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BRENDAN SIMMS 

HANOVER IN BRITISH POLICY 1714-1783. 
INTERESTS AND AIMS OF THE PROTAGONISTS 

The Hanoverian Succession of 1714 was not just the appropriation of a not-so-
minor German princeling for British dynastic purposes. Rather, it shifted the 
geopolitical focus of British foreign policy some five hundred kilometres further 
eastwards: the borders of Britain were now formed by the Elbe and Weser, as 
much as by the English Channel, the Ohio, or any other more obvious natural 
boundary. By virtue of the Hanoverian Succession Britain, or Britain-Hanover 
as she might be called with equal justice, was, whether she liked it or not, "at the 
heart of Europe". 

As this paper is part of a broader collaborative project, its remit must be nar
rowly defined. Such aspects of the Personal Union as the accession of George I, 
institutions and procedures, cultural contacts, the role of the monarch, and the 
Hanoverian perspective fall within the purview of other papers. Nevertheless, 
any analysis of the role of Hanover in British policy between 1714 and 1789 re
mains a massive undertaking, spanning almost a whole century, two and half 
reigns, and at least three major European wars. 

The secondary literature for the first forty years or so of the Personal Union 
between Britain and Hanover is huge and includes the works of Ragnhild Hat-
ton, Graham Gibbs, Walther Mediger, Uriel Dann, Uta Richter-Uhlig, and, of 
course, Jeremy Black, who has done more than any other British historian to 
highlight the Hanoverian connection throughout the eighteenth century.1 Yet 

1 E. g.: HATTON, R. M., George I: Elector and King, London 1978; ID., The Anglo-Hanover
ian Connection 1714-1760, London 1982; GIBBS, G.C., English Attitudes towards Han
over and the Hanoverian Succession in the First Half of the Eighteenth Century, in: England 
und Hannover. England and Hanover, ed. by A.M. BIRKE and K. KLUXEN (Prince Albert 
Studies 4), München, London, New York 1986, pp. 33-51; RICHTER-UHLIG, U., Hof und 
Politik unter den Bedingungen der Personalunion zwischen Hannover und England. Die 
Aufenthalte Georgs II. in Hannover zwischen 1729 und 1741 (Quellen und Darstellungen 
zur Geschichte Niedersachsens 107), Hannover 1992; MEDIGER, W., Mecklenburg, Ruß
land und England-Hannover 1706-1721. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Nordischen Krie-
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there exists no general survey covering the whole period: the brief study by Ad-
olphus Ward does not progress much beyond 1757; the recent synthesis by Phi
lip Königs, though well-researched, is aimed at the popular market.2 Nor - be
yond pioneering sallies by Jeremy Black, Hermann Wellenreuther, Carl Haase, 
Tim Blanning and Torsten Riotte3 - has enough been done on the period after 
1760; here I have supplemented the sparse secondary literature with some of my 
own research.4 

Historians are deeply divided about the effect of the Hanoverian link on Brit
ish foreign policy; as we shall see, this mirrored contemporary debates on the 

ges (Quellen und Darstellungen zur Geschichte Niedersachsens 70), 2 vols., Hildesheim 
1967; DANN, U., Hanover and Great Britain 1740-1760. Diplomacy and Survival, Leicester 
1991; BLACK, J., British Foreign Policy in the Eighteenth Century: a Survey, in: Journal of 
British Studies 26 (1987), pp. 26-53; ID. , The British State and Foreign Policy in the Eigh
teenth Century, in: Trivium 23 (1988), pp. 127-148; and the relevant sections on Hanover in 
ID. , British Foreign Policy in the Age of Walpole, Edinburgh 1985 and ID., A System of Am
bition? British Foreign Policy 1660-1793, London, New York 1991, pp. 31-42. This chapter 
is based on a conference paper given in late 1997, and revised shortly thereafter. It refers to 
but does not incorporate research conducted subsequently. I would to draw attention here 
particularly to: ALLEN, M. D., The Anglo-Hanoverian Connection, 1727-1760, PhD Disser
tation, Boston University, 2000; HARDING, N., North African Piracy, the Hanoverian Car
rying Trade, and the British State, 1728-1828, in: Historical Journal 43/1 (2000), pp. 25-47; 
ID. , Dynastic Union in British and Hanoverian Ideology, 1701-1803, PhD Dissertation, Col
umbia University, 2001; ID. , Sir Robert Walpole and Hanover, in: Historical Research 76 
(2003), pp. 165-188; and THOMPSON, A.C., The Protestant Interest and Foreign Policy in 
Britain and Hanover, c. 1719-1740, PhD Dissertation, University of Cambridge, 2002. 

2 W A R D , A., Great Britain and Hanover. Some Aspects of the Personal Union, Oxford 1899; 
KÖNIGS, P., The Hanoverian Kings and their Homeland. A Study of the Personal Union 
1714-1837, Lewes 1993. See also Großbritannien und Hannover. Die Zeit der Personalun
ion 1714-1837, ed. by H. ROHLOFF, Frankfurt 1989. 

3 BLACK, J., The Crown, Hanover and the Shift in British Foreign Policy in the 1760s, in: ID. 
(ed.), Knights Errant and true Englishmen. British Foreign Policy 1600-1800, Edinburgh 
1989, pp. 113-134; BLANNING, T.C.W., "That Horrid Electorate" or "Ma patrie Ger
manique"? George III, Hanover and the Fürstenbund of 1785, in: Historical Journal 20/2 
(1977), pp. 311-344; BLANNING, T.C. W. and HAASE, C , Kurhannover, der Kaiser und die 
"Regency Crisis" von 1788/89, in: Blätter für deutsche Landesgeschichte 113 (1979), 
pp. 432-449 (expanded and revised English version: George II, Hanover and the Regency 
Crisis, in: BLACK, Knights Errant (see above), pp. 135-150; and RIOTTE, T., Hanover in Brit
ish Policy, 1792-1815, PhD Dissertation, University of Cambridge, 2003. 

4 In particular that conducted for my unpublished paper to the Cambridge Modern European 
History Seminar in December 1996: The Dog that didn't bark: Britain, Hanover and the 
American War 1778-1781. For a brief survey of George III and Hanover see SIMMS, B., "An 
Odd Question Enough". Charles James Fox, the Crown and British Policy during the Han
overian Crisis of 1806, in: Historical Journal 38 (1995), pp.567-595, especially pp.567-
570. 
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subject. Both Hatton and Dann defended Hanover against detractors, and 
Dann even went so far as to argue that the electorate suffered from its associ
ation with Britain rather than the other way around.5 Jeremy Black, on the 
other hand, argues that Hanoverian dynasticism was "a destabilising force in 
British politics".6 Indeed, he has claimed that in the early eighteenth century, 
"policy was distorted for Hanoverian ends, that this was largely due to the 
crown, that it posed major problems for the British ministry, and that it justified 
much of the opposition propaganda."7 This view was shared by two of the fore
most naval and colonial historians of eighteenth-century Britain, Richard Pares 
and Nicholas Rodger. Already some sixty years ago, Pares wrote that whereas 
the "connexion of England with Hanover was a misfortune for both parties [...] 
The disadvantage to England was [...] greater" for "whatever form the defence 
of Hanover might take, it must deprive England of all the military and diplo
matic advantages of being an island."8 More recently, Rodger has argued that 
the "effect of Hanover was to oblige Britain to become heavily involved in a 
German campaign whether or not it served her own interests. The electorate 
robbed British governments of their freedom to manoeuvre."9 

Hanover was at centre of British policy throughout the first forty years of the 
Personal Union, even in peacetime. But for sake of coherence this paper will 
concentrate on four key periods: the Baltic crisis (1716-1719), the War of the 
Austrian Succession (1740-48), the Seven Years' War (1756-1763), and the 
"European phase" of the American War of Independence (1778-1783). 

* 

There were four key protagonists, or groups of protagonists in the debate about 
Hanover. First of all, there was the monarch himself. Secondly, there was the 
Hanoverian Chancery in London, and the Hanoverian regency in the electorate 
itself. Both of these groups are not my concern, as they fall within the remit of 

5 HATTON, George I (see note 1), p. 295, et passim; DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see 
note 1), p. 141 et passim. 

6 BLACK, The British State and Foreign Policy (see note 1 ), p. 134. In the same vein, ID. , British 
Foreign Policy in the Eighteenth Century (see note 1), p. 42 et passim. 

7 ID. , British Foreign Policy in the Age of Walpole (see note 1), p. 29. 
8 PARES, R., American versus Continental Warfare 1739-1763, in: EHR 51 (1936), pp. 429-

465, pp.447f.. 
9 RODGER, N .A.M. , The Continental Commitment in the Eighteenth Century, in: War, 

Strategy and International Politics: Essays in Honour of Sir Michael Howard, ed. by L. 
FREEDMAN, P. HAYES and R. O ' N E I L L , Oxford 1992, pp. 39-55, p. 53. For an ill-informed 

popular "colonial" critique of Hanover see JAMES, L., The Rise and Fall of the British Em
pire, London 1994, p. 67. 
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papers to be presented by Gibbs, Barmeyer-Hartlieb and Hauptmeyer in this 
volume. Thirdly, there were the Tory and opposition Whig critics of Hanover, 
such as Samuel Johnson, Robert Walpole, Lord Townshend, Admiral Warren, 
and the Elder Pitt (out of office). To a considerable extent, this critique was 
merely a convenient device for attacking the monarchy, or the government of 
the day. But the anti-Hanoverian theme was more than a mere domestic ma
noeuvre: it was also part of a genuine debate about the merits of a maritime over 
a continental foreign policy. Fourthly and finally, there were the government 
ministers and "continentalists", most of whom defended the Hanoverian link, 
albeit with varying degrees of enthusiasm. They include James Stanhope, the 
Earl of Sunderland, Lord Carteret, Horace Walpole, and the Elder Pitt (in 
office). It is these oppositional critics and ministerial defenders who will be the 
focus of my paper. 

My first theme will be the centrality of Hanover to British policy, not merely 
in the first decades of the Personal Union, when it was most obvious, and in 
1756, when Hanover was crucial to the outbreak of the Seven Years' War, but 
also during the American War of 1776-1783, when it was much less obvious. 
This does not mean, however, that the Hanoverian link was in any sense disad
vantageous or necessarily distortive for Britain: my second theme, therefore, 
will be the way in which Hanover was both central to British success in mid-cen
tury and to her woes thereafter. I shall be arguing that the Hanoverian Connec
tion not only enabled Britain to defeat continental hegemons, but was actually 
essential to the defence of her overseas empire. Thirdly, this paper will trace the 
change in relationship between the two halves of the Union: that is from a Han
overian predominance during the first period, to a British predominance evident 
at the latest by the outbreak of the War of Polish Succession in 1733. 

British expectations of the Personal Union in 1714 were low. Indeed, when 
George Louis of Hanover ascended the British throne in that year the potential 
friction between his electoral and royal roles had already been the subject of 
some British apprehension. Memories of William of Orange, who with his wife 
Queen Mary had ruled England in Personal Union with Holland between 1688-
1702, were still strong. He had not only used British monies and posts to reward 
Dutch cronies, but more seriously, critics argued, he had used Britain as a base 
to pursue a costly vendetta against Louis XIV's France on the continent, which 
benefited Holland but was conducted at the expense of Britain's real interests 
overseas. For this reason the Act of Settlement (1701), which established the 
framework of the Hanoverian Succession, specifically stipulated that no British 
resources should be committed in defence of the monarch's continental territor-
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ies without the permission of parliament.10 Mindful of William's frequent ab
sences in the Netherlands, the Act of Settlement also denied George the right 
even to visit his electorate without parliamentary consent. 

This is not to say, of course, that Britain had no interests in Europe. Her pri
mary aim of securing the Protestant Succession required the cooperation of at 
least some of the continental courts; and it certainly depended on the mainte
nance of a viable balance of power in Europe, primarily against the hegemonic 
designs of France. Similarly, the crucial command of the sea, upon which Bri
tain's colonial pre-eminence rested, required unhindered access to naval stores 
in the Baltic. At the same time, however, British statesmen were keen to avoid 
expensive continental entanglements which might tie down resources better de
ployed against colonial rivals overseas. 

Prima facie, electoral interests were not incompatible: Hanover too was 
highly antagonistic towards France and a traditional ally of the Habsburgs in 
defence of the integrity of the Holy Roman Empire. She too was concerned to 
maintain a balance of power in the Baltic, be it for rather different reasons. She 
too wished to safeguard the Protestant Succession in Britain, which, at least in
itially, seemed to her the guarantee of great-power status in Northern Europe. 
But in practice, Hanoverian interests were somewhat different. This is hardly 
surprising if one bears in mind that George acceded to the throne as a grown 
man who had already ruled the electorate for sixteen years, which was longer 
than he was to rule Britain (until 1727). It was only to be expected that his out
look would have been preformed by Hanoverian experiences and interests. In 
particular, it was entirely foreseeable that George I would try to use British re
sources for Hanoverian purposes in north Germany. 

Matters came to a head almost at once during the Baltic crisis of 1716-1719, 
which formed part of the interminable Great Northern War (1700-1721 )}1 In 
return for Bremen and Verden, Hanover undertook to support Denmark and 
Prussia against Sweden. A British squadron under Admiral Norris was sent to 
the Baltic in order to intimidate the Swedes, whose blockade had interrupted the 
flow of essential naval goods. This was not enough, however, to fulfil Hanover
ian obligations towards her allies. In particular, they demanded that Norris's 
squadron assist in the siege of the Swedish-held fortress of Stralsund. After some 
hesitation, the Secretary of State for the Northern Department of the Foreign 
Office, Lord Townshend, complied and detached a number of ships to that end. 

10 See Article III of the Act of Settlement (1701) in: WILLIAMS, E.N. (ed.), The Eighteenth 
Century Constitution 1688-1815, Cambridge 1960, p. 59. 

11 See CHANCE, J. F., George I and the Northern War. A Study of British-Hanoverian Policy 
in the North of Europe in the Years 1709 to 1721, London 1909. 
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Soon after, Hanoverian policy changed again, when the electorate joined with 
Sweden to curb the growing Russian threat, particularly to its northern flank. 
At the same time George secured a series of expensive British subsidy commit
ments to Sweden and Prussia. 

All of this, of course, was in direct violation to the Act of Settlement, which 
forbade the use of British resources for exclusively Hanoverian ends without the 
consent of parliament. Critics claimed that George I was representative of, or at 
least beholden to, the "Hanoverian interest". In particular, they targeted his 
Chancery in St. James', dominated by its chief Andreas Gottlieb von Bernstorff, 
and the Huguenot Jean de Robethon, George's private secretary. Their proxim
ity to the monarch was deemed to give them an unfair advantage over British 
politicians in more remote Whitehall and Westminster.12 They also argued that 
the Hanoverian commitment led to a neglect of British overseas interests. In
stead of expensive continental commitments, they called for a robust maritime 
"blue water" policy directed against the French and Spanish colonial empires;13 

in particular they criticised George's northern policy as a distraction from the 
simultaneous Spanish challenge in the Mediterranean.14 The result was a Whig 
split by which Walpole and Townshend found themselves temporarily in the 
political wilderness after opposing the alleged subordination of British to Han
overian concerns.15 

Those who defended the Hanoverian connection in 1716-1719, such as the 
chief minister, Stanhope, were not merely ministerial toadies: many of them 
were genuine "continentalists", who believed that Britain isolated herself from 
the European mainland at her peril.16 The experience of the Wars of Grand Al
liance against Louis XIV's France, the Whigs argued, had shown that Britain 

12 See the pioneering study by BEATTIE, J .M., The English Court in the Reign of George I, 
Cambridge 1967, chapter 7 "The court in politics", pp. 217-248, especially pp. 220-224. 
On the German Chancery generally see GRIESER, R., Die Deutsche Kanzlei in London, 
ihre Entstehung und Anfänge. Eine behördengeschichtliche Studie, in: Blätter für deutsche 
Landesgeschichte 89 (1952), pp. 156-168. 

13 See BAUGH, D., Great Britain's "Blue-Water" Policy 1689-1815, in: International History 
Review 10 (1988), pp. 33-58. 

14 See R I C H M O N D , H., The Navy as an Instrument of Policy 1558-1727, Cambridge 1953, 
chapter 6: "The Northern War and the Spanish Wars of 1718 and 1725", pp. 363-397. 

15 MCKAY, D., The Struggle for Control of George I's Northern Policy, in: Journal of Modern 
History 45 (1973), pp. 367-386; BLACK, J., Parliament and the Political and Diplomatic 
Crisis of 1717-18, in: Parliamentary History 3 (1984), pp. 77-101; MURRAY, J. J., George I, 
the Baltic and the Whig Split, London 1969. 

16 On Stanhope and the Northern Crisis see WILLIAMS, B., Stanhope. A Study in Eighteenth-
Century War and Diplomacy, Oxford 1932, pp. 352-383. 
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isolated herself from the continent at her peril. This view was enthusiastically 
endorsed by George I himself - as reported by Sunderland - when he expressed 
his surprise at the strange notion that seems at present to prevail, as if the parlia
ment was not to concern themselves in anything that happens in these parts of 
the worldy [BS: northern and central Europe], not only as exposing him to all 
kinds of affronts but even to ruine; and indeed this notion is nothing but the old 
Tory one, that England can subsist by itself, whatever becomes of the rest of 
Europe, which has been so justly exploded by the Wigs [sic], even since the Re
volution}7 

Undoubtedly, George I had "piggy-backed" on British resources to secure ter
ritorial gains for Hanover. Yet British interests were at stake too. First of all, and 
most importantly, Stanhope had been faced with the danger that if he denied his 
monarch, George might simply throw in the towel and return to Hanover, thus 
endangering the entire Protestant Succession at the very time that it was already 
heavily assailed from within and without;18 for the early stages of the Baltic 
crisis were contemporaneous with the Jacobite rebellion of 1715. Secondly, Bri
tain certainly had an interest in preserving the balance of power in the Baltic 
against Swedish and latterly Russian threats; the use or misuse of Admiral Nor-
ris's squadron achieved just that, albeit circuitously. In short, George's Baltic 
policy, while plainly Hanoverian in conception, furthered rather than damaged 
British interests in northern Europe. Indeed, throughout the period there was a 
lot of fruitful collaboration between electoral and British diplomats. This in
volved day to day information-sharing, passing of messages or the conclusion of 
negotiations such as those leading to the Anglo-French alliance of 1716, the 
Quadruple Alliance or the Alliance of Hanover.19 Similarly, there is no evidence 
that any of the diplomatic initiatives supported or even begun by the Hanoveri
ans - such as the French Alliance or Quadruple Alliance - harmed British inter
ests. 

In any case, the relationship between the two halves of the Personal Union 
was about to experience a fundamental transformation. For the first five years 
after 1714, George's freedom of manoeuvre was greatly facilitated by the inter
national situation. The Anglo-French alliance of 1716 eased the French threat to 
the west, which had exercised the electorate since the middle of the last century. 
Prussia, on the other hand, had yet to show aggressive intent. Austria was a tra
ditional ally, and was in any case preoccupied with keeping the Spanish out of 

17 Cited in WARD, Great Britain and Hanover (see note 2), p. 117. 
18 Ibid., p. 40. 
19 See BLACK, J., Natural and Necessary Enemies. Anglo-French Relations in the Eighteenth 

Century, London 1986, p. 10. 
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Italy. It was this unique constellation which gave Hanover a free hand in north
ern Europe and allowed her to deploy British resources no longer employed in 
the struggle against France. But in the 1720s, the international scene underwent 
a series of rapid transformations. First of all, there was Charles VI of Austria's 
determination to secure the Pragmatic Sanction in the absence of a male heir, 
that is to ensure that his daughter Maria Theresia succeeded to the undivided 
Habsburg dominions. Secondly, there was his determination to challenge An
glo-French domination overseas through sponsorship of the Ostend East Indian 
trading company which was intended - in conjunction with Spain - to reassert 
the Habsburg presence in the New World; this led to an outburst of anti-Aus
trian hysteria in British merchant circles against their traditional ally. At the 
same time, George I found himself confronting the emperor in defence of Prot
estant rights in the German empire. Thirdly, there were the Austro-Spanish rap
prochement and marriage plans which threatened the recreation of the empire 
of Charles V and thus another European hegemon as dangerous as France. 
Fourthly and finally, Hanover's relations with Prussia began to deteriorate 
sharply, largely due to territorial disputes in Mecklenburg and East Friesland 
and frictions arising out of Frederick William Ps aggressive recruitment policy. 

The Treaty of Vienna in 1725 between Austria and Spain secured Spanish 
agreement for the Pragmatic Sanction. This immediately provoked the Treaty of 
Hanover (1725) uniting Britain, France and Prussia against Spain and Aus
tria.20 But with her southern flank temporarily secured, Austria was now able 
to threaten Britain via Hanover for failing to support the Pragmatic Sanction. 
To make matters worse, an Austro-Prussian rapprochement in 1726 at Wuster
hausen the following year, by which Prussia accepted the Pragmatic Sanction, 
created a united Austro-Prussian front against Britain-Hanover in Germany. 

The result of these developments was a shift in the international dimension to 
the Personal Union. Rather than using British resources for Hanoverian ends, 
the electorate now found itself a point d'appui against Britain. This was not a 
situation envisaged by the Act of Settlement. As Horace Walpole, brother of the 
Prime Minister Sir Robert Walpole, observed in 1726, if George I refused to ac
cept the Pragmatic Sanction then the imperial [i.e. Austrian] ministry at Vienna 
[...] not only think itself disengaged from the guaranty of the Protestant Suc
cession [...] but that such conduct might be attached with serious consequences 
to His Majesty's dominions in Germany.21 

20 See CHANCE, J. F., The Alliance of Hanover: A Study of British Foreign Policy in the Last 
Years of George I, London 1923. 

21 Cited in WARD, Great Britain and Hanover (see note 2), p. 126. 
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Even more importantly, France became increasingly aware of the vulner
ability of Hanover; the more so as she was co-responsible for her defence during 
the period of the Franco-British alliance, 1716-1731. The belief that France 
could compensate herself for losses overseas by attacking the electorate was 
first articulated by the French chief minister Cardinal Fleury around 1730, and 
soon gained wide acceptance.22 We can obtain nothing from England except by 
way of Hanover', observed the French foreign minister, the Marquis d'Argenson 
in 1745.23 Or, as another minister, Cardinal de Bernis, remarked, The territo
ries of the King of England must be regarded in some sort as a hostage in our 
hands.14 Similarly, Frederick the Great argued in 1768 that If we have serious 
disagreements with England, we can revenge ourselves on her by seizing the 
electorate of Hanover, a territory ill-prepared to defend herself.15 Hanover thus 
became the "Achilles Heel" of maritime Britain.26 

Most British statesmen recognised the resulting obligation to provide for the 
security of Hanover, albeit grudgingly. In February 1726 Parliament resolved 
that if Hanover were attacked by Britain's enemies, Britain would be honour-
bound to protect her.27 As Robert Walpole remarked to parliament: far from 
dragging Britain into her conflicts, Hanover was now at risk because of Britain's 
hostility to the Ostend Company, which had nothing to do with Hanover, a tra
ditional ally of the emperor.28 This realisation was given concrete effect in 1729 
when Britain concluded a series of subsidy treaties with smaller German princes 
in order to guarantee the security of the electorate. Inevitably, another popular 
Tory and opposition Whig outcry about the misuse of public monies fol
lowed.29 

This time, critics attacked the diversion of British resources to defend the elec-

22 WILSON, C.W., French Foreign Policy during the Administration of Cardinal Fleury 1726-
1743, Cambridge/Mass. 1936, pp. 86-87, 212 et passim. 

23 Cited in SOREL, A., Europe and the French Revolution. The Political Traditions of the Old 
Regime, trans, and ed. by A. COBBAN and J. W. HUNT, London 1969, p. 374. 

24 Cited in ibid., p. 113. 
25 Cited in DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1), p. 146. 
26 WELLENREUTHER, H., Die Bedeutung des Siebenjährigen Krieges für die englisch-hanno-

veranischen Beziehungen, in: England und Hannover (see note 1), pp. 145-175, p. 155: 
"Kurhannover war ein Kompensationsobjekt der französischen Kolonialmacht"; HASE
LAU, S., Die Organisation der Personalunion - ihr verfassungsmäßiger Charakter und das 
rechtliche Verhältnis zwischen Hannoyer und Großbritannien, in: Großbritannien und 
Hannover (see note 2), pp. 227-240, p. 236. 

27 KÖNIGS, The Hanoverian Kings (see note 2), p. 61 . 
28 HATTON, George I (see note 1), p. 278. 
29 BLACK, J., Parliament and Foreign Policy in the Age of Walpole: the Case of the Hessians, 

in: Knights Errant (see note 3), pp. 41-54. 
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torate, rather than to aggrandise it, as had been the case during the Baltic crisis. 
They conceded that Hanover was imperilled by virtue of its link with Britain, 
but recognised no obligation towards her. Instead, following Fleury's analysis, 
they argued that the Hanoverian link deprived Britain of her island status. This 
theme was first articulated by an opposition pamphlet in 1730, when it attacked 
subsidy payments to German princes and asked rhetorically what advantage we 
may expect to reap from the situation of our country as an Island?0 Or, as Lord 
Chesterfield was to observe in 1744, England would lose the very benefit of be
ing an island, a become a most wretched particle of the continent, if it took on 
the defence of Hanover;31 the electorate would become a pledge for Britain's 
good behaviour. 

Under Robert Walpole, chief minister after 1721, Hanoverian concerns were 
much less prominent in British foreign policy than they had been under Stan
hope; only the minimum was done to secure the electorate against attack. Partly 
this was because Walpole was deeply, and justifiably, suspicious of the close ties 
between his Secretary of State, Carteret, and the Hanoverian Chancellery.32 But 
the coolness towards Hanover was also part of his more general policy of iso
lation from Europe. In essence, Walpole was an appeaser: he wanted peace in 
Europe or at least British neutrality at almost any price; and if war were inescap
able, better for it to be a colonial war with palpable economic and territorial 
benefits, than a limitless continental European entanglement. This was demon
strated during the War of the Polish Succession (1733-35), which pitted a re
surgent France against Russia and Austria; Hanover took the Austrian side. De
spite considerable pressure from George II, who had succeeded to the throne in 
1727, Walpole refused to bring Britain into the war against France.33 As he fa
mously remarked to the Queen: Madam, there are fifty thousand men slain this 
year in Europe, and not one Englishman.^ Instead, he allowed public opinion 
and merchant pressure groups to browbeat him into a war with Spain in 1739 
in which Hanover had no interest at all.35 

As it turned out, this policy brought no benefits to Britain, either continental 

30 Cited in WILSON, French Foreign Policy (see note 22), p. 216. 
31 Cited in BLACK, The Crown, Hanover and the Shift in British Foreign Policy (see note 3), 

p. 115. 
32 See W A R D , Great Britain and Hanover (see note 2), pp. 119-120. 
33 LANGFORD, P., The Eighteenth Century 1688-1815, London 1976, p. 108. 
34 WARD, Great Britain and Hanover (see note 2), p. 141. 
35 For the popular, anti-Eurocentric pressures leading up to and during the war with Spain, 

see WILSON, K., Empire, Trade and Popular Politics in Mid-Hanoverian Britain: the Case 
of Admiral Vernon, in: Past and Present 121 (1988), pp. 74-109, especially pp. 96-99. 
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or colonial. During the early years Britain was at peace with France, and so 
overseas gains at her expense were not feasible. Even the much-demanded war 
against Spain - after some early successes - stagnated amidst military setbacks 
and political recrimination. And in 1740, when war with France was an immi
nent possibility, there was a sudden consciousness that an isolated Britain 
would be hard-pressed to cope with a combined Franco-Spanish naval effort. 
For the first time, Britain was faced with the prospect of a colonial war with
out the benefit of a continental distraction. Horace Walpole observed that 
same year If there is no diversion by a land war upon the continent [...] and 
we have no security against invasion from France besides our own strength; 
[...] J am afraid that by next spring or summer, the seat of the war will be in 
this island.36 

Just how right Walpole was and just how much Hanover would contribute to 
rescuing Britain from fatal isolation was to become evident during the next two 
decades. 

Frederick the Great's invasion of Habsburg Silesia in late 1740 took most of 
Europe by surprise. He also renounced the Pragmatic Sanction - through which 
Charles VI of Austria had sought to guarantee the uncontested succession of his 
daughter Maria Theresia to all the Habsburg lands - and supported the bid of 
the Bavarian elector, Charles Albert, for the imperial crown. To the Hanoverian 
ministers in the electorate, it was a dastardly blow to the integrity of the Holy 
Roman Empire. They demanded immediate action in support of the young 
archduchess (and future empress) Maria Theresia of Austria.37 Britain was 
equally aghast. Her traditional and most dependable European ally against 
France - excepting the 1720s - had always been Austria. Now a French-backed 
Prusso-Bavarian coup threatened to partition the Habsburg lands. France 
seemed on the verge of European hegemony;38 and Hanover appeared ex
tremely vulnerable to French invasion. 

Yet for both Britain and Hanover, Frederick's coup was also an opportunity. 
George II instantly saw his chance of aggrandising the electorate at Prussia's ex
pense.39 But by the following year, when faced with the threat of a Franco-Prus
sian occupation, he began to explore - in his electoral capacity - the possibility 

36 Cited in LANGFORD, The Eighteenth Century (see note 33), p. 118. 
37 See DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1), pp.24ff. 
38 WILSON, French Foreign Policy (see note 22), speaks of French "diplomatic hegemony in 

Europe", p. 346. 
39 See DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1), pp.27ff. 
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of territorial gains with Prussian support: Hildesheim, Osnabrück and even 
parts of Mecklenburg, of which he had been in de facto possession since the 
1730s. In short term, however, there remained the immediate problem of an im
pending French invasion of the electorate in 1741. George II and his Hanoverian 
ministers found the solution in a Neutrality Agreement that same year, accord
ing to which France undertook not to make the electorate liable for George's ac
tions as King of England. In return, Hanover was neutralised and committed 
herself to supporting the election of Charles Albert of Bavaria as Holy Roman 
Emperor. Given the remoteness of British help and the temporary eclipse of Ma
ria Theresia, this was the only way that Hanover could escape certain Franco-
Prussian occupation. 

At first sight, the agreement was exactly what the anti-Hanoverian, "blue-
water" critique had always demanded: it took the electorate out of the line of 
fire, released Britain from the task of her defence, and permitted her to concen
trate on the war overseas. Yet the popular response in England was overwhelm
ingly negative. A wave of scurrilous pamphlets accused the king of selfishly 
abandoning British interests. But the British government was equally dis
pleased. Lord chancellor Hardwicke complained that our opinions were never 
so much as asked; the Duke of Newcastle referred to it scathingly as the capitu
lation of Hanover.40 This surge of popular and high-political discontent helped 
to topple Walpole in 1742 and bring in Carteret, nominally as secretary of state 
for the Northern Department, but in fact as chief minister. 

Carteret's very first action was to persuade George to rescind the Neutrality 
Agreement and provoke renewed conflict with France in central Europe.41 This 
reversal of fronts was facilitated by the revival of Austrian military fortunes 
against France and Bavaria; Prussia had temporarily bailed out of the war in 
1742. And in the following year, a joint British-Hanoverian force in British 
pay - the so-called "Pragmatic Army" - which was under the personal com
mand of George II, decisively defeated the French at Dettingen. Yet this change 
of policy only led to a renewed popular and opposition outburst against Han
over, which lasted until 1744.42 This time the objection was to the vast expense 
of the Pragmatic army and its alleged misuse to further Hanoverian territorial 
ambitions and reward Hanoverian officers;43 some even went so far as to de-

40 DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1), pp. 38-39. 
41 Ibid., pp. 46 ff. 
42 See HARRIS, R., A Patriot Press. National Politics and the London Press in the 1740s (Ox

ford Historical Monographs), Oxford 1993, pp. 122-177. 
43 A succinct statement of the opposition argument can be found in: A List of the Members 

of Parliament who voted for and against taking the Hanover Troops into British Pay, De-
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mand a dynastic separation of the two countries. During the parliamentary de
bate on the German subsidies in December 1742, the elder Pitt - the archetypal 
opposition Whig "patriot" - made his famous claim that this great, this power
ful, this formidable kingdom is now considered only a province to a despicable 
electorate.44 Two years later he condemned Carteret as an English minister 
without an English heart [...]a Hanoverian troop minister45 Matters were not 
helped, by George's decision to lead his troops while prominently displaying a 
bright yellow Hanoverian sash! 

In part, of course, the anti-Hanoverian campaign of 1742-44 should be seen 
as no more than a manoeuvre by Carteret's domestic rivals. As the opposition 
Whig the Earl of Chesterfield observed rather cynically in October 1743, after 
the breakdown of negotiations with the governing Pelhamites, all we have to 
do, in my opinion, is to prepare for battle, to procure an early and universal at
tendance of all our people, and to blow the Hanover flame to height46 But the 
popular attack on the Hanoverian connection was also a radical rehearsal of the 
traditional "blue-water" critique of continental entanglements. As Admiral Sir 
Peter Warren put it in Parliament: We are not the weaker party, we have nothing 
to do with the continent; we do not stand in need of assistance from any state on 
the continent; let us confine ourself to our own element, the ocean. There we 
may still ride triumphant, in defiance of the whole house of Bourbon47 

Some ministerial observers and "continentalists" shared these misgivings 
about Hanover.48 Even before the outbreak of war, Horace Walpole had la
mented that those Electoral considerations in which we have not the least con
cern do often prove inconvenient to us.49 And in the mid-1740s the disaffected 
Earl of Stair, erstwhile commander of the Pragmatic Army, proved an effective 
critic of supposed Hanoverian interference. His attacks could be dismissed as 
personal malice, but coming from a strong supporter of the Hanoverian Suc
cession, and a former powerful advocate of intervention against France in the 
War of the Polish Succession, they could not be entirely discounted.50 

cember 10, 1742. To which is added the Lords' Protests on that Occasion, London 1742, 
pp. 18-21. 

44 Cited in KÖNIGS, The Hanoverian Kings (see note 2), p. 99. 
45 Cited in LANGFORD, The Eighteenth Century (see note 33), p. 119. 
46 Cited in HARRIS, A Patriot Press (see note 42), p. 136. 
47 Cited in R I C H M O N D , H. W., The Navy in the War of 1739-48, 3 vols., Cambridge 1920, 

vol. I, p.xvi. 
48 On ministerial critiques of Hanover in general see BLACK, British Foreign Policy in the Age 

of Walpole (see note 1), p. 27. 
49 Cited in WILSON, French Foreign Policy (see note 22), p. 87. 
50 See HARRIS, A Patriot Press (see note 42), p. 154. 
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Yet most government ministers remained firm supporters both of Hanover 
and the continental policy. British policy during the War of the Austrian Suc
cession was focussed on maintaining the European balance of power rather 
than making gains overseas.51 In particular, ministerialists accepted the obli
gation to defend Hanover. To quote the words of Thomas Clutterbuck, a Lord 
of the Admiralty, to parliament: We ought to pronounce that the territories of 
Hanover will be considered on this occasion as the dominions of Great Britain, 
and that any attack on one or the other will be equally represented.51 A series of 
pro-Hanoverian pamphlets set out the case for continental subsidies, not merely 
to protect the electorate, but as part of the overall strategy against France.53 

Some far-sighted observers even linked the maintenance of British naval su
premacy to a successful continental policy. As James West, a whig supporter of 
the ministry, pointed out to the House of Commons, abandoning the land war 
against the French might enable them by threats or money [to] get all the ports 
of the Baltic, except the Russian, shut against us; and in this case I should like 
to know how we could carry on even a naval war against the house of Bourbon, 
assisted by the Dutch. We might, it is true fit out a most powerful navy, because 
all our merchant ships except those engaged in the Far East and West India 
trade would of course be laid up in our harbours. But as neither the French nor 
the Spaniards would then have occasion to be at the expense of keeping up nu
merous land armies, they might in a year or two with the assistance of the Dutch 
be able to provide a navy at least equal if not superior to ours.54 

Of course, there was something to be said for the "patriot" and "blue-water" 
critique. Like his father, George II did try to "piggy-back" on British resources 
to achieve territorial gains for the electorate. But the case in favour of the Han
overian connection was much stronger. First of all, the popular critique of Han
over needs to be taken with a large grain of salt; George only wore his yellow 
sash because Britain was not formally at war with France until 1744. Moreover, 

51 See M I M L E R , M., Der Einfluß kolonialer Interessen in Nordamerika auf die Strategie und 
Diplomatie Großbritanniens während des Österreichischen Erbfolgekrieges 1744-1748. 
Ein Beitrag zur Identitätsbestimmung des britischen Empire um die Mitte des 18. Jahrhun
derts (Historische Texte und Studien 5), Hildesheim, Zürich, New York 1983. 

52 Cited in BLACK, The Crown, Hanover and the Shift in British Foreign Policy (see note 3), 
p. 116. 

53 See WELLENREUTHER, H., Von der Interessenharmonie zur Dissoziation. Kurhannover 
und England in der Zeit der Personalunion, in: Niedersächsisches Jahrbuch für Landesge
schichte 67 (1995), pp.23-42, p .28 . The classic example of a ministerialist defence of 
Hanover is: WALPOLE, H., The Interest of Great Britain steadily pursued, London 1743, 
especially p. 57. 

54 Cited in R I C H M O N D , Navy in the War (see note 47), p. xviii. 
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Hanover was, it seems, damned if it did and damned if it didn't. Certainly, to ar
gue that Hanover was an unjustified drain on a "blue-water" policy and should 
be either neutralised or left to her fate was perfectly coherent in itself; and the 
belief that the Neutrality Agreement of 1741 was a betrayal of British interests 
was equally coherent in itself. But to argue both positions at the same time -
which is exactly what the anti-Hanoverians did - makes no sense at all. More
over, George's various plans for Hanoverian aggrandisement adapted them
selves opportunistically to shifts in British policy, not the other way around. 
Finally, far from wanting to use Britain to enlarge Hanover, most of the Han
overian ministers within the electorate itself favoured a neutral course, and 
would have very much preferred to have seen the Neutrality Agreement of 1741 
upheld.55 

Secondly, and much more importantly, the War of the Austrian Succession 
had shown that Hanover was crucial to any continental diversion against 
France. Britain was at her most exposed precisely when French forces were least 
engaged in Europe, be it in before the outbreak of war in 1740, or in 1741-42 
during the brief neutralisation of Hanover. Conversely, British fortunes im
proved when Hanover was brought back into play. The Pragmatic Army tied 
down large numbers of French troops in the west, and its large Hanoverian con
tingent freed thousands of British troops for service elsewhere, especially 
against the Jacobite rebellion of 1745. Retrospectively, just after the end of the 
war, the Duke of Newcastle summed up this realisation in his famous obser
vation of 1749: A Naval force, tho' carried never so high, unsupported with ever 
the appearance of a force upon the continent will be of little use [..,] France will 
outdo us at sea, when they have nothing to fear by land [ . . . ] / have always main
tained that our marine should protect our alliances upon the continent; and 
they, by diverting the expense of France, enable us to maintain our superiority 
at sea,56 

The assessment Horace Walpole had made in 1740 had thus been borne out 
by events: Britain could not hope to survive a combined Franco-Spanish mari
time onslaught without the benefit of a second front in Europe. Perhaps the best 
proof of the value of Hanover is the fact that despite everything, all the parlia
mentary votes on Hanoverian subsidies were carried with large majorities.57 

Hence, Carteret, far from being the "Hanoverian troop minister" of Pittite rhet
oric, was the more British for being the more "Hanoverian". 

55 This is the thesis of DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1 ), passim. 
56 LANGFORD, The Eighteenth Century (see note 33), p. 141. 
57 DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1), p. 56. 
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The centrality of Hanover in British policy became obvious during the mid-
17505, when the longstanding cold war with France overseas was on the verge 
of erupting into open conflict. Once again, Britain had no continental allies and 
once again Hanover was dangerously exposed. Predictably, the opposition 
Whigs around Pitt, Bedford and Temple, demanded that the electorate should 
be abandoned and later redeemed at a peace settlement. Better to leave the de
fence of Hanover to the German Empire, the argument ran, and better to allow 
France to make herself odious among the other European powers, than to risk 
British blood and treasure through a continental commitment.58 They did not 
deny that Hanover was jeopardised simply by virtue of her connection with Bri
tain, or that this entailed some moral obligation to the electorate; they merely 
believed that defending it exceeded British military capabilities. As Samuel Mar
tin pointed out in his speech opposing the Hanoverian subsidies of 1755:1 will 
ingeniously acknowledge, that there could he no room to apprehend any project 
from France, to hurt his Majesty's dominions, except in consequence of the 
quarrel between that Kingdom and Great Britain. Nay, I will own that we are 
bound in generosity as well a respect for our sovereign to exert all reasonable 
endeavours to shelter those dominions from injury, intented upon our account. 
But I condemn the treaties, as they aim at the defiance [sic] of Hanover, by a sys
tem which is absolutely impracticable surpassing the utmost stretch of Great 
Britain's ability to accomplish.59 

The most immediate threat to the electorate at this point came from Fredrick 
the Great of Prussia, who had defaulted on a British loan in 1752 and responded 
to British protests with threats against Hanover.60 There were also serious terri
torial disputes concerning East Friesland. Concerned for the security of the elec
torate, George II travelled to Hanover in May 1755 to oversee measures for 
its defence. The first and obvious British port of call was Vienna, her tra
ditional ally against France. But the negotiations, held at George's summer 
seat in Herrenhausen, led nowhere. All attempts to cajole Austria into a joint 
Austro-British guarantee of the status quo in Germany, against both France 
and Prussia, in effect a re-run of the War of the Austrian Succession, failed: 
Austria now saw Prussia rather than France as her real enemy; besides she in
tended to upset the territorial status quo through the recovery of Silesia. As 

58 See PARES, American versus Continental Warfare (see note 8), pp. 437-438,448 et passim. 
59 Cited in BLACK, The Crown, Hanover and the Shift in British Foreign Policy (see note 3), 

p. 119. 
60 On Frederick and Hanover see HATTON, R. M., Frederick the Great and the House of Han

over, in: Friedrich der Große in seiner Zeit, ed. by O. HAUSER, Köln, Wien 1987, pp. 151-
164. 
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Kaunitz observed in 1755, British interests are entirely focussed on naval mat
ters; they hardly ever think of the continent, and one wishes to [...] foist the 
chief burden [of a land war] onto us without even the least promise of any 
advantage for ourselves.61 

Desperate to secure Hanover against French attack on the outbreak of war, 
the British chief minister, the Duke of Newcastle, now turned to Russia for help. 
The result was the St. Petersburg treaty of September 1755, by which Britain 
undertook to support a substantial Russian force on Prussia's eastern border; 
this scheme suited the Tsarina Elizabeth's plans to attack Frederick perfectly. 
This immediately impelled Prussia to guarantee Hanover in return for subsidies 
in the Treaty of Westminster in January 1756. The results were more dramatic 
than anybody could have expected. In May 1756 France and Austria signed the 
first and defensive Treaty of Versailles. And when Frederick the Great invaded 
Saxony to pre-empt his attackers, he set in train the sequence of events which 
was to pit England, Prussia and Hanover against Russia, France and Austria in 
the Seven Years' War. 

It is important to remember that these alignments were far from inevitable. 
The famous renversement des alliances was as much the result of diplomatic 
muddle as the formal ratification of long-term developments in the European 
states-system. It is true that Britain had replaced Austria as the chief Bourbon 
enemy, and Prussia had replaced France as the chief Habsburg rival. But there 
was no pressing reason why this should have translated into a general war cast
ing Prussia against France and Britain against Austria. After all, the first Austro-
French agreement in 1756 was essentially a non-aggression pact. There was 
nothing in it that committed France either to an aggressive war against Britain 
or to attack Hanover. But when Frederick unexpectedly went on the offensive 
against Austria in August 1756, France found herself willy-nilly at war in central 
Europe; and when she attacked Hanover in the following year, she activated the 
Anglo-Prussian agreement and completed the circle. In short, Newcastle's Han
overian policy acted as a precipitant for the winning combination of 1756-1762, 
by which the electorate was protected and French resources were distracted 
from the war overseas. 

The Seven Years' War followed a strikingly similar pattern to the War of the 
Austrian Succession. Once again, the Hanoverian link became the target of tra
ditional opposition and popular wrath.62 In December 1755, Lord Temple, a 

61 Cited in WELLENREUTHER, Die Bedeutung (see note 26), p. 151. 
62 See for example Samuel Johnson's polemics in CANNON, J., Samuel Johnson and the Poli

tics of Hanoverian Britain, Oxford 1994, p. 70. Perhaps the best critique was [Israel M A U -
DUIT], Considerations on the Present German War, London 21760, especially pp. 129 f. 
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close political ally of Pitt, condemned subsidies on the grounds that they turned 
Britain into an insurance office to Hanover.6^ Pitt himself told the House of 
Commons in May 1756 that the electorate was so puny that its name could not 
be found on the map.64 Yet when he came to power in late 1756, as a "patriot" 
minister, Pitt did not abandon Hanover.65 On the contrary: he dug deeper into 
the pockets of the nation not merely to subsidize Frederick the Great but also to 
defend the electorate. Indeed, far from wishing to cast off the Hanoverian incu
bus, Britain opposed any attempt to neutralise the electorate, once again much 
to the chagrin of the local Hanoverian ministers.66 For in 1757 a French army 
had overrun the electorate and forced the Duke of Cumberland into a humiliat
ing capitulation at Kloster-Zeven.67 At the insistence of George II and the Brit
ish government, this agreement was revoked, partly because Frederick's victory 
at Rossbach had temporarily eased the military situation, partly because to have 
honoured the agreement would have been a complete humiliation, partly be
cause it might have provoked the abandoned Prussians into attacking the elec
torate themselves, but mainly because of Britain's determination to prosecute 
the war against France with all possible means. 

The lure of Hanover proved irresistible to France. This time the French were 
determined to avoid the mistake they believed Fleury had made in 1741; this 
time they would not exempt George as elector for his policies as king. Instead, 
they proposed to indemnify themselves in Hanover for losses incurred else
where. As the French chief minister, Choiseul, remarked in 1757:1 have urged 
Count Kaunitz to tell the Hanoverian minister firmly that if the 15 000 English 
who are supposed to be about to land in France carry out the smallest exaction 
contrary to the rules observed by all civilized nations, the Electorate of Hanover 
will be made answerable for the damage, and that every French village burnt by 
the English will irrevocably entail the burning down of a Hanoverian town. 

Newcastle's, and later, Pitt's policy was to pay handsome dividends. By 1758, 
the French had been expelled from the electorate for the duration of the war. In 
1759, the Anglo-Hanoverian force inflicted a serious defeat on France at the 

But see also the strong response in [ANON. ] , A Full and Candid Answer to a Pamphlet En
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battle of Minden. Among other things, this success helped to relieve pressure on 
Frederick the Great after his terrible defeat at Zorndorf against the Russians. It 
probably saved him from total collapse at that moment and thus maintained the 
continental diversion against France. The Anglo-Hanoverian force totalled 
about 70 000 men in 1759, only about a quarter or 18 000 of whom were Brit
ish.68 Between them, they tied down upwards of 100 000 Frenchmen in Ger
many. It does not require a great deal of imagination to see what a difference 
even a quarter of that force would have made to the outcome in Quebec in 1759 
or to the struggle at sea, had France invested in her navy instead of a fruitless 
central European campaign. In short, thanks to Hanover, the German theatre 
during the Seven Years' War became a kind of "Eastern Front" in which the 
Prussians tore the heart out of the French war effort. 

Pitt's support for Hanover in the late 1750s was thus not simply an example 
of ministerial realism - or cynicism - triumphing over opposition principles, or 
opportunism.69 Nor did Pitt just use the Prussian alliance to obscure what had 
been otherwise a very contentious Hanoverian subsidy policy, though that was 
also true.70 Rather, as Richard Pares, suggests, British ministers ascended a 
learning curve on Hanover and the continent: Pitt's "greatness consisted in 
learning the lesson, not in having nothing to learn"; he was "not merely con
verted from America to Europe, but combined them".71 This learning process 
was summed up by Pitt himself in his observation that As Germany had for
merly been managed, it had been a millstone around our necks; as managed 
now, about that of France?1 

Once again, Hanover had proved a poisoned pawn for France. But it was to 
take another two decades for this fact to sink in at Versailles, though it then did 
so with a vengeance. The catastrophic results of this French re-think for the Brit
ish overseas empire were to become evident in 1778-1781/3. 

The accession of George III is commonly held to mark a clear "shift" in Anglo-
Hanoverian relations: he famously announced at his coronation speech that he 

68 DANN, Hanover and Great Britain (see note 1), p. 117. See also the figures for British troop 
deployments in BIRD, W , British Land Strategy in Three World Wars, in: Army Quarterly 
21 (1930/31), pp. 49-50. 

69 This is the explanation which HATTON, The Anglo-Hanoverian Connection (see note 1), 
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70 BLACK, The Crown, Hanover and the Shift in British Foreign Policy (see note 3), p. 123. 
71 PARES, American versus Continental Warfare (see note 8), pp.460-462. 
72 Cited in ibid., p. 460. 
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gloried in the name of "Briton".73 It is certainly true that he undertook very 
little on behalf of the electorate in the final stages of the Seven Years' War, when 
it was at risk from both the French and Britain's enraged erstwhile Prussian al
lies. It is also the case that Hanover became much less of party-political issue 
throughout the reign; the once copious pamphlet literature simply dried up.74 

This was somewhat surprising at a time of fierce controversy about the "consti
tution".75 

Yet none of this meant that George III was unconcerned about Hanover. He 
could write and read German and took a keen interest not merely in the external 
security but also the internal welfare of his German dominions.76 All of his sons 
except the Prince of Wales were sent to Hanover to learn German; in 1764 he 
even made his second son, Frederick Duke of York, Prince-Bishop of Osnabrück 
(aged one). And in 1785, George threw British foreign policy into confusion 
when he supported the Prussian-led League of Princes - or Fürstenbund -
against the expansionist tendencies of Joseph II, with whom his ministry was 
trying to revive the "old system" of alliance.77 Admittedly, George never went 
to visit Hanover. But we should not read too much into this: he appears not to 
have visited Scotland, Ireland, Wales or even the north of England either.78 

The chief reason for the eclipse of Hanover after 1763 was that Britain was 
not only isolated from the continent but at peace with it.79 Moreover, Europe 
itself was at peace for nearly fifteen years, so that the electorate was in no 
danger of being caught in the crossfire of Franco-Austrian or Austro-Prussian 
rivalry. Apart from a brief crisis in 1772-73, therefore, when fears for Hanover 
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somewhat constrained the British response to the partition of Poland and the 
Swedish Revolution, British ministers were not compelled to devote much 
thought to the electorate.80 

All this changed with the outbreak of the American War in 1775, and the 
prospect of French intervention on the rebel side. By 1778, the threat of war 
with France led to concern for the safety of the electorate. As the British minister 
in Berlin, Elliot, observed in February of that year to Lord Suffolk, the foreign 
minister in charge of the Northern Department: when your lordship recollects 
the unguarded position of His Majesty's Dominions in Germany, and the pos
sible contingencies of the impending war, I imagine it will not be judged im
proper to make use of every laudable means to secure a degree of weight with 
those whose force will enable them to dispose despotically of the Northern part 
of the empire-?1 Frederick the Great played upon these fears by planting ru
mours of a planned attack on Hanover.82 

But the security of Hanover was not just threatened by putative French ac
tion. The Austro-Prussian dispute over Bavaria in 1778-79 equally threatened 
to drag the electorate into armed conflict; as one of the larger estates of the 
Reich, it was expected to take sides. Elliot reported that it is to be feared a rup
ture between the courts of Berlin and Vienna will sooner or later involve his 
Majesty's Electoral Dominions in the general calamity?3" For a brief moment 
Britain was faced with the nightmarish possibility of having to defend Hanover 
against one or the other German great power. This promised all of the expense 
of a European war with France, with none of the benefit of diverting French re
sources from America. Unsurprisingly, therefore, British diplomacy throughout 
1778 was concerned to provide for the security of Hanover. 

Indeed, just as in 1756, the search for a continental alliance was inseparable 
from Hanover. At first, Britain sought to revive the "old system", of alliance 
with Austria.84 Then, in April 1778, she swung around in favour of a Prussian 
connection. Suffolk's search for a Prussian alliance was couched in terms of the 
security of His Majesty's German Dominions: Elliot was asked to endeavour to 
learn what measures the King of Prussia is disposed to suggest or concert for 
their safety. In the event of alliance Britain would not hesitate to grant a subsidy 
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to the King of Prussia for the defense of Hanover, and the possessions of the sev
eral princes from whom we have been supplied with auxiliary troops.85 

As is well known, Britain won no continental allies. On the other hand, she 
did secure assurances concerning the neutralisation of Hanover: the electorate 
would not become the target of French, Prussian or any other attack. In October 
1778, the British ambassador to Russia, Sir James Harris, reported the follow
ing remarks of Count Panin, the Russian chief minister, from St. Petersburg: If 
they [France and Austria] declare openly in favour of their pretensions on the 
Bavarian succession, you may depend on having powerful and useful allies on 
the continent. If not, you need have no apprehensions for the Electorate of Han
over, but be able to direct your whole force towards the defence of that part of 
the British dominions, which the court of Versailles seems to be the most desir
ous to wrest from you. If Austria and France allied over Bavaria, Panin con
tinued, then Russia would join a British and Prussian coalition against them. If 
Austria and France did not combine, he concluded, then Britain would be in the 
happy position of dealing with France overseas on an element alone, where you 
hitherto have always had, and are still so likely to maintain a superiority^ 

In the end, there was no attack on Hanover. This in itself was remarkable. 
First of all, because France, as we have seen, had traditionally held the electorate 
to ransom for British policy, secondly and relatedly, because the circumstances 
of 1778 bore an uncanny resemblance to 1756. As at the outbreak of the Seven 
Years' War, two quite distinct quarrels, between Britain and France overseas, 
and between Prussia and Austria in central Europe, seemed on the verge of 
merging into a general European and colonial conflagration.87 Indeed, at first 
there was some American pressure for an invasion of Hanover. In 1776 Silas De-
ane, the American representative in France, had called for a great European al
liance against Britain, after which, Great Britain having her whole force em
ployed in America, there could be nothing on the one hand to prevent Spain and 
Prance from reducing Portugal [...] nor from Prussia and France subduing [...] 
Hanover and the other little mercenary Electorates.88 

There were several reasons why 1778 was not 1756, despite all the obvious 
parallels. Prussia was determined not to fight Britain's war on the continent: the 
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most she would do was work for the neutralisation of the electorate; in return 
Frederick expected Hanoverian support against Austria.89 Secondly, Vergennes 
had learned the lessons of the Seven Years' War well.90 In particular, he had 
taken on board the warnings of Jean-Louis Favier's Doutes et questions, first 
published in 1778, to stay out of Hanover. As his editor, the Comte de Segur, 
later remarked: It seems to me that Favier is absolutely right to condemn the 
idea of a French invasion of Hanover. Such an operation is less an attack on 
England than an attack on the [Holy Roman] empire: the success is doubtful 
and the idea impolitic.91 And in early January 1778 Favier repeated his warning 
in a private letter to Vergennes. We have today but one great aim. This matter 
[Bavarian Succession] is not a minor affair and it is to be feared that a German 
war would be as unhappy a diversion of our means and efforts for the great 
national cause as that of 1757. One must never forget the words ofM. Pitt that 
America was conquered in Germany.92 In short, the Hanoverian option in 
French policy was "fool's gold". It might promise easy leverage over Britain but 
invariably sucked France into fatal European commitments. Instead, France 
pursued an essentially colonial and maritime policy after 1763,93 which - to
gether with Bourbon Spain - enabled the anti-British coalition in 1778-1781 to 
achieve a crucial temporary command of the sea and thus ensure victory for the 
colonists in North America. 

The prophecies of British "continentalists" had thus been fulfilled.94 As one 
pamphleteer had remarked in 1755: If our views extend no farther in Europe 
than a sea-war, what should hinder the French government from disbanding 
one Third of their Land Army, and reducing, or totally withdrawing their sub
sidies paid to foreign courts, and building Ships of War with these savings?95 

This was exactly what happened after 1763: France concentrated on naval ex-
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pansion, ignored Hanover and left central Europe more or less to its own de
vices. As Newcastle had feared, France had nothing to fear from Britain on land, 
and thus for a brief but fatal moment in 1778-1781, was able to outdo Great 
Britain at sea.96 

To conclude. Hanover, far from being an expensive continental albatross 
around the neck of maritime Britain, was in fact a net contributor to British se
curity and imperial success throughout the eighteenth century. This was subjec
tively the case for generations of British statesmen from Stanhope, through Pitt 
to Suffolk, who came to prize the Hanoverian link as an instrument both for ef
fecting and sustaining a continental diversion against France. It was also objec
tively true. Admittedly, narrowly Hanoverian interests did influence British pol
icy during the Baltic Crisis of 1716-1719, but in a largely beneficial way. On the 
other hand, Hanover saved Britain on at least two occasions. In 1739-1740, the 
colonial and maritime war against Spain had petered out, while there was every 
prospect that France would tip the balance against Britain overseas. After an in
itial sigh of relief in late 1740 with the prospect of a Prussian-generated distrac
tion in central Europe, British gloom deepened when Hanover concluded the 
Neutrality Agreement of 1741. It was only after the committed Hanoverian 
continentalist Carteret brought Hanover back into the war that France was seri
ously distracted and British fortunes overseas began to improve. Similarly, Han
over came to Britain's rescue again in 1755-56, albeit accidentally, when fears 
for the safety of the electorate precipitated the winning alignments of the Seven 
Years' War. During both the War of the Austrian Succession and the Seven 
Years' War, Hanover tied down more French resources deployed to attack it 
than British resources invested in its defence. Conversely, the only war in which 
the neutralisation of the electorate was guaranteed throughout, the American 
War was the only great contest with France which Britain actually lost. In short, 
the electorate of Hanover was eighteenth-century Britain's most valuable, if 
least appreciated military and diplomatic asset. 
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