs Egg and Joseph Manton who produced beautiful, lethal flintlock pistols for duelling; by James Purdey who manufactured sporting shotguns for wildfowlers; and by William Beckwith of Snow Hill in London who, as the Bow Street Runner John Vickery would shortly discover, made squat, half-inch calibre, steel pistols for sale at the price of four guineas a pair.

Yet where revolution was concerned, it was urban rather than rural violence that caused the government the greatest anxiety. Every large town was growing fast as manufacturing and commercial work lured people from the country. The population of Glasgow had tripled since 1750 to 100,000 people, the thriving port of Liverpool had quadrupled to almost 80,000 inhabitants in barely forty years, Manchester and Birmingham were only a little smaller at 70,000. None, however, came close in size to London where the population had exploded to almost one million, forcing thousands of families to live crammed into ‘rookeries’, made up of hovels piled one on another, where a dozen or more people might share a single squalid room. Such conditions incubated sickness, drunkenness, crime and, the Home Office’s many spies reported, insurrection.

When the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge visited a London pub on the morning after Perceval’s murder to investigate public reaction, he was horrified by the sheer bitterness expressed by ordinary people. No regret for Spencer Perceval’s death. No anger at the murderer. Just a savage pleasure in what had been done. ‘These were the very words,’ Coleridge reported for the Morning Post. ‘ “This is but the beginning” – “More of these damned Scoundrels must go the same way & then poor people may live.” ’

Influenced by the French Revolution and the writings of Tom Paine, the poor saw a direct connection between their misery and political corruption. ‘Every man might maintain his family decent & comfortable,’ one person asserted in Coleridge’s hearing, ‘if the money were not picked out of our pockets by them damned Placemen.’

Those were the sentiments of the Corresponding Societies, set up in 1789 to share the ideas of the French Revolution, but supposedly suppressed in the 1790s by laws against political dissent and unauthorised meetings. As a Whig, and a declared supporter of Charles James Fox’s liberal policies, Harvey Combe had opposed this draconian legislation, but he knew that the societies’ former members had found ways of getting round the bans. They now assembled informally in pubs, ostensibly for ‘free and easy evenings’ of singing and drinking, but in reality to keep alive dreams of replacing a corrupt society by one based on liberty and equality. ‘Yes we must lay on a general plan of Insurrection,’ one of these radicals declared, according to a government spy, ‘which must be agreed to be acted upon, and not debated afterwards.’ Fear of what might happen when guns and urban revolutionaries came together led the Home Office and London magistrates to flood the revolutionary underworld with paid informers. Their reports were filled with wild talk and plans to storm Parliament and kill all the cabinet, or to take over the Bank of England, or to invade Carlton House where the Prince Regent lived, hang him and set up a republican government that would serve the people. Anger at a government that oppressed the poor and rewarded its friends with pensions and well-paid jobs appeared in the extravagant toasts the radicals offered as they downed their porter and ale: ‘May the guillotine be as common as a pawnbroker’s shop and every tyrant’s head a pledge’, ‘Let the barren land of our country be manured with the blood of our Tyranny’, and, most popular of all, ‘To the last king, strangled by the guts of the last priest’. It was apparent too in their songs, one of the most popular being sung to the tune of ‘Sweet Lass on Richmond Hill’:



Tis in Pall Mall there lives a Pig [the Prince Regent]

That doth this Mall adorn.

So fat, so plump, so monstrous Big,

A finer ne’er was born.

This Pig so sweet, so full of Meat,

He’s one I wish to kill.

I’ll fowls resign on thee to dine,

Sweet Pig of fine Pall Mall.



Among the violent graffiti scrawled on the walls along Whitehall was one at least that came from the free and easy clubs, ‘Perceval’s ribs are only fit to broil the Prince Regent’s heart on’. Revolutionary words might quickly lead to revolution itself. A London magistrate had to know whether Bellingham’s bullet could be the signal the revolutionaries were waiting for. In his meetings with Beckett, Combe would therefore have asked whether the assassin’s name had been mentioned by any of the under-secretary’s spies in the underworld. Almost inevitably, given their number, one of the government’s spies had met the murderer in the weeks before the killing.

Sitting up in the narrow press gallery that overlooked the chamber of the House of Commons, Vincent Dowling, parliamentary reporter for The Day, had been joined by Bellingham who carried with him the same opera glasses that were seized from him in the lobby. At the committal hearing in the Commons, the reporter testified that the stranger had come there more than once, and had asked him to identify the different members of the cabinet sitting on the government benches below. Dowling particularly remembered pointing out Richard Ryder, the Home Secretary. As a reporter, he declared that he only appreciated the significance of these encounters in retrospect.

Dowling, however, had a secret that never emerged in his testimony. He was also paid by the Home Office to infiltrate the groups of political extremists who met in drinking clubs to talk and sing and plot ways of creating a new, radical society. He was sufficiently conscientious to pass on several long accounts of treasonable meetings to the Home Office. A stranger with an interest as persistent as Bellingham’s in identifying senior ministers, including the spy’s employer, should have aroused his suspicions, and Dowling admitted that on the second or third meeting he had had a long conversation with Bellingham. He must have asked the stranger his name and business. It is possible that Dowling filed no report of his encounter, certainly none exists today. But the presumption must be that he did provide some note of the meeting, because the Home Office continued to pay him for information after Perceval’s murder, indicating that no blame had been attached to his conduct regarding the murderer. Perhaps Beckett missed the significance of the warning, but it is equally probable that he had passed the information on to the Home Secretary, and in that case Combe would have understood immediately why no further action had been taken. The inadequacies of the Home Secretary and the paperwork that accumulated on his desk were notorious in government circles.



Richard Ryder had been Perceval’s friend since their days at university. He had been appointed Home Secretary because the Prime Minister wanted the post to be held by someone whose loyalty was beyond question. But, physically delicate and crippled by lack of confidence, Ryder was ill-suited to the demands of a brutal portfolio that placed him in charge of the internal security of the kingdom. The Home Secretary was widely rumoured to retire to bed with a headache rather than take a difficult decision to deploy troops on the streets or to order the round-up of suspected troublemakers. To keep the department functioning, much of the minister’s work had in practice been shouldered by the Prime Minister. Amidst Spencer Perceval’s many other duties, sifting significant information from the dross did not rank high. The possibility existed, nevertheless, that Perceval himself might have been ultimately responsible for failing to prevent his own murder.

Whatever the failures of the Home Office, Combe would have learned much about the case from his meetings with Beckett. The murder did not come out of the blue: Bellingham had approached many people and his demands were well-known to every area of government. His crime was not spontaneous, and his preparations had none of the disorder that would indicate madness. And all of his actions indicated that he had acted alone.



On the afternoon of Tuesday, 12 May, less than twenty-four hours after the murder, members of the House of Commons met to pay tribute to their murdered colleague. The most eloquent expression of their feelings came not in words but in uncontrollable weeping. It was an emotional society, the last before the responsibility of running an empire made it desirable for men to stiffen the upper lip and keep their feelings under control in public. But even so their demonstration of grief was remarkable. The Speaker, Charles Abbott, noted that Richard Ryder could not even speak for crying, and that ‘in most faces there was an agony of tears; and neither Lord Castlereagh [Foreign Secretary], Ponsonby [leader of the Whig opposition], Whitbread [a radical Whig], nor Canning [Perceval’s Tory rival] could give a dry utterance to their sentiments.’

Shock at the violence of the Prime Minister’s death, and that it should have taken place within the palace of Westminster, contributed to the depth of emotion, but their tears sprang also from genuine affection. The Whig leader, George Ponsonby, declared in a choking voice that while he had opposed Perceval bitterly on political matters, there was no one ‘of whose sense of honour he had a higher opinion, or for whom he had a greater personal affection’, at which point according to the Parliamentary Register, ‘the emotions of the right honourable gentleman were such as for a few moments to deprive him of the power of utterance’.

In the House of Lords, the Lord Chancellor, Lord Eldon, was so convulsed by tears that he had to let Lord Ellenborough, the Lord Chief Justice, take his place on the woolsack as Speaker. Even after his return, Eldon was, in the words of the Register, ‘so overpowered by his feelings that he could not read the message [of condolence from the Prince Regent] audibly and it was with great difficulty his lordship got through it’.

Their anguish provided a sharp contrast to the scenes of riotous celebration that were already rippling outwards from London. From towns in Hertfordshire and Essex, reports came in of the joy and often of the wild gunfire that broke out as people learned of Spencer Perceval’s death. In the days to come the Midlands, Yorkshire, Lancashire and the Lowlands of Scotland would be convulsed by a wave of outrageous delight at the Prime Minister’s murder. The forces of law and order in the country seemed as powerless to contain it as those in London.

On Tuesday evening, according to the Nottingham Journal, a mob ‘proceeded with a band of music all through the principal streets. They were soon joined by a numerous rabble who, in the most indecent and reprehensible manner, testified their joy at the horrid catastrophe by repeated shouts, the firing of guns and every species of exultation.’ Similar demonstrations were reported in Birmingham as people heard what Bellingham had done, and crowds ‘stood huzzaing and expressing their savage joy’. Bellingham’s health was drunk in Glasgow, Liverpool and Manchester. In the Lake District, a shocked William Wordsworth warned his sister, Dorothy, ‘The country is no doubt in a most alarming situation; and if much firmness be not displayed by the Government, confusion & havoc & murder will break out and spread terribly.’ From Cambridge, another poet, the Irishman Tom Moore, reported apprehensively that ‘all the common people’s heads are full of revolution’.

It was still possible that Perceval’s murder might have been designed to detonate the bomb of revolution, but in London the first fears were receding. Combe’s initial conclusion that Bellingham was a lone eccentric would have been reported to Beckett and others responsible for law and order. And the political forces in Westminster were already beginning to regroup. With each new report of riot and disorder, ministers like Castlereagh, Eldon and Ellenborough grew increasingly determined to demonstrate the might of government forcefully and without delay.

When the cabinet assembled late on Tuesday night, their uncontrollable grief gave way to anger, and a savage desire to wipe out the affront done both to Parliament and to them personally. Bellingham had to be executed as quickly as possible. In the Commons, Castlereagh, who had taken over leadership from the paralysed Ryder, made it plain that in his opinion the murder ‘was confined to the individual who had perpetrated the act’. Time spent searching for accomplices would be wasted.

Eldon went further. In the Lords, he had been braced by a conversation with Ellenborough, a legal neanderthal notorious for being the last judge to sentence a man to be hanged, drawn and quartered. The Lord Chief Justice was convinced that Bellingham should not only be executed without delay, but that in order to demonstrate the power of government as dramatically as possible to the rioters who had dared celebrate his atrocious crime, he should be hanged publicly in Palace Yard before the House of Commons.

Not every minister sympathised with this suggestion, but there was no dispute within the cabinet that public policy and personal feeling demanded the death of the murderer. The case would be handled by the Attorney General, Sir Vicary Gibbs. The Lord Chief Justice would be told to set the earliest possible date for the trial. The political machine was about to swamp the criminal investigation.





See notes Chapter 4
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