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‘GREAT NASSAU’S’ IMAGE, ‘ROYAL GEORGE’S’ TEST

Nicola Smith

I
n Ireland people have long memories and William Ill’s image is as potent and provocative as 
ever there1. In mainland Britain, on the other hand, statues of William III which were once 
the subject of heated debate are scarcely noticed today. Surprisingly, they are not the tribute 
of a grateful people to their king in the immediate wake of the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Most 

of them date from the 1730s, and their significance lies in the politics of that decade.
Only two public statues were put up in honour of William III during his lifetime. The more 

ambitious of the two was the equestrian figure by Grinling Gibbons commissioned by the 
Corporation of Dublin and inaugurated with elaborate ceremony on College Green on 1 July 
1701 (the anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne)2. The statue was subject to attack so often, right 
from the start, that it is perhaps surprising that it should have managed to survive until 1929 when 
it was finally blown to pieces3. Nothing comparable was put up in England, at least not 
immediately, probably because most people felt little affection for the king. His wife Mary was a 
much more generally popular figure. A standing figure of William III by John Nost, presented by 
the City of London to the Royal Exchange in 1695 as a companion to one of Queen Mary, 
appears to have been the only statue of the king to have been put up in England during his 
lifetime, and it was prompted by the City’s desire to commemorate Queen Mary, who had died 
in December 1694. Both statues disappeared after the fire which destroyed the Royal Exchange 

Fig. 1. John Nost (attrib.), statue of William III, H.M. Dockyard, 
Portsmouth, Hants., before 1718. Nicola Smith.

in 1838, but Nost’s terracotta models survive4. 
After William III died on 8 March 1702 the idea 
of an equestrian monument for the king was 
discussed by the Privy Council, but came to 
nothing5.

A couple of statues of William III exist 
today which can also be traced back to schemes 
dating from the king’s lifetime, but which were 
not completed as planned. In Portsmouth 
Dockyard there is a lead statue of William III in 
Roman dress (Fig. 1), probably also by Nost6, and 
said also to have been commissioned by the City 
of London, but returned to the sculptor when 
the king died in 1702. The figure was 
subsequently bought by Richard Norton of 
Southwick Priory, Hampshire, and he presented 
it to the dockyard in 17187. The other statue 
whose origin was in the king’s lifetime is in St 
James’s Square in London. During the reign of 
William III, St James’s Square had been the 
home of some of his most powerful supporters, 
and in 1697 it had been proposed to erect there 
‘the king’s statue in brasse...with several devices 
and mottoes trampling down popery, breaking 
the chains of bondage, slavery, etc.’8. That 
scheme came to nothing, but the idea was not
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completely forgotten. A Whig MP, Samuel Travers, 
left money in his will for an ‘Equestrian Statue in 
Brass’ of the king, to be put up in London either 
on the site of Cheapside Conduit or in St James’s 
Square9. Travers died in 1725 but it was not until 
1808 that John Bacon junior’s equestrian bronze 
statue (Fig. 2) of the king in Roman dress was 
finally put in place in the square10.

Travers’s alternative site brought into being 
a propaganda offensive aimed at opponents of the 
government in the City of London. On 22 October 
1731 permission was sought to put a petition from 
about four hundred ‘divers merchants and 
inhabitants of London and others’ to a meeting of 
the City’s Court of Common Council, requesting 
that a statue of William III should be put up, at the 
petitioners’ expense, on the site of the former 
Cheapside Conduit. The Mayor and the Aidermen 
who attended the meeting favoured reading the 
petition but the Councillors voted 77 to 25 
The petition was not read.

Fig. 2. John Bacon junior, statue of William III, St. James’s 
Square, London, 1808. Nicola Smith.

against doing so11. As a result, permission was refused.

The Corporation of London consisted of two main bodies, the Court of Aidermen and the 
Court of Common Council. After a long struggle for power, the Whigs had edged ahead of the 
Tories in the Court of Aidermen by 1714, a lead which they had consolidated by the time Walpole 
came to power12. On the Court of Common Council, by contrast, there was a consistent Tory 
majority. There was friction between the Aidermen and the Common Council, and steps were 
taken nationally to increase the former’s authority at the expense of the latter, since the Common 
Council was also a thorn in the flesh of the Whig Government. In 1725 an act was passed giving 
the Aidermen right of veto over certain Common Council decisions. The Common Council 
nonetheless continued to assert its independence in many ways, including, for example, drawing 
up a thoroughly disloyal ‘loyal address’ on the accession of George II in 172713. It was widely 
believed that the City was a hot-bed for Jacobitism, a view which it suited Walpole to encourage, 
and which he was prepared to pay other people to foster.

Walpole was adept at using the press to his advantage. During his ministry the government 
paid subsidies, both to newspapers, such as the London Journal, and to journalists, including 
William Arnall, who profited from a particularly close and direct link with the prime minister. 
Arnall seems to have been recruited in 1728 and by 1731 he was receiving a regular quarterly 
payment of £100 for his essays in the Free Briton written under the name of ‘Francis Walsingham’. 
In addition, he sometimes received extra payments for particular articles. In January 1732 Arnall 
submitted a bill claiming additional fees amounting to £60 specifically for writing three essays 
criticising London’s Common Council, on 4 November, 18 November and 16 December 173114. 
All three focused on the rejected statue scheme. On 4 November 1731 ‘Francis Walsingham’ took 
the Common Council to task for refusing to hear the statue petition, threatening to name the 
councillors who had voted against the proposal (arid actually naming ‘Mr Birch’ who was said to 
have called the proposed statue a ‘Nuisance’). ‘Walsingham’ sneered at the vote of thanks offered 
to the retiring Lord Mayor, Humphrey Parsons, a Tory, for his so-called ‘prudent, virtuous and 
able administration in the Chair’, compared the Common Council with ‘the Pretender’s Privy 
Council’ and, last but not least, encouraged readers to vote the councillors out of office in the 
forthcoming elections15.
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The opposition papers were quick to respond, especially the Grub-Street Journal, a 
newspaper which claimed political neutrality but which was in practice a consistent supporter of 
Tory interests in the City16. It immediately rallied to the Common Council’s defence and 
launched a catalogue of complaint addressed to ‘Francis Walsingham’, (‘a Livery Servant, a 
Hireling, and an Incendiary’,) asserting that his appeal to the electorate was not just ‘extremely 
insolent’, but ‘really a very illegal and seditious way of proceeding’17. Arnall returned to the attack 
in the Free Briton of 18 November, continuing to point to a Jacobite involvement, and this time 
claiming that ‘Besides the Nuisance which one of them pretended it would be, Somebody else 
was heard to say that he had rather see the Pretender’s Statue in Cheapside, than that of King 
William III’18.

Other newspapers joined in the debate, some claiming to be mystified by the Council’s 
action. Reads Journal, for example, declared on 4 December that it was ‘not easy to guess at the 
motives which prevailed on the Common Council of London to refuse so great an ornament to 
their City, especially as they assigned no Reason for it. If the unhappy distinction of Whig and 
Tory was not laid aside, as it seems to be, yet everybody knows that both Parties united in bringing 
about the Revolution’19. Now some Whigs and Tories had united again, but this time in 
opposition to a proposal to honour the hero of the Revolution, an alliance which could be made 
to seem subversive. The Grub-Street Journal may have been seeking to defuse a potentially 
dangerous situation by concluding its initial defence of the Common Council with a satirical 
poem:

‘Some good Whigs late design’d by an Act meritorious
To set up a statue of King WILLIAM the Glorious.
A Equestrian statue, that this Heroe might ride, 
Where the Conduit once run at the end of Cheapside. 
The Council of Commons, compos’d most of ungodly, 
Were addrest with Petition, but rejected it oddly;
For-above three to one of these cits being musty, 
Nought but No’s could be heard from their Voices so rusty. 
No reason was given: but I’ve heard of a story, 
Which united perhaps votes of Whig and of Tory.
An old lame Fanatic by a Friend had been told, 
Of a well mounted Statue, a pen’worth to be sold, 
That was made for King JAMES, and was curiously wrought; 
On which rose in his head this ingenious thought, 
“This fine Statue, he cries, is as good as a new one: 
All our Friends will subscribe for’t, as if ‘twere a true one. 
To imitate the Act which our Fathers have done, 
We’ll cut off in ejjigie the head of the Son.
A dry Martyrdom this will resemble the wet:
On the shoulders the head of our Saviour we’ll set.
Thus we shall deceive both our Friends and our Foes: 
These will laugh at the B-ch, while those rev’rence the 
N-se.’20

The suggestion that the City statue proposal was prompted by a surplus in the sculpture 
trade was picked up by Fog’s Journal, which in December 1731 claimed to believe that the ‘Hero- 
Founders at Hyde Park Comer, having a Number upon their Hands’ had been promoting the idea 
for their own purposes21. Far from defusing the situation, however, Fog’s Journal, a Jacobite paper 
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with its own political reasons for wanting to discredit the scheme to commemorate William III, 
went on to inflame matters by suggesting that a better way of employing ‘the late violent zeal for 
King William’ might be ‘by paying off his Debts’22.

Fog’s entry into the debate must have delighted the government, since it encouraged the 
notion that opposition to the statue proposal must be associated with Jacobitism. William III, of 
course, represented the constitutional principles established at the Glorious Revolution, 
principles which had been accepted by both Whigs and Tories. In the 1730s, when the idea of 
political opposition was still suspect, the government’s position would be strengthened if 
opposition to government could be shown to represent opposition to the constitution and the 
Hanoverian succession designed by William III. It suited Walpole to sharpen party distinctions 
and to suggest that to be a Tory was to be a Jacobite. The statue scheme was thus promoted as a 
test of loyalty for the City of London. If some opposition Whigs could be caught in the same net, 
so much the better.

Another government-subsidised journalist, James Pitt, wrote in the London Journal under 
the name ‘Fr. Osborne’23. On 4 March 1732 he robustly defended a charge of ‘conjuring up the 
Spirit of Whiggism and Toryism’, saying: ‘Distinctions ought to be kept up, as long as the 
Difference remains; ‘tis just to give all Men their due, and call things by their right Names; and 
the old Names are as good as any other. Therefore these Gentlemen...talk so indifferently about 
the Revolution, and so contemptibly of setting up King William’s Statue...which is done to break 
the Whig Interest, and strengthen the Tories’24. Meanwhile, Fog’s Journal continued to publish 
criticism of William III and the statue scheme25. On 25 March the producers of the paper were 
arrested ‘for defaming the memory of the late King William’26. The next day the Attorney 
General, Philip Yorke, indicated that any libellous attack on William III or the Glorious

Fig. 3. Sir Henry Cheere, statue of William III, Bank of 
England, London, 1734. Bank of England Museum.

Revolution would be one cause which would certainly 
unite all Whigs, if it were brought to the attention of 
the Commons27.

The power of the City of London was not 
confined to the Corporation. The City’s commercial 
and financial institutions also wielded considerable 
influence. Dominant amongst these was the Bank of 
England, established in 1694 to finance William Ill’s 
wars, and soon confirmed as ‘a stronghold of the 
Whigs and the bulwark of the Protestant succession’28. 
It is not surprising that the Bank did not always see eye 
to eye with the Common Council, nor that Fog’s 
Journal, having declared in the offending issue of 25 
March first that ‘there are few Instances of a trading 
People erecting Statues to the Honour of their 
Debtors’ should go on to denigrate the foundation of 
the Bank29.

In January 1732 when the Bank decided to build 
a new headquarters in Threadneedle Street, they also 
resolved ‘to erect an equestrian statue of King William 
in the most advantageous and publick place belonging 
to their new Structure, thereby to manifest the Great 
Respect they retain for the Memory of that Monarch’30. 
In the event, the Bank commissioned a standing figure 
of the king, in marble, by Henry Cheere (Fig. 3), 
which was placed in the hall of the new building on 1
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January 173531. Thus, despite the failure of the petition, honour was seen to be satisfied in one 
City institution at least.

Meanwhile, Hull and Bristol proposed their own statues of William III. At the end of 
November 1731 it was reported that Hull, whose inhabitants ‘so far from thinking a Statue of that 
Great and Glorious Man can be a nuisance to any real Protestants, who now happily enjoy the 
many Blessings he procured for us, when we were on the Brink of Ruin, that they are determined 
to show their Gratitude by erecting a Statue to preserve his Memory’, had collected nearly £500 
in two days for the purpose32.

Hull was traditionally staunchly Protestant. At the beginning of December 1688 the 
townspeople had overthrown their Catholic governor and his officers, thus helping to secure the 
north of England for William III. 4 December was celebrated annually thereafter in Hull as ‘Town 
Taking Day’33. Political affairs in Hull were dominated by local merchants34, and a majority of the 
one hundred and thirty-three subscribers to the 
statue of William III were businessmen from the 
town35. Most people gave between one and ten 
guineas, but the two leading subscribers, who 
each gave one hundred guineas, were Joseph 
Micklethwait, one of the town’s two members of 
parliament36, and Lord Cholmondley, who had 
no significant local connections. He was, 
however, Walpole’s son-in-law and loyal friend.

The total cost of the statue scheme was 
£893. 10s37. The total sum subscribed was 785 
guineas, and the town seems to have made up the 
difference38. Hull’s equestrian figure of William 
III was inaugurated in the Market Place in the 
presence of a phalanx of local dignitaries on 
‘Town Taking Day’ 1734, which on this occasion 
‘was concluded with Bonfires, Fire-works, &rc., 
with loud Acclamations of King George for ever, 
no Popish Governor, no Popish Prisons for
Protestant Burgesses, no plundering of Freemen’s houses, Sec. Sec. which had been their case 
before the happy day they commemorated’39. Only a poetic voice in the Gentleman’s Magazine 
injected a note of scepticism, hinting at local difficulties:

‘On the opening K. William’s statue the 4th of December 1734, at HULL.
To William’s memory lo! a statue rear’d!
Strange that till now it should have been deferr’d;
Just now’s the time, the Humbrian zealots cry, 
And who dare give an aiderman the lye?
But by their leave, methinks, they should have stay’d 
Till stable-room and horse-hire had been paid.
But let their squabbles, blunders, and what not, 
Inscription, pedestal, be now forgot;
Since on this day their loyalty was shown
To drink his Memory, ‘till they lost their own.’40

The Hull statue of William III (Fig. 4) is cast in ‘a composite hard mettal Lead pewter &c’41 
and gilt. It is by Peter Scheemakers and was the losing design in a two-man competition which 
was held for the Bristol statue commission. In 1732 Scheemakers and Michael Rysbrack both 
submitted models which were ‘Viewd by judges of Art & horses’ before Rysbrack’s design was 

Fig. 4. Peter Scheemakers, statue of William III, Market Place, 
Hull, 1732-34. Nicola Smith
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selected for Bristol42. Hull adopted the Scheemakers version, and the statue there was complete 
and in position long before the scheme in Bristol came to fruition.

In Bristol, as in many other places, local interests often seemed more important than any 
party loyalty, and civic pride was strong. Bristol saw itself as a commercial rival to London, and 
its politics rivalled those of the capital in complexity. In 1731 Bristol had two Whig members of 
parliament, Abraham Elton and John Scrope, but it was reported that ‘both Whig and Tory’ had 
voted for the latter at least43. Nonetheless, Scrope was a particularly close and faithful ally of 
Walpole, and he may have encouraged the proposal for a statue of William III in Bristol. The 
disapproval of London’s Common Council which had been expressed in the press could, 
however, have been sufficient incentive in itself for the scheme, since Bristol saw it as an 
opportunity to get the better of London.

In ‘A Letter from Bristol’ of 8 December 1731 it was reported that ‘The Refusal of the 
Common Council of the City of London to receive a Petition for Leave to erect King William’s 
Statue there, has raised a Zealous Spirit here among many of the principal Inhabitants, and 
accordingly a Memorial, by Way of Petition, was this Day presented to the Mayor, Aidermen and 
Common Council of this City praying Leave to erect an equestrian Statue in Brass to the Memory 
of our Great and Glorious Deliverer Kang William III, which was received and agreed to Nemine 
Contradicente’44. Almost immediately, a print was published with an illustration of an equestrian 
William III and a verse:

‘For Homers Birth seven Greacian City’s Strove,
T’lmmortalise that Sublime Son of Jove;
The Grateful World with acclamations rings
The fame of Roman Emp ’rours, Grecian Kings.
The Ancient Bards employ’d both Tongue & Pen 
To make them Gods; which Jove made only Men. 
Had GREAT NASSAU in Rome or Greece appear’d, 
He had been worship’d as a God and fear’d, 
More then [sic] a Man his Statue’dbeen revere’d, 
Britons alone unworthy of his Name, 
But meanly sound the mighty Hero’s fame;
They boast of British liberty and Laws,
But vain’s their Boasting, empty their applause.
Great William Cut his way through fields of Blood,
For true Religion, and Great Britain’s good,
And as the foes to truth before him fled,
He pav’d the way for ROYAL GEORGE to tread,
Yet Sordid Muckworms, Stupid mortalls fear’d
A Heaven Inspir’d Petition should be heard:
What could they fear - alas! they feard to see
Virtue in Tryumph midst Iniquitie.
Should WILLIAM’S Statue in the City stand,
Knaves would be known by many a trembling Hand
The God like Hero would such awe Command,
BRISTOL, thy fame should be the poets Theme;
Sure thou art Influenc’d by a power Supream.
Henceforth let London blush whilst BRISTOL shines,
And all the World applaud their great designs;
BRISTOL, thy Wealth does no such Honour bring
As will the Statue of so great a KING.’45
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This verse is short in comparison with the extravagant anonymous Ode Occasion’d by 
Rejecting the Proposal For Erectin'g A Statue of King William III in the City of London; And by its being 
Receiv’d in the Cities of Bristol and Dublinwhich appeared in 1732, saying that Walpole also deserved 
a statue46. No doubt Walpole was very pleased. ‘Francis Walsingham’ certainly claimed to be. He 
addressed Londoners once again in the Free Briton of 16 December 1731 (the third essay for which 
William Arnall claimed a separate fee): ‘Do you not see the Behaviour of the City of Bristol, and 
the Town of Hull? Is it not a severe Reproach upon you?’47

Bristol’s initial gesture was easy enough to make, but the proposed statue still had to be 
paid for. At the meeting of the Bristol Common Council held on 8 December 1731, £500 was 
voted for the project, with an understanding that further public funds might be forthcoming if 
required. The meeting also decided that the statue should be placed in Queen Square, where 
some of Bristol’s wealthiest merchants lived48. The merchant community gave independent 
backing to the scheme in the form of a promised donation from the city’s Society of Merchant 
Venturers, and a number of individuals also pledged their support. On 6 May 1732 a committee 
was set up to oversee the project, with a membership representing the council, the Merchant 
Venturers and private subscribers49. The competition between Rysbrack and Scheemakers 
followed shortly thereafter.

The project was slow to develop, however. It had always had opponents. After the initial 
meeting, some of the Merchant Venturers had proposed a rival scheme, for a statue of George 
II, which was rejected50. At the beginning of 1733 the Excise Crisis inflamed opposition opinion 
in Bristol. The city mounted a powerful resistance to Walpole’s proposals (though Scrope 
remained loyal to the Prime Minister), and this probably made many citizens reluctant to 
contribute to a scheme which was associated with support for the government. In August 1733 
when the Hull statue was about to be cast in metal, but Rysbrack’s figure had only just got to the 
plaster of Paris stage51, ‘Francis Walsingham’ returned to the subject in the Free Briton. Presumably 
to encourage Bristol to complete the scheme despite the changed local political climate, Arnall 
this time emphasised the artistic merit of Rysbrack’s King William, declaring, ‘The statue Mr. 
Rysbrack hath formed with infinite Application and success, is worthy of publick Attention; not 
only as it regards the Memory of K. William, but as it is a work of Genius, and will do honour to 
this Nation. Methinks I see the Spirit of Antiquity sublimely expressed in every stroke. It was thus 
that Senates dedicated Statues to their Gods and Patriots...’52. ‘Walsingham’s’ sudden enthusiasm 
for classical sculpture did not convince everyone. On 6 September the Grubstreet Journal reported 
the view that ‘if Mr Rysbrack...should think fit to exert the greatest profusion of his Art upon Mr. 
Walsingham’s own Bust, as the properest Present for him; in order to render it more antique, it 
ought to be adorned with the Ears of Midas’53.

Nonetheless, Bristol was spurred into further action. Four days after Arnall’s article 
appeared in the Free Briton the Common Council ordered that the £500 which they had voted for 
the project should be paid to the statue committee54. In September 1733 the ground was broken 
for the foundations in Queen Square55. In 1734 the Merchant Venturers contributed £300, and 
Vertue noted that on 1 August that year the statue was in the process of being cast in bronze56. It 
was not shipped to Bristol until July 1735 however57, and it was September 1736 before it was 
finally put in place. The successful completion of the scheme was overshadowed by the fact that 
£709. 10s. 3d. was still owing, so a special committee was set up to suggest a way of bridging the 
gap. Despite some demurring it was agreed in December 1736 that the council should pay 
another £500, as recommended by the special committee58, and the Merchant Venturers came 
up with an additional £20059. Rysbrack is said to have been paid £l,80060. Public subscription, it 
seems, raised but a small proportion of the total. Unlike the statue in Hull, Bristol’s William III 
was not gilded, presumably because funds were insufficient, and the monument seems to have 
been inaugurated without ceremony (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. Michael Rysbrack, statue of William III, Queen Square, 
Bristol, 1732-35. Nicola Smith.

Fig. 6. Unknown sculptor, statue of William III, Cathedral 
Square, Glasgow, 1735. Andrew Hopkins.

The statues of William III in Hull and Bristol and in the Bank of England were all 
institutional projects. Other initiatives to honour William III were individual gestures. Glasgow’s 
earliest monumental public statue is the equestrian figure of William III (Fig. 6) put up in 1735 
and paid for by James Macrae, a local self-made man (who also expressed his political loyalties 
by calling his principal estate Orangefield)61. Standing figures of William III were put up, 
probably also in the 1730s, at Wrest Park, Bedfordshire, home of the Duke of Kent62 (Fig. 7), at 
Walton Hall, Lancashire, which belonged to Sir Henry Hoghton63, and at Normanton Park, 
Rutland, built for Sir Gilbert Heathcote64 (Fig. 8). The equestrian statue of the king in 
Petersfield, Hampshire was provided for in the will of Sir William Jolliffe who had been a local 
MP from 1734-41 and died in 175065 (Fig. 9). All these men were consistent government 
supporters.

After the Excise Crisis in 1733, a number of Whigs went into opposition, claiming that they, 
rather than Walpole and his supporters, were the real Whigs, the true heirs to the ‘Glorious 
Revolution’. Prominent amongst them was Richard Temple, Lord Cobham, of Stowe.

The Temple of British Worthies at Stowe, Buckinghamshire, which incorporates a bust of 
William III (Fig. 10), is well known as an important component of Lord Cobham’s anti-Walpole 
garden scheme, begun after he became an active member of the opposition. This Temple was 
designed by William Kent and dates from about 1734, but eight of the busts which it contains had 
been commissioned from Rysbrack several years before for an earlier Temple of the Worthies66. 
These were portraits of William Shakespeare, John Milton, John Locke, Sir Isaac Newton, Sir 
Francis Bacon, John Hampden and Queen Elizabeth as well as William III. When this scheme was 
carried out there is no indication that Lord Cobham was anything other than a supporter of 
Walpole’s government, and the ‘Worthies’ he chose at that date represent an unsurprising
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Fig. 7. Unknown sculptor, statue of William III, Wrest Park, 
Beds.9

Fig. 9. John Cheere, statue of William III, Market Place, 
Petersfield, Hants., 1753. Nicola Smith.

Fig. 8. Unknown sculptor, statue of William III, Grimsthorpe 
Castle, Lines, (formerly at Norman ton Park, Rutland), 
c. 1730-40. Nicola Smith.

Fig. 10. Michael Rysbrack, bust of William III, Temple of 
British Worthies, Stowe, Bucks., before 1734. Nicola Smith.

20



selection of national heroes which would have been applauded by any loyal Whig. His reuse of 
these figures in 1734 indicates the desire of the opposition Whigs to legitimise their position and 
distance themselves from the Tory opposition by laying claim to the traditional Whig heritage. 
The figures which were added included King Alfred and the Black Prince, which pushed that 
heritage back into the distant past, and Sir John Barnard, the City of London Member of 
Parliament who had led the resistance to Walpole’s excise proposals, which brought the Whig 
story right up to date67.

Whatever the contribution of the other ‘Worthies’, for all Whigs in the 1730s William III 
was the key figure in the canon. As well as including him in the Temple of British Worthies, in 
the 1730s Lord Cobham also placed a bust of William III above the entrance to the house at 
Stowe68, and, once inside, visitors would see a medallion showing the king on the ceiling of the 
North Hall, a last-minute addition to the design by William Kent69. The adoption of William III 
by opposition Whigs was soon reinforced at Hartwell House, Buckinghamshire, not far from 
Stowe, where Sir Thomas Lee, an opposition Whig member of parliament for the county, erected 
a column crowned by a Portland stone statue of William III by Henry Cheere in 173570.

Initially, the government’s promotion of William III statue schemes in the early 1730s was 
remarkably successful and increased party feeling, but after the Excise Crisis the stratagem began 
to backfire. Bristol was violently opposed to the Excise Bill, and stopped supporting Walpole as 
a result. The Excise Crisis encouraged the opposition Whigs and, as they set out to claim the 
‘true’ Whig heritage for themselves, the image of William III was a powerful prize, representing 
the legitimacy of their position and challenging the government. It is ironic, but also a mark of 
the success of Lord Cobham’s political garden scheme, that it is as a symbol of Whig opposition 
that the image of William III in the 1730s has been chiefly remembered, since most of the statues 
of William III put up at this time were intended to be expressions of support for the government, 
apparently with the active if clandestine encouragement of Walpole himself.
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