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TO THE READER
..................

    THE FOLLOWING PAGES GIVE A brief résumé of some documents regarding diplomatic relations between Great Britain and Rome, hitherto practically unknown. They relate to the period of the Napoleonic wars, between 1792 and 1806, and will be found full of interest to the student of this period of our history. A general history of the relations of England to the Pope, would be a subject to repay the student who would undertake it. The present study of twelve years, during the reign of George III of England and the pontificates of Popes Pius VI and Pius VII, may be considered as forming one chapter of such a history.

    Some few words will be useful in giving the reader the necessary « setting » to appreciate fully the papers here referred to. The French Republic was proclaimed, on September 2, 1792, and immediately the national Convention gave its sanction to the massacre of hundreds of people in Paris and elsewhere. In England the news of these horrors at once cleared up any doubts as to the character of the French Revolution, and ranged the country in opposition to the Republicans. On February 8, 1793, the great war, which was destined to last till July 7, 1815, began.

    The naval supremacy of England enabled it at once to seize the outlying French colonies, and its fleets proceeded to blockade Brest, Toulon and Rochefort. In the summer of 1794 the Brest squadron of the French navy put sea to convoy a merchant fleet, but was caught and beaten by Lord Howe on « the glorious First of June ». On the other hand the English suffered a reverse at Toulon, which the Royalist inhabitants of the town had handed over to the English. On 20 November 1793, Lord Hood, commanding the British fleet in the Mediterranean, Sir Gilbert Elliot and Lord O’Hara took over the administration, until such time as the monarchy should be re-established in France, and the copy of the « Discourse » pronounced on this occasion by these Plenipotentiaries, was forwarded to Rome for the information of Pope Pius VI, and is among the papers here summarized. General Lord O’Hara, who defended the place, was obliged to retire after a short siege, and Toulon fell back into the hands of the Republicans. Before retiring, the English were able to destroy the French fleet and arsenal.

    The loss of the harbour, however, was a serious matter for the English ships in the Mediterranean, and rendered it all the more imperative for the Government to cultivate the friendship of the Pope, so as to find in the ports of the Papal States, places where the English ships might refit and obtain supplies. In 1796, Spain declared war upon England, and joined France, the Dutch fleet having previously joined against the English. In this same year, the Directory made Napoleon Bonaparte commander of the army in Italy, and in two campaigns he overran the Austrian and Sardinian possessions in the valley of the Po, and continuing his progress over the Alps, attacked Austria from the South. This obliged the Emperor to sue for peace, which he obtained by surrendering Belgium and Lombardy to France. The latter possession gave Napoleon the power of making further advances into Tuscany and the States of the Church. Finally, in the refusal of the Pope to expel the English from his dominions and close his ports to English ships. Napoleon found the excuse for invading the papal territories. With these few facts to act as a « setting » the following pages may be left to tell their own story.
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A CHAPTER IN THE HISTORY OF DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS BETWEEN ENGLAND AND ROME.
..................

    
    IT WOULD PROBABLY ASTONISH MOST people to hear that diplomatic relations between England and the Holy See existed at the close of the 18th century. The fact of the mission of Mgr Erskine to the Court of St James in 1793 is of course known, and in part it has been described by Mazière Brady in his interesting Memoirs of Cardinal Erskine, Papal Envoy to the Court of George III, but the real origin of the mission and that of a corresponding one to Rome, appears to be generally unknown. Lately, whilst arranging some papers of this period in the Vatican Archives, the letters of Mgr Erskine from London and of the English agent at Rome have come to light; and, as they contain many matters of historical interest, it appears worth while to give some account of them.

    It would seem that, some time in the first half of the year 1792, the English Government found it necessary to open official communications with Pope Pius VI regarding the political situation which had arisen in consequence of the war with the French Republicans. For this purpose it made choice of Mr. afterwards Sir John Hippisley, who had proved himself a valuable public servant in India and who had already, whilst residing in Italy in 1779 and 1780, been entrusted with several confidential communications in Rome and elsewhere.

    The Dictionary of National Biography says: « From 1792 to 1796 he (Hippisley) resided in Italy and was there again engaged in negotiations with the Vatican, the effects of which were acknowledged in flattering terms by the English Government ». This apparently is all that has been known hitherto of his mission to the Holy See, but his position in Rome was undoubtedly one of great influence both with the Vatican authorities and with the most prominent members of the English Government. He was, for instance, in constant correspondence with the Secretary of State, Cardinal De Zelada, and more especially with Cardinal Campanelli, the pro-Datary, who was not only highly esteemed by Pius VI, but at this particular time assisted the Secretary of State in the transaction of business.

    After having passed the greater part of the year 1792 in surveying the general situation, Hippisley, who was not himself a Catholic, came to the conclusion that the best interests of England would be served by having a Papal Envoy in London. It seemed to him a plain matter of political utility if not a necessity for his country, that relations should be established between the Pope and the English Government. It was a time when no religious prejudices should be allowed to prevent cordial cooperation between two powers with so many interests in common. The presence of English ships of war in the Mediterranean was rendered necessary by the operations undertaken against France, and this required the free use of the ports belonging to the Papal States for refuge, refitting and revictualling.

    On this important matter he sounded his chiefs in the Government and found them entirely sympathetic, but timorous of the existing Protestant bigotry in England. Nevertheless from the general encouragement he received from men like Pitt and Windham, he decided to try and bring about the appointment of an Envoy from the Pope, and, whilst warning his friends at the Vatican of a possible popular outcry at home at the arrival of any Papal agent, he did all in his power to get them to risk the appointment. Circumstances favoured the project. Mazière Brady states that the Pope employed a certain « Mr Jenkins, then living in Rome as British Consul or Agent » to make the first proposals for the projected mission. This is not the case and, as far as appears from the documents, Mr Jenkins had nothing to do in the matter. In fact, it seems from the existing papers that Mr Jenkins, who was an English banker living in Rome, was a rather tiresome person at this time. He was involved in complaints made by the papal authorities of having assisted some Englishmen to evade the law against removing antiquities or works of art from Italy, also in 1793 he had tried to make some money by raising a loan for the city of Toulon, which at Mr Hippisley’s demand was prohibited both by the Papal and the English Governments. There can be little doubt therefore that this Mr Jenkins had nothing to do with the project of sending the Roman Envoy to London, whilst Mr Hippisley’s letters show that the project was conceived and carried out by him. Subsequently, too, he was in constant communication with Mgr Erskine, who was chosen for the office.

    There were some people, however, who had vague fears of the bold step about to be taken by the Vatican. One Englishman, for example, a certain Joseph Denham, wrote from Onano, a village near Viterbo, to Cardinal De Zelada, the Secretary of State, to implore the Pope to desist. He said that he was a Catholic and that he feared there would be a great outbreak of Protestant prejudice against the Catholics in England, if it became known that an Envoy had been sent thither from the Pope of Rome.

    The Holy Father, however, rightly gauged the situation. The French Revolution had already displayed its principles and ferocity, and the massacres of September 2nd and 3rd, 1792 in Paris, followed as they were in France generally by like horrors, showed that the only hope for the upper classes lay in emigration. Nobles, Bishops and Clergy of every grade took refuge in England, which offered a compassionate welcome to all, including many thousands of Catholic priests. Pius VI was persuaded by Hippisley to utilize this generous feeling displayed by the Protestants of England and made choice of Mgr Erskine for the mission of expressing his personal gratitude.

    This Prelate was eminently fitted for carrying out his difficult and delicate task. He was a Scotchman and a close relative of the Earl of Kellie and the Earl of Mar. Whilst still very young he had been taken under the protection of the Cardinal Duke of York and placed by him in the Scots College at Rome, where he remained from 1748 to 1753. Erskine then took up the study of Law and his career in that profession was brilliant. He was still a layman, when in 1782 Pius VI appointed him Pro-Uditore and then Promot ore delta Fede. The following year he received Minor Orders in St Peter’s from the hands of the Cardinal of York, and later in the same year was ordained sub-deacon.

    On October 4, 1793 Monsignor Erskine set out on his mission to England. In a general way it was supposed that his journey was in part dictated by a desire to visit his Scotch relatives. But the way had been carefully prepared by Hippisley, who, although not without some fear of difficulties arising from the Protestant temperament of the English, had the best possible reasons for expecting that with moderate prudence serious objections to the Mission would not be raised.

    At the very time when Erskine was setting out, the English Government were urging their Envoy in Rome to press upon the Pope the necessity of actively supporting the British resistance to the Republicans. At the beginning of October, the English Minister at Turin wrote to urge the Pope to send pontifical troops to assist the English in the defence of Toulon; and on the 17th of that month, the Cardinal Secretary of State informed Mr. Hippisley that he feared the number of troops at the disposal of His Holiness was altogether too small to enable him to send the number of men (4000) asked for; especially as he had to try and find troops to defend Avignon and Venaissin against the republican. Still, the Cardinal Secretary adds, the Pope would gladly help the English if he possibly could, and he had summoned the « Cardinals of the Congregation of State » to discuss the matter.

    Meanwhile Erskine was travelling towards England. On November 7 Hippisley wrote to Lord Hood, Commander of the English fleet at Toulon, about the loan proposed by Mr Jenkins. The papal authorities, he says, cannot encourage the project, as the financial condition of the Papal States is very bad. He adds: « the disposition of the Pope’s Government is excellent. It desires to contribute in every possible manner to the success of the common cause of England and Rome ».

    On 20 November of this year, 1793, Hippisley had the first news of Erskine, written from Holland. In this letter the Envoy tells him that he hears indirectly from the Lord Chancellor of England, that he will be welcomed by the Government of the country. In communicating this fact to the Vatican authorities, Mr Hippisley tells the Cardinal Secretary of State that he thinks it would be well if the Pope were to prepare the Catholic Bishops of England and Ireland for the advent of his representative, as he has some reason to suppose that they may not like the presence of an Envoy in London. The best way would be for the Holy Father to ask them to assist Mgr Erskine in every way, and he ventures to enclose the draft of a letter which would be most useful for him to send.

    Three days later Hippisley informs the Cardinal Secretary of a letter from London, which he is sure will be read with pleasure by the Pope. The « great and powerful Mr Burke » writes: « If the thing depended on me I should certainly enter upon diplomatic correspondence with the Court of Rome, in a much more open and legitimate manner than has been hitherto attempted. If we refuse it, the bigotry will be on our side and most certainly not on that of His Holiness. Our unnatural alienation has produced, I am convinced, great evil and prevented much good. If the present state of the world does not make us learn something, our error is much more culpable. This excellent correspondence (between Rome and England) could not begin more fortunately than under the present sovereign Pontiff, who unites in his person the kingly and priestly office with advantage to both the one and the other, and giving to each a new lustre. Truly he is a Pontiff, whose dignity as Prince takes nothing from his dignity as a Priest, and whose sweet condescension is everything proper to a Christian Bishop. Far from weakening in him the imposing and majestic authority of a temporal sovereign it gives him on the contrary an additional force and a greater éclat ».

    Together with this letter from Edmund Burke, Mr Hippisley sends an extract from another letter to the same effect, received from the Anglican Bishop of Winchester, whom he describes as « brother of Lord North, lately the Prime Minister of England ». This Prelate of the Anglican Church writes: « The establishment of relations between Great Britain and the Pope is most desirable, especially at a time when the piety, humility and liberality of Pius VI presents him to us as a Prince whose friendship is an honour and whose political or private engagements are characterized by virtue, sincerity and goodness of heart ».

    At this time an interesting memorandum for the information of the Cardinal Secretary of State and the pro-Datary, was handed to them by the English agent, to explain all that he had done to prepare the way for the mission of Mgr Erskine the Pope’s Envoy, to England. He marks the document as « secret » and begs that it may be returned to him after it has been read; but fortunately, perhaps, for the history of this time, it still remains among the Hippisley papers in the Vatican archives, and a few extracts from it may be permitted. « Once the mission of Mgr Erskine had been determined upon », he writes, « I took every measure possible to anticipate any difficulties which might arise.

    « The first and the greatest obstacle, which could be foreseen, was the prejudice of the lower classes of the people in general and of the sectaries in particular. In order to manifest the favourable dispositions of His Holiness to the English Government, I proposed the publication of His Holiness’ letter to the Bishop of St Pol de Leon, and the President of the committee of the emigrés in England was informed of my motive.
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