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SPENCER PERCEVAL 
Born in London on 1st November 1762, Spencer Perceval was the seventh son of John Perceval, 2nd Earl of Egmont, and the second son of his father’s second marriage, to Catherine Compton. Educated at Harrow and Trinity College Cambridge, he was by profession a lawyer and although born into the aristocracy his successful career in the law was down to his considerable merits rather than privilege.  He trained as a barrister at Lincoln’s Inn and was called to the bar in 1786.  Much of his legal career was spent in the East Midlands. He entered politics and, as with his legal career, his ability, dedication and integrity saw him rise to the highest offices in the land.  However, it is the misfortune of Spencer Perceval to be remembered principally for the manner of his untimely death on 11th May 1812.  He is the answer to the question, “name the only British Prime Minister to be assassinated”, though to be accurate the term Prime Minister only gained formal acceptance when first mentioned in a royal warrant in 1905.  At the time of his assassination in the lobby of the House of Commons, Spencer Perceval was not only the First Lord of the Treasury (the office later referred to as Prime Minster) but as with other commoners   he held up to 1826, he was also Chancellor of the Exchequer.  He had previously served as Solicitor General (1801) and later as Attorney General (1802) before becoming Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and Leader of the House of Commons.  He is buried here at St Luke’s in Charlton, interred in the Egmont family vault in the crypt (now sealed). There is a modest monument at the back of the church beneath a portrait bust by the celebrated sculptor Sir Francis Chantry, with the following inscription:
“NEAR THIS PLACE ARE THE MORTAL REMAINS OF THE RIGHT HONORABLE SPENCER PERCEVAL, FIRST LORD OF THE TREASURY AND CHANCELLOR OF THE EXCHEQUER WHO DIED ON THE 11TH OF MAY AD 1812 IN THE COMMONS HOUSE OF PARLIAMENT IN THE 50TH YEAR OF HIS AGE. HIS NOBLEST EPITAPH IS THE REGRET OF HIS SOVEREIGN AND HIS COUNTRY, HIS MOST SPLENDID MONUMENT THE GLORY OF ENGLAND BY HIS COUNSELS MAINTAINED, EXALTED, AMPLIFIED, BUT THE HAND OF THE ASSASSIN NOT ONLY BROKE ASUNDER THE BRILLIANT CHAINS OF DUTY WHICH BIND THE STATESMAN TO HIS NATIVE LAND AND MADE A VOID IN THE HIGH AND ELOQUENT COUNCILS OF THE NATION, IT SEVERED TIES MORE TENDER AND DELICATE, THOSE OF CONJUGAL AND PARENTAL AFFECTION, AND TURNED A HOME OF PEACE AND LOVE INTO A HOUSE OF MOURNING AND DESOLATION.”
The life and times of Spencer Perceval and the dawning of the nineteenth century saw England in turmoil.  Internationally, Britain had been involved in wars for thirty of the past sixty years.  At home the Industrial Revolution was changing the nation following earlier transformations brought about in agriculture and transport.  The population doubled in number in a generation; towns and cities expanded rapidly.  The British empire was growing, despite the recent loss of the American colonies.  All this was against a backdrop of constant threat at home and abroad.  Across the Channel, Europe was in a state of rapid change, as Napoleon brought order first to post-Revolutionary France and then sought to impose himself on the rest of the Continent.  Relying on naval sea power, British trade thrived and the wealthy prospered, but there was the ever-present threat of invasion and challenge to the naval supremacy of the Royal Navy that protected both trade and shore. 

This was an epic period of British history.  Despite the massive growth in trade the government struggled to maintain order and security at home.  In 1811 Luddites rebelled against new technology.  Agricultural reforms had made landowners wealthy, but many smallholders and farm workers had been forced to seek employment in the growing towns and cities.  Government wrestled with issues of Catholic emancipation and slavery, with Spencer Perceval a leading voice against both.  Perceval entered Parliament as MP for Northampton in September 1796 aged 33; an admirer of William Pitt the Younger he was politically conservative and an active Anglican. 
When the Duke of Portland put together a coalition of Tories (Conservatives) in 1807, Perceval served as Chancellor of the Exchequer and leader of the House of Commons.  The Duke of Portland was elderly and in poor health.  Perceval was effectively the first minister and moved into 10 Downing Street, then as now still the official residence of the First Lord of the Treasury. (The Prime Minister has no official residence apart from Chequers, a country house in Buckinghamshire). On 4th October 1809 Perceval formally succeeded the Duke of Portland as First Lord of the Treasury; he declined the knighthood that was traditionally offered to ‘commoners’ (i.e. non-aristocrats) who took on the position.  
In addition to the climate of international threat, economic uncertainty and industrial unrest, Perceval’s period in office as premier saw his having to address the consequences of King George III’s serious illness; we now know the monarch’s condition to have been porphyria, but at the time was seen as the king’s “madness”.  Though he had previously indicated little knowledge of financial matters, his economic wisdom contributed realty to the funding of Wellington’s successful campaigns in the Iberian peninsula.  Perceval played a key role in setting up the strict arrangements, by which the Prince of Wales ruled as Prince Regent.  Several years before then, Perceval had distinguished himself in his ongoing legal career (his only source of income – MPs were not paid) when he defended Princess Caroline, the estranged wife of the Prince of Wales, against false accusations intended to secure the divorce the Prince was seeking. 
SPENCER PERCEVAL AND CHARLTON

Spencer Perceval was eight when his father died but he spent part of his childhood in Charlton when his father, who was First Lord of the Admiralty, was based nearby at Woolwich Dockyard.  Perceval’s biographer, Gray, indicates that Perceval was christened in the parish church in Charlton.  A decade later, when he and his older brother Charles rented a house nearby, they returned to visit Charlton House, by then occupied by the family of Sir Thomas Maryon-Wilson - including his daughters. Charles was attracted to Margaretta and Spencer was attracted to her younger sister Jane.  With Charles now Lord Arden and seen as an eminently eligible suit for Margaretta, Sir Thomas welcomed their relationship, and they married in the chapel in Charlton House in 1787.  Sir Thomas was less well disposed to the relationship between Jane and Spencer Perceval, who at that time was still a young lawyer on the Midland Circuit and of seemingly limited prospects.  Nevertheless, Jane and Spencer maintained their relationship and in July 1790 contrived to marry the month after Jane became twenty-one.  The two married in secret in East Grinstead on 10th August, legend has it that Jane had exited Charlton House by a rear window and was married still wearing her riding clothes.  In time her family accepted the marriage, which subsequently produced six sons and six daughters. (Their story is told in Hugh Gault’s book, Living History: a family’s 19th Century – Cambridge: Gretton Books 2010).  By July 1792, Perceval’s circumstances had so improved that he was able to move into a home at 59 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and eight years later had purchased the adjoining property as well. 
ASSASSINATION

When Spencer Perceval was assassinated in the lobby of the House of Commons at 5.15pm on 11th May 1812, it quickly emerged that the murder was not the start of any insurrection, as was first feared, but was the act of one man, John Bellingham, a bankrupted merchant who had been imprisoned in Russia, and who felt he had been abandoned to his fate by the government.  Bellingham made no attempt to escape the scene of his crime and his only defence was that he had meant to kill someone else.  Although the sanity of the assassin was questioned, Bellingham was immediately placed on trial, and with it having been established that he understood the consequences of his actions, he was hanged on 15th May 1812.  Perceval had died within minutes of being shot.  His body was subsequently taken to 10 Downing Street and it remained there until 18th May, when the funeral procession made its way to Charlton.  The funeral at St Luke’s was a private ceremony at his widow’s request.
Perceval’s assassination occurred at a time of the Luddite riots and elsewhere in the country the news of his death was greeted with celebrations.  However, the news was greeted with shock and disbelief in the capital.  Initial fears of insurrection had proved unfounded; the nation mourned a man of learning and integrity, a man who was described by George III as “the most straightforward man I have ever known.”
At the time of his assassination, Spencer Perceval lived in Ealing.  His ascent to high office had brought scant financial reward, and he is reported to have had only £106 5s 1d in his bank account when he died.   A grieving sovereign and Parliament immediately ensured that his wife and children were provided for, with a settlement of £50,000 for his children and additional annuities for his wife and eldest son.  
Jane Perceval subsequently married Peninsular War hero, Sir Henry Carr, in 1814, but was widowed for a second time in 1821.  Jane died in 1844 and was interred alongside her first husband in the family vault here in St Luke’s, where there are discrete memorials to her and other family members.  As the nineteenth century drew to a close, Perceval was remembered in a bequest by his daughters, and All Saints, Ealing - the Spencer Perceval Commemoration Church  - was consecrated on the site of their former family home in 1905. 
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