Robert Peel Statue
Winckley Square
By Steve Harrison

The restored statue of Sir Robert Peel stands on the east side of Winckley Square welcoming those who
approach from Cross Street.

The statue was listed as a potential target for those protesting
about monuments to the supporters of slavery in June 2020.

Sir Robert Peel Senior 1750-1830 & Sir
Robert Peel Junior 1788-1850
Calls for the removal/destruction/defacement of statues whose subjects
were linked to transatlantic slavery (and subsequently to Imperialism and
other issues) included the identification of the statue of Robert Peel in
Winckley Square, as well as in other cities, as a potential target.
We think the demands for the removal of the Peel statues appear to be
based on the mistaken belief that the statue of Robert Peel is the same
Peel who moved the Petition in Parliament to oppose the Foreign Slave
Trade Abolition Bill of 1806.
The Robert Peel whose statue stands in Winckley Square was the son of a
wealthy industrialist, also Robert Peel (1750-1830). Peel Snr. had been given
£500 by his father to start a business. He developed a calico printing company.
The cloth he used was produced in
Pennine villages by handloom weavers
working in their cottages. Handloom
weavers (all the family involved) were
supplied with raw cotton which they
worked into cloth which was
subsequently collected for printing.
Peel Snr’s company became the
undisputed leader of Calico printing in
Lancashire when, ironically, the Preston
based Livesey, Hargreaves & Co.
collapsed in 1788. The Peel business
grew from printing cloth into a major
integrated cotton cloth manufacturer.
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Peel Snr. was unusual in that he was a Tory. This was untypical for
manufacturers. The Tory party was drawn largely from the landowning classes.
Peel Snr. became Tory MP for Tamworth in 1790. In domestic politics he
supported reform of working conditions but he opposed the Foreign Slave Trade
Abolition Bill of 1806. The Bill was aimed at preventing the import of slaves by
British traders into territories belonging to foreign powers.
Peel Snr. promoted a petition against the Bill. He believed the Bill would be a
threat to the continued supply of cotton to Lancashire from the Americas. The
Petition from Manufacturers and Merchants of Manchester against the Foreign
Slave Trade Abolition Bill had little effect. The petition was presented to the Lords
on 13 May 1806 but the Bill was passed on 23 May 1806 and completed its
journey through both Houses on 23 February 1807 with a vote in the House of
Commons in favour by 283 votes to 16. William Wilberforce received a standing
ovation for his speech in that debate. Royal Assent followed on 25 March 1807.

Bills calling for the abolition of the slave trade had been defeated
numerous times since 1790. Petitioning Parliament was a key part of
trying to influence policy.

So why Robert Peel Jnr. and why in
Winckley Square?
This is a brief overview of the life of Robert Peel Jnr. and, more
specifically, an attempt to explore why a man born in Bury has a statue in
Preston. Bear in mind that Preston does not do statues!
There are a number of reasons why Robert Peel Jnr. was commemorated by the
people of Preston. Establishing the police force is probably not one of them. Keith
Johnson has described in the Lancashire Post how the Preston police force in
the 1850s was not one to be admired. Drunken Preston police officers face
wrath of court in case from yesteryear There is a certain irony that the man
who instituted the first police force might be a victim of mistaken identity after all
these years.
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Like his father before him Robert Peel Jnr. was
a Tory with a manufacturing background. To a
degree therefore he was always something of
an outsider in the party. As a politician he
moved a considerable distance over the course
of his career.
He began as a committed Unionist; nicknamed
Orange Peel. He was anti-Catholic but he
shifted those positions. The Preston connection
is important here. Preston had one of the
highest proportions of Roman Catholics in the
country. A mix of Old Catholic families
(Recusants) and more recent Irish immigrants.
Robert Peel Jnr., as Leader of the House, led
the repeal of the Test Acts in 1828. These
restricted key positions to Anglicans. Roman
Catholics and Nonconformists could not hold
certain posts. More significantly for Preston he
was the Home Secretary in 1829 when Catholic
Emancipation was achieved.

In the 1840s Peel’s government passed
substantial bills dealing with female & child
labour, with working hours in factories and with
a requirement that the railways provide
affordable travel for poorer people.
As Prime Minister, Robert Peel Jnr. drove
through the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846.
These acted as a form of tariff on imports in
order to guarantee prices for the landowners of
the UK, who were traditional Tories. To achieve
the repeal Peel split the Tory Party. His
supporters within the party combined with
Whigs and others to achieve a majority. It
finished him politically.
The repeal was hugely popular in industrial
towns with overwhelming support from all
classes. Historians argue still about the benefit
but the important issue for us is that at the time
it was widely welcomed in Preston and other
northern towns.

AJP Taylor, the 20th Century historian with
strong links to Preston, was an admirer of
Robert Peel Jnr. In 1980 he wrote:
‘Peel was in the first rank of 19th century statesmen. He
carried Catholic Emancipation; he repealed the Corn
Laws; he created the modern Conservative Party on the
ruins of the old Toryism’
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The issues that Peel faced still have a certain resonance today. The Brexit
debate was concerned in part with tariffs and Europe. In 2018 Jacob Rees-Mogg
compared Mrs May’s position to that of Sir Robert Peel, the Victorian
Conservative Prime Minister who was forced to resign after his party revolted
over the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. Both events triggered discussions of
the potential for divided loyalty- country or party?

Location, Location, Location
Sir Robert Peel Jnr’s statue stands on a plot of land that belonged to
James German of Starkie House (corner of Starkie Street and
Winckley Square). A leading Liberal and reform-minded factory
owner; James German sold the 7ft 6 inches square piece of his
garden for £21 to the Corporation.

Sir Robert Peel’s statue standing in the garden of James German.
It remained in his garden behind his wrought iron fence until the
railings were removed during WW11

Funds raised by public subscription
Within two weeks of Robert Peel’s death a meeting was called in the
Preston Town Hall on Monday 15 July 1850 to discuss a proposal that a
monument to Sir Robert be erected. The Preston Chronicle’s report
included the following:
A WORKING MAN in the body of the hall here said that he was glad to see the
mayor and gentlemen by whom he was surrounded taking part in an object like
this, viz., - to raise a monument to a man who had done more for the working
classes of the country than any other individual that he was aware of. Sir Robert
Peel had sacrificed certain things for the benefit of the country; and he, for his
part, as a working man, though a very poor individual, wished to commemorate
Sir Robert Peel’s memory, and to contribute a small sum that evening.--(Cheers.)
Sir Robert Peel had done more for the working man than any one he knew of - he
had given him cheap food and good work.-(Cheers.)

Thomas Duckett, Sculptor: Harris Museum

The statue, sculpted from a single block of limestone by Thomas Duckett, was unveiled on Whit Monday
31st May 1852 on the east side of the Square with the inscription ‘Sir Robert Peel Baronet’ and ‘Erected by
Public Subscription’. You will shortly be able to read about the very interesting life of Thomas Duckett
on our website winckleysquarepreston.org

