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GEORGE III, OUR LAST KING

One of the most difficult tasks of the historian is to deal fairly with
failure, with incompetence-—even with evil. He must try to honor
Othello’s plea and speak of men (and institutions) as they

actually were—“nothing extenuate, nor set down aught in malice.”
In this essay one of England’s premier historians, Professor

J. H. Plumb of Cambridge University, succeeds brilliantly in
achieving this objective.

Professor Plumb’s analysis of America’s last king, the
unfortunate and much-maligned George III, lays bare the
monarch’s inadequacies but describes him with sympathy and
understanding. As a result, we learn a great deal not only about
George III but also about eighteenth-century British politics,
and thus about the causes of the American Revolution. George
II1 is easy to caricature or to portray as the Devil incarnate, and
as Plumb points out, historians have done both these things
repeatedly. Their accounts have often been entertaining, but they
have explained very little about the man and his times. By treating
him as he has, however, Plumb makes George III and the tragic
events of the early years of his long reign plausible, and
thus meaningful.

Professor Plumb has written, among many books, The First
Four Georges, England in the Eighteenth Century: 1714-1815, and
two volumes of a definitive biography of Sir Robert Walpole.
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oor George 1II still gets a bad press. In a famous television

talk in London, the Prime Minister of Great Britain sug-

gested to the President of the United States that the kind
of colonial policy associated with the name of George III still dis-
torted the American view of the nature and function of the British
Empire, and Mr. Eisenhower smilingly agreed. It is not surprising.
Since Jefferson’s great philippic in the Declaration of Independence,
few historians, English or American, have had many good words to
say for him. True, he has been excused direct responsibility for many
items of the catalogue of enormities that Jefferson went on to lay at his
door, but to the ordinary man he remains one of England’s disastrous
kings, like John or the two Jameses.

Actually, . . . toward the end of his life and immediately after it
his reputation improved, and even the writers of American school text-
books did not at first hold him personally responsible for the disasters
that led to independence. They held his ministers responsible. It was
after the publication of Horace Walpole’s Memoirs in 1845 that George
IIT began to be blamed. Walpole’s gossip appeared to give substance to
Burke’s allegations that the King deliberately attempted to subvert
the British constitution by packing ministries and Parliament with
his personal party—the King’s friends—a collection of corrupt
politicians bought with place and with pension.

Later historians held that these Tory incompetents, bent on personal
government for their master, pursued a ruinous policy that ended only
with the breakup of the first British Empire and a return of the Whigs
to power. Historians reminded themselves not only of the disasters in
Ameriea, but the failure of parliamentary reform in England, of the
oppressions of the Irish, the Catholics, the Dissenters ; they remembered
the treatment of radicals at the time of the French Revolution; they
recalled the merciless suppression of trade unions; the violent opposi-
tion to the abolition of slavery. It all added up to a huge indictment of
George IIT and a magnificent justification for Whig doctrine. Here
and there a scholar urged caution, but was little heeded. What the
great historians formulated, the textbook writers cribbed. When Eng-
lish historians found so much to condemn, why should Americans lag
behind ? In 1954, two American historians—Leon Canfield and Howard
Wilder—could write :

In 1760, George III mounted the throne. A young man of
twenty-two, he was unwilling to accept the idea that the King’s
power should be limited. His mother had always said to him:
““Qeorge, be King!”” When he became ruler this obstinate young
man put his ‘mother’s advice into swift action. He set out to
get his way not by ignoring Parliament but by building up a
personal following. He made free use of bribes and appoint-
ments, and presently the King’s friends were strong in Parlia-
ment.

The inecrease in royal power drove the wedge of misunder-
standing deeper between England and the colonies.
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The young George I11 was por-
trayed in his coronation robes
by court painter Allan Ramsay.

In 1959, an English historian, Jack Lindsay, was still writing in much
the same vein. These views, however, are no longer fashionable. The
greatest living English historian of the eighteenth century, Sir Lewis
Namier, has hammered at them for thirty years. His friend, Romney
Sedgwick, with a more caustic pen and no less scholarship, has sub-
Jected them to ridicule in review after review, sinking his verbal
darts into reputations as skillfully as a savage at his blowpipe. Pro-
fessor Herbert Butterfield has not only traced the origins of the myths
of George III’s tyranny but has also shown how the now-fashionable
view of George III was held by historians and textbook writers long,
long ago in the early nineteenth century. So the wheel has come full
circle. Will it turn again? Or will blame and justification give way
simply to understanding ? Shall we at last have a balanced portrait of
Ameriea’s last king?

On one thing historians are agreed. To understand the part played
by George T1I in the great tragedy of his reign, one must begin with
the King’s own personality and with the environment in which he was
reared. David and Absalom provided the pattern of family relation-
ship of European monarchs and their sons and heirs in the eighteenth
century, except that most of the monarchs were less controlled than
David. Peter the Great of Russia had his son Alexis executed—slowly
and painfully. The Elector of Prussia, Frederick William, insisted
that his son, whom he had kept in close confinement, watch the death
of his dearest friend for what only a madman could call treason. So
it is not surprising to learn that George III’s grandmother wished
that her son, Frederick, father of George TII, were in the bottommost
pit of hell or that she became almost hysterical on her deathbed when
she thought he might inherit some of her personal possessions. The
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James Gillray did this cari-
cature of the penny-wise and
pound-foolish monarch in1791.

Lord Chancellor had to be sent for to lull her fears.

George 11’s opinion of his own lackluster son matched his wife’s. Iie
quite simply hated him as he had hated his own father, who, at one
time, had put him under house arrest and removed his children. (11
had required all the persuasive powers of the (abinet to get him
released.) This fantastic antagonism between father and son that
went on from generation to generation found a situation in English
politics that fitted it like a glove. The llouse of (‘ommons always
harbored a number of disappointed politicians who were so hated by
the ministers in power that they had few prospects of immediate
advancement. But as Sir Robert Walpole bluntly phrased it: ‘* Every-
body who could get no ready money had rather have a bad promissory
note than nothing.”” So they made their court to the heir, who found
them jobs in his household, and plotted the political changes that they
would make when Father died. So throughout the century a Prince of
Wales as soon as he was grown up became the leader of the Opposition.
At times the Opposition made such a nuisance of itself that the
monarch and his ministry decided to buy it off by giving jobs to the
leaders, and the astonished heir apparent found his friends deserting
him with alacrity. This happened both to George 11T and to his father.
The polities of hatred and the polities of betrayal, therefore, became
a part of the environment of the adolescence and early manhood of
the Hanoverian kings.

It was in an atmosphere of faction that George Il was born; an
environment that might have taxed the most gifted of men. Un-
fortunately George IIT was as unlucky in his heredity as in his en-
vironment. Neither George I nor his Queen, Caroline, was devoid of
character or without some gifts above the commonplace. Her intel-












