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Well before the end of the eighteenth century
Britain was as powerful as France . This resulted
from the growth of irs industries and from the
wealth of its large new trading empire, part of
which had been cap tured from th e French. Britain
now had the stro ngest navy in the world ; the navy
controlled Britain 's own trade rout es and
endangered those of its en emies. It was the
deliberate policy of the govern ment to create th is
trading empire, and to protect it wit h a stron g
navy. T his was made possible by the way in which
government had developed during the eighteenth
century.

For the first tim e , it was the king's ministers who
were the real policy and decision -makers. Power
now belonged to the groups from which the
ministers came , and the ir supporters in Parliament.
These mini sters ruled ove r a country which had
become wealt hy through trade. T his wealth , or
"capita l", made possible both an agricultura l and an
industrial revolu tion which made Britain the most
advanced econom y in the world.

However, there was an en ormous price to pay,
because while a few people became richer, many
others lost their land , their homes and th eir way of
Hie. Families were driven off the land in another
period of enclosures. T hey became the working
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"p roletar iat" of the cities that made Britain's trade
and industrial emp ire of the n ineteenth century
possible. The invention of machinery destroyed the
old "co ttage industr ies" and creat ed factor ies. T he
development of industry led to th e sudden growth
of cit ies like Birmingham, G lasgow, Manchester
and Liverpool and other centres in the north
Midlands.

None of this could have happened without great
dange r to the established orde r. In France the
misery of the poor and the power of the trad ing
classes led to revolution in 1789. The Briti sh
government was afraid of dangerous revolutionary
ideas spreading from Franc e to the discontented in
Britain . In fact , Britain ended the century fighting
against the great French leader, Napoleon
Bonaparte, and eventually defeating h im. In this
way, perhaps, many who might have been
discontented were more conce rned with th e defeat
of Napoleon. Revolution was st ill a possibility, but
Brita in was saved partly by the high level of local
control of the ruling class in the cou ntrys ide and
partly by Merhodism, a new religious movement
which offered hope and self-respect to the new
proletariat . Methodism was careful to deal on ly
with heaven ly matters. It did not quest ion polit ical
or social injustices on earth.

Politics and finance
W hen Queen Anne , the last of the St uarts, died in
1714, it was not entirely cert ain that the Protes tant
ruler of Hanover, George, would become king.
There were some Tories who wanted the deposed

107



An Illustrated History of Britain

james ll's son to ret urn to Britain as james Ill. If he
had given up Catholicism and accepte d the
Anglican religion he probably would have been
crowned james Ill. But like other members of his
family, james was unwi lling to change his mind,
and he would not give up his religion . Nor would
he give up his claim to the thro ne, so he tr ied to

win it by force.

In 1715 he sta rted a rebeilion against George I,
who had by th is time arrived from Hanover. But
th e rebellion was a disaster , and George's army had
little difficul ty in defeating the English and Sco tt ish
"[acobites" , as Stuart supporters were known .
Because of the Tory connec tion with the [ acobires,
King George allowed the W higs to form his
government.

Government power was increased because the new
king spoke on ly German , and did not seem very
interested in his new kingdom . Among the king's
ministers was Rob~rt Wa lpole, who remain ed the
greatest political leader for ove r twenty years. He is
considered Britain's first Prime Min ister.

Walpole came to power as a result of his financial
ability. At the end of the seventeent h century the
government had been forced to borrow money in
order to pay for the war with France . There was
nothi ng new about th is, except that because of the
war the governme nt 's borrowing increased
enormously. In 1694 , a group of financiers who lent
to the government decided to establish a bank , and
the government agreed to borrow from it alone .
The new bank, ca lled th e Bank of England , had
aut hor ity to raise money by printing "bank notes".
Th is was not an entirely new idea. For hundreds of
years bank ers and money dealers had been able to
give peop le "promisory notes" signed by
the mselves. T hese could be handed on as payment
to a third or fourth person . Th is way of making
trade easier had been made lawful duri ng the reign
of Henry I, six hundred years earlier. The cheques
we use today devel oped from these promisory notes.

At a tim e when many people had money to invest ,
there was popular interest in financial matters.
Peop le wanted to invesr money in some of the
trading companies doing business in the West
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lndies, the East lndies or in other newly developing
areas. The possibility of high profits, and the
exc itemen t thi s possibilit y caused, made the cost of
a share in these trading adventures expensive. In
1720 the South Sea Company offered to pay off the
govern ment's nat ional deb t if it was given
monopoly rights to tradi ng in the Sout h Seas. It
raised mone y by selling shares wh ich qu ickly rose in
value with the increasing exc itement . W hen
peop le's con fidence in the South Sea Company
suddenly fell, so did the price of shares, and
thousands of peop le who had invested their money
lost' everyth ing. Robert Wa lpole was able to bring
back public confidence. He made sure that
something like the "South Sea Bubble" could not
happen again. Th is was the first step in making
compan ies responsible to the public for the money
which they borrow ed by the sale of sha res.

In the other countr ies of Europe kings and queens
had absolute power. Britain was unusual , an d
Wa lpole was determ ined to keep the C rown under
th e firm control of Parliamen t. He knew that with
the new Ge rman monarchy th is was more possible
than it had been before.

Walpole skilfully developed the idea that
gove rnment min isters sho uld work togethe r in a
small group, wh ich was ca lled the "Cabine t". He
int roduced the idea tha t any min ister who disagreed
deeply with other Cabine t ministers was expected
to resign. From thi s basic idea grew another
impor tant rule in British politics: that all members
of the C abinet were together responsible for policy
decisions. Wa lpole buil t on the polit ical results of
the G lorious Revolut ion of 1688. It was he who
made sure th at the power of the king would always
be limi ted by the const itut ion.

The limits to monarchy were these: the king could
not be a C atho lic; the king could not remove or
cha nge laws; the king was dependent on Parl iament
for his financial incom e and for his army. The king
was supposed to "choo se" his ministers. Even today
the gove rnment of Britain is "He r Majesty's
Go vernment". But in fact the mini sters belonged as
much to Parliament as they did to th e king.



Walpole wanted to avo id war and to increase taxes
so that the government could pay back everything
it had borrowed, and get rid of the nat ional deb t.
He put taxes on luxury goods, such as tea, coffee
and chocolate, all of which were drunk by the rich ,
and were brought to Britain from its new colon ies
by wealt hy trade rs. Te a had become a nation al
drink by 1700, when 50 ,000 kg were already being
import ed each year. Wa lpole raised the
government 's income, but thi s had little effect on
the national debt , and he became very unpopular.

The most importan t of Walpole's polit ical enemies
was W illiam Pitt " the Elder", lat er Lord C hatha m,
Charham wanted Britain to be eco nomically strong
in the world, and he agreed with Daniel Defoe , the
author of Robinson Crusoe, who had written in
1728, "Trade is the wealth of the world . T rade
makes the difference between rich and poor,
between one nat ion and anothe r." But trade also
involved compe tit ion . C ha rham had studied Fren ch
trade and industry, and he was certa in that Britain
must beat France in the race for an overseas trade
empire.

In 1733 France made an alliance with Spain.
Chatham feared that th is alliance would give
France a trade advantage ove r Britain th rough freer
trade possibilit ies with the Spanish Empire in Sout h
America and the Far East. England had been trying
unsuccessfully to develop trade with the Span ish
Empire since the days of Drake. O nce Char harn was
in the govern ment, he decided to make the Brit ish
navy stronge r than that of France or any ot her
nation . He also decided to take ove r as many as
possible of France's trading posts abroad.

War with France broke out in 1756. Britain had
already been invol ved in a war against France , from
1743 to 1748, concern ing control of the Aust rian
Empire. However , thi s t ime C hatha rn left Britain 's
ally, Prussia, to do most of the fight ing in Europe.
He directed Brit ish effort at destroying French
trade. The navy stopped French ships reachi ng or
leaving French ports.

The war against France's trade went on all over the
world. In Canada , the Brit ish took Q uebec in 1759
and Montreal the following year. This gave the
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Brit ish control of the important fish , fur and wood
trades. Meanwhile the French navy was dest royed
in a battle near the coast of Spain . In India, the
army of the Briti sh East Ind ia Company defeated
French armies both in Bengal, and in the south
near Madras, destroying French trade inte rests.
Many Indian princes allied themselves with one
side or the other. In defeating France , Brita in
eventually went on to control most of India by
conquest or treaty with the prince s. Many Britons
started to go to India to make their fort une. Unlike
previous British t raders, they had littl e respect for
Indian people or for their culture . So, wh ile India
became the "jewel in the Crown" of Britain 's
foreign possessions, Brit ish-Indian relat ions slowly
went sour.

Meanwhile, in 1759, Britain was drunk with
victory. "One is forced to ask every morning what
victory there is for fear of missing one," an
Englishman said at the time. British pride had
already been not iced by a Swiss visitor in 1727.
The British have a very high opinion of
themselves, he wrote, and they "t hink nothing is as
well done elsewhere as in the ir own country".
Brit ish pride was expressed in a national song
writt en in 1742: "Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the
waves, Britons ne ver never never shall be slaves. II

But a new king, George Ill , came to the th ron e in
1760. He did not wish Chatharn to continue an
expensive war. In 1763 George III made peace with
France. Britain did this without informing Prussia,
which was left to fight France alone.

For th e rest of the century, Britain 's int ernat ional
trade increased rapidl y. By the end of the century
the West Indies were the most profitable part of
Britain's new empire. They formed one corner of a
profitable trade tr iangle. British-made kn ives,
swords and cloth were taken to W est Africa and
exchanged for slaves. These were taken to the West
Indies, and the sh ips returned to Brita in carrying
sugar which had been grown by slaves. Brita in's
colon ies were an important marketplace in which
the British sold the goods they produced, from the
eightee nt h century until th e end of the empire in
the twen tieth ce ntury.
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independ ent of Brit ain . Burke, who h imself held a
mixture of both radical and conservative views,
argued that the king and his adv isers were once
again too powerful, and that Parliament needed to
get back prope r control of policy.

Ireland
[ames lI 's defeat by W illiam of Orange in 1690 had
severe and long-term effects on the Irish peop le.
Over th e next half century the Protestant
parliament in Dublin passed laws to prevent the
Catho lics from taking any part in national life.
Catho lics could not become members of the Dublin
parliament, and could not vote in parliamentary
elections. No Catho lic could beco me a lawyer, go
to university, join the navy or accept any public
post . Catho lics were not even allowed to own a
horse worth more than £5. It was impossible for
Catho lics to have their ch ildren educa ted according
to their religion , because C atho lic schools were
forbidden . A lthough there were still far more
Catho lics than Protestants, they had now becom e
second-class cit izens in the ir own land .

New laws were passed which divided C atho lic
families. The son of Carho lic parents who became
Proresranr cou ld take ove r his paren ts' propert y and
use it as he wanted. These actions put the Irish
Catho lic population in the same position as ot he r
colonised peop les later on. Hatred between the
ruling Protestant settle rs and th e ruled Catho lic
Irish was unavoidab le.

By the I770s, however, life had become easier and
some of the worst laws against Cat ho lics were
removed. But not everyone wanted to give the
Catho lics more freedom. In Ulster, the northern
part of Irelan d, Protestants formed the first "O range
Lodges", societ ies which were against any freedom
for the Catho lics.

In orde r to increase British control Ireland was
united with Brita in in 180 1, and the Dublin
parliament closed. The United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Ireland lasted for 120 years. Poli tician s
had promised Irish leaders that when Ireland
became part of Brita in the Catholics would get
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equal voting opportun it ies. But George 1II,
supported by most Tories and by man y Protestant
Irish landlords, refused to let thi s happen.

Scotland
Scotland also suffered from the efforts of the Sruarts
to win back the thro ne. The first "Jacobite" revolt
to win th e crown for james Il' s son, in 1715, had
been unsuccessful, T he Stuarts tried again in 1745,
when [arnes Il's grandson, Prince C ha rles Edward
Stuart, better known as "Bonny Prince C harlie" ,
landed on the west coast of Sco tland. He persuaded
some clan ch iefs to join him . Many of these chiefs
had great diffi cul ty persuading the men in their
clans to join th e revolt. Some were told the ir
homes would be burnt if they did not fight. Most
clans did not join th e rebellion, and nor did the
men of the Sco ttis h Lowlands.

Bonny Prince C ha rlie was more successful at first
tha n anyone could have imagined. His army of
Highlanders entered Edinbu rgh and defeated an
English army in a surprise attack . T he n he marched
south. Pan ic spread through England, because
much of the Brit ish arm y was in Europe figh ting the
French . But success for Bonny Prince C hatl ie
depend ed on Englishmen also joining his army.
W hen the Highland army was ove r halfway to
Londo n , however, it was clear that few of the
English would join him , and the Highlanders
themselves were unhappy at being so far from
home. T he rebels moved back to Sco tland. Early in
1746 they were defeated by the British army
at C ulloden, near Inverness. T he rebellion was
fi nished.

The English army behaved with cruelty. Many
Highlanders were killed, even those who had not
joined the rebe llion. O thers were sent to work in
America. Their homes were destroyed, and their
farm an imals killed. The fear of the H ighland
danger was so great that a law was passed forb idding
Highland ers to wear their trad itio na l skirt, the kilt .
T he old patte rns of the kil t, ca lled tart ans, and the
Sco ttis h musica l instrument, the bagpipe, were also
forbidden. Some did no t obey this law, and were
sho t.
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