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P R E F A C E 

T H I S B O O K K A S a clumsy title, but it is.one which meets its 
purpose. Making, because it is a study in an active process, 
which owes as much to agency as to conditioning. The working 
class did not rise like the sun at an appointed time. It was 
present at its own making. 

Class, rather than classes, for reasons which it is one purpose of 
this book to examine. There is, of course, a difference. "Work-
ing classes" is a descriptive term, which evades as much as it 
defines. It ties loosely together a bundle of discrete phenomena. 
There were tailors here and weavers there, and together they 
make up the working classes. 

By class I understand an historical phenomenon, unifying a 
number of disparate and seemingly unconnected events, both 
in the raw material of experience and in consciousness. I 
emphasise that it is an historical phenomenon. I do not see 
class as a "structure", nor even as a "category", but as some-
thing which in fact happens (and can be shown to have 
happened) in human relationships. 

More than this, the notion of class entails the notion of 
historical relationship. Like any other relationship, it is a 
fluency which evades analysis if we attempt to stop it dead at 
any given moment and anatomise its structure. The finest-
meshed sociological net cannot give us a pure specimen of 
class, any more than it can give us one of deference or of love. 
The relationship must always be embodied in real people and 
in a real context. Moreover, we cannot have two distinct 
classes, each with an independent being, and then bring them 
into relationship with each other. We cannot have love without 
lovers, nor deference without squires and labourers. And class 
happens when some men, as a result of common experiences 
(inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their 
interests as between themselves, and as against other men whose 
interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs. The 
class experience is largely determined by the productive 
relations into which men are born—or enter involuntarily. 



Class-consciousness is the way in which these experiences are 
handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-
systems, ideas, and institutional forms. If the experience 
appears as determined, class-consciousness does not. We can 
see a logic in the responses of similar occupational groups 
undergoing similar experiences, but we cannot predicate any 
law. Consciousness of class arises in the same way in different 
times and places, but never in just the same way. 

There is today an ever-present temptation to suppose that 
class is a thing. This was not Marx's meaning, in his own 
historical writing, yet the error vitiates much latter-day 
"Marxist" writing. " I t " , the working class, is assumed to 
have a real existence, which can be defined almost mathe-
matically—so many men who stand in a certain relation to the 
means of production. Once this is assumed it becomes possible 
to deduce the class-consciousness which " i t" ought to have (but 
seldom does have) if " i t" was properly aware of its own position 
and real interests. There is a cultural superstructure, through 
which this recognition dawns in inefficient ways. These cultural 
"lags" and distortions are a nuisance, so that it is easy to pass 
from this to some theory of substitution: the party, sect, or 
theorist, who disclose class-consciousness, not as it is, but as it 
ought to be. 

But a similar error is committed daily on the other side of 
the ideological divide. In one form, this is a plain negative. 
Since the crude notion of class attributed to Marx can be 
faulted without difficulty, it is assumed that any notion of 
class is a pejorative theoretical construct, imposed upon the 
evidence. It is denied that class has happened at all. In another 
form, and by a curious inversion, it is possible to pass from a 
dynamic to a static view of class. " I t " — t h e working class— 
exists, and can be defined with some accuracy as a component 
of the social structure. Class-consciousness, however, is a bad 
thing, invented by displaced intellectuals, since everything 
which disturbs the harmonious co-existence of groups per-
forming different "social roles" (and which thereby retards 
economic growth) is to be deplored as an "unjustified dis-
turbance-symptom".1 The problem is to determine how best 
" i t " can be conditioned to accept its social role, and how its 
grievances may best be "handled and channelled". 

1 A n example o f this approach, covering the period of this book, is to be found 
in the work of a colleague o f Professor Talcot t Parsons: N . J . Smelser, Social 
Change in the Industrial Revolution (1959)-



If w e remember that class is a relationship, and not a thing, 
we can not think in this way. " I t " does not exist, either to 
have an ideal interest or consciousness, or to lie as a patient 
on the Adjustor's table. Nor can we turn matters upon their 
heads, as has been done by one authority who (in a study of 
class obsessively concerned with methodology, to the exclusion 
of the examination of a single real class situation in a real 
historical context) has informed us: 

Classes are based on the differences in legitimate power associated 
with certain positions, i.e. on the structure of social roles with respect 
to their authority expectations An individual becomes a member 
of a class by playing a social r6le relevant from the point of view 
of authority.... He belongs to a class because he occupies a position 
in a social organisation; Le. class membership is derived from the 
incumbency of a social r61e.J 

The question, of course, is how the individual got to be in 
this "social role", and how the particular social organisation 
(with its property-rights and structure of authority) got to be 
there. And these are historical questions. If we stop history at a 
given point, then there are no classes but simply a multitude of 
individuals with a multitude of experiences. But if we watch 
these men over an adequate period of social change, we observe 
patterns in their relationships, their ideas, and their institutions. 
Glass is defined by men as they live their own history, and, in the 
end, this is its only definition. 

If I have shown insufficient understanding of the methodo-
logical preoccupations of certain sociologists, nevertheless I 
hope this book will be seen as a contribution to the under-
standing of class. For I am convinced that we cannot understand 
class unless we see it as a social and cultural formation, arising 
from processes which can only be studied as they work them-
selves out over a considerable historical period. This book can 
be seen as a biography of the English working class from its 
adolescence until its early manhood. In the years between 1780 
and 1832 most English working people came to feel an identity 
of interests as between themselves, and as against their rulers 
and employers. This ruling class was itself much divided, and 
in fact only gained in cohesion over the same years because 
certain antagonisms were resolved (or faded into relative 
insignificance) in the face of an insurgent working class, 

1 R . Dahrendorf, Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Steitty (1959), pp. 148-9. 



Thus the working-class presence was, in 1832, the most 
significant factor in British political life. 

The book is written in this way. In Part One I consider 
the continuing popular traditions in the 18th century which 
influenced the crucial Jacobin agitation of the 1790s. In 
Part Two I move from subjective to objective influences—the 
experiences of groups of workers during the Industrial Revolu-
tion which seem to me to be of especial significance, I also 
attempt an estimate of the character of the new industrial work-
discipline, and the bearing upon this of the Methodist Church. 
In Part Three I pick up the story of plebeian Radicalism, 
and carry it through Luddism to the heroic age at the close of 
the Napoleonic Wars. Finally, I discuss some aspects of political 
theory and of the consciousness of class in the 1820s and 1830s. 

This is a group of studies, on related themes, rather than a 
consecutive narrative. In selecting these themes I have been 
conscious, at times, of writing against the weight of prevailing 
orthodoxies. There is the Fabian orthodoxy, in which the great 
majority of working people are seen as passive victims of 
laissez fake, with the exception of a handful of far-sighted 
organisers (notably, Francis Place). There is the orthodoxy of 
the empirical economic historians, in which working people 
are seen as a labour force, as migrants, or as the data for 
statistical series. There is the "Pilgrim's Progress" orthodoxy, 
in which the period is ransacked for forerunners—pioneers of 
the Welfare State, progenitors of a Socialist Commonwealth, or 
(more recently) early exemplars of rational industrial relations. 
Each of these orthodoxies has a certain validity. All have added 
to our knowledge. My quarrel with the first and second is that 
they tend to obscure the agency of working people, the degree 
to which they contributed, by conscious efforts, to the making 
of history. M y quarrel with the third is that it reads history in 
the light of subsequent preoccupations, and not as in fact i t 
occurred. Only the successful (in the sense of those whose 
aspirations anticipated subsequent evolution) are remembered. 
The blind alleys, the lost causes, and the losers themselves are 
forgotten. 

I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite 
cropper, the "obsolete" hand-loom weaver, the "utopian" 
artisan, and even the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott, 
from the enormous condescension of posterity. Their crafts and 
traditions may have been dying. Their hostility to the new 



industrialism may have been backward-looking. Their com-
munitarian ideals may have been fantasies. Their insurrection-
ary conspiracies may have been foolhardy. But they lived 
through these times of acute social disturbance, and we did not 
Their aspirations were valid in terms of their own experience; 
and, if they were casualties of history, they remain, condemned 
in their own lives, as casualties. 

Our only criterion of judgement should not be whether or 
not a man's actions are justified in the light of subsequent 
evolution. After all, we are not at the end of social evolution 
ourselves. In some of the lest causes of the people of the In-
dustrial Revolution we may discover insights into social evils 
which we have yet to cure. Moreover, this period now compels 
attention for two particular reasons. First, it was a time in 
which the plebeian movement placed an exceptionally high 
valuation upon egalitarian and democratic values. Although 
we often boast our democratic way of life, the events of these 
critical years are far too often forgotten or slurred over. Second, 
the greater part of the world today is still undergoing problems 
of industrialisation, and of the formation of democratic 
institutions, analogous in many ways to our own experience 
during the Industrial Revolution. Causes which were lost in 
England might, in Asia or Africa, yet be won. 

Finally, a note of apology to Scottish and Welsh readers. 
I have neglected these histories, not out of chauvinism, but 
out of respect. It is because class is a cultural as much as an 
economic formation that I have been cautious as to generalising 
beyond English experience. (I have considered the Irish, not 
in Ireland, but as immigrants to England.) The Scottish record, 
in particular, is quite as dramatic, and as tormented, as our 
own. The Scottish Jacobin agitation was more intense and 
more heroic. But the Scottish story is significantly different. 
Calvinism was not the same thing as Methodism, although it is 
difficult to say which, in the early 19th century, was worse. 
We had no peasantry in England comparable to the Highland 
migrants. And the popular culture was very different. It is 
possible, at least until the 182c«, to regard the English and 
Scottish experiences as distinct, since trade union and political 
links were impermanent and immature. 

This book was written in Yorkshire, and is coloured at 
times by West Riding sources. My grateful acknowledgements 
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Part One 

T H E L I B E R T Y T R E E 

" Y o u are wrestling with the Enemies of the human 
Race, not for yourself merely, for you may not see the 
full Day of Liberty, but for the Child hanging at the 
Breast." 

Instructions of the London Corresponding 
Society to its travelling delegates, 1796 

" T h e Beast & the Whore rule without control." 
W I L L I A M B L A K E , 1 7 9 8 



C H A P T E R O N E 

M E M B E R S U N L I M I T E D 

tCryn 

I H A T T H E N U M B E R of our Members be unlimited." This 
is the first of the "leading rules" of the London Corresponding 
Society, as cited by its Secretary when he began to correspond 
with a similar society in Sheffield in March 1792.1 The first 
meeting of the London society had been held two months 
before in a tavern off the Strand ("The Bell" in Exeter Street) 
and nine "well-meaning, sober and industrious men" were 
present. The founder and first Secretary, Thomas Hardy, 
later recalled this meeting: 

After having had their bread and cheese and porter for supper, as 
usual, and their pipes afterwards, with some conversation on the 
hardness of the times and the dearness of all the necessaries of l i f e . . . 
the business for which they had met was brought forward—Parlia-
mentary Reform—an important subject to be deliberated upon and 
dealt with by such a class of men. 

Eight of the nine present became founder-members that night 
(the ninth thought it over and joined the next week) and paid 
their first weekly subscription of one penny. Hardy (who was 
also Treasurer) went back to his home at No. 9 Piccadilly with 
the entire funds of the organisation in his pocket: 8d. towards 
paper for the purpose of corresponding with like-minded 
groups in the country. 

Within a fortnight twenty-five members were enrolled and 
the sum in the Treasurer's hands was 4?. id. (Six months later 
more than 2,000 members were claimed.) Admission to 
membership was simple, the test being an affirmative reply to 
three questions, of which the most important was: 

Are you thoroughly persuaded that the welfare of these kingdoms 
require that every adult person, in possession of his reason, and not 
incapacitated by crimes, should have a vote for a Member of 
Parliament? 

1 Memoir of Thomas Hard} . . . WritUn by Himself (183a), p. »6. 



In the first month of its existence the society debated for five 
nights in succession the question—"Have we, who are Trades-
men, Shopkeepers, and Mechanics, any right to obtain a 
Parliamentary Reform?"—turning it over "in every point of 
view in which we were capable of presenting the subject to 
our minds". They decided that they had. 

Two years later, on 12 May 1794, the King's Messenger, 
two Bow Street Runners, the private secretary to Home Secre-
tary Dundas, and other dignitaries arrived at No. 9 Piccadilly 
to arrest Thomas Hardy, shoemaker, on a charge of high 
treason. The Hardys watched while the officers ransacked the 
room, broke open a bureau, rummaged among Mrs. Hardy's 
clothes (she was pregnant and remained in bed), filled four 
large silk handkerchiefs with letters and a corn-sack with 
pamphlets, books and manuscripts. On the same day a special 
message from the King was brought to the House of Commons, 
concerning the seditious practices of the Corresponding 
Societies; and two days later a Committee of Secrecy of the 
House was appointed to examine the shoemaker's papers. 

The shoemaker was examined several times by the Privy 
Council itself. Hardy left little record of these encounters; but 
one of his fellow prisoners entertained his readers with a 
dramatic reconstruction of his own interrogation by the highest 
council in the land. " I was called in," related John Thelwall, 
"and beheld the whole Dramatis Personae intrenched chin 
deep in Lectures and manuscripts . . . all scattered about in the 
utmost confusion." T h e Lord Chancellor, the Home Secretary, 
and the Prime Minister (Pitt) were all present: 

Attorney-General {piano). Mr. Thelwall, what is your Christian name? 
T. {somewhat sullenly). John. 
Att. Gen. {piano still) . . . With two l"s at the end or with one? 
T'. With two—but it does not signify. (Carelessly, but rather sullen, or 

so.) You need not give yourself any trouble. I do not intend to 
answer any questions. 

Pitt. What does he say ? (Darting round, very fiercely, from the other side 
of the room, and seating himself by the side of the Chancellor.) 

Lord Chancellor {with silver softness, almost melting to a whisper). He does 
not mean to answer any questions. 

Pitt. What is it?—What is it?—What? {fiercely). . . .l 

1 Tribune, 4 April 1795. Compare the Privy Council 's own record of Thelwall 's 
examination: " B e i n g asked by the Clerk of the Counci l how he spelt his N a m e — 
Answered: He might spell it according to his own discretion for that he should 
answer no Questions of any k i n d . . . . " T . S . 11.3509 f. 83. 



John Thelwall then turned his back on the august company and 
"began to contemplate a drawing in water-colours". The Prime 
Minister dismissed him and summoned for interrogation a 
fourteen-year-old lad, Henry Eaton, who had been living 
with the Thelwalls. But the boy stood his ground and "entered 
into a political harangue, in which he used very harsh language 
against Mr. Pitt; upbraiding him with having taxed the 
people to ah enormous extent. . 

By the standards of the next loo years the antagonists appear 
to be strangely amateurish and uncertain of their r61es, re-
hearsing in curiously personal encounters the massive im-
personal encounters of the future.2 Civility and venom are 
mixed together; there is still room for acts of personal kindness 
alongside the malice of class hatred. Thelwall, Hardy, and ten 
other prisoners were committed to the Tower and later to 
Newgate. While there, Thelwall was for a time confined in the 
charnel-house; and Mrs. Hardy died in childbirth as a result 
of shock sustained when her home was besieged by a "Church 
and K i n g " mob. The Privy Council determined to press 
through with the charge of high treason: and the full penalty 
for a traitor was that he should be hanged by the neck, cut 
down while still alive, disembowelled (and his entrails burned 
before his face) and then beheaded and quartered. A Grand 
Jury of respectable London citizens had no stomach for this. 
After a nine-day trial, Hardy was acquitted (on Guy Fawkes 
Day, 1794). The Foreman of the Jury fainted after delivering 
his "Not Guilty", while the London crowd went wild with 
enthusiasm and dragged Hardy in triumph through the streets. 
Acquittals for Home Tooke and Thelwall (and the dismissal 
of the other cases) followed. But the celebrations of the crowd 
were.premature. For in the next year the steady repression of 
reformers—or "Jacobins"—was redoubled. And by the end of 
the decade it seemed as if the entire agitation had been dis-
persed. The London Corresponding Society had been out-
lawed. Tom Paine's Rights of Man was banned. Meetings were 
prohibited. Hardy was running a shoe-shop near Covent 
Garden, appealing to old reformers to patronise him in tribute 
to his past services. John Thelwall had retired to an isolated 
farm in South Wales. It seemed, after all, that "tradesmen, 

1 Morning Past, 16 M a y 1794.. 
2 Later, when John Binns, the Jacobin, was imprisoned without trial in Glouces-

ter Castle, the Home Secretary, his wife, and two daughters, paid him a social visit. 



shopkeepers, and mechanics" had no right to obtain a Parlia-
mentary Reform. 

The London Corresponding Society has often been claimed 
as the first definitely working-class political organisation formed 
in Britain. Pedantry apart (the Sheffield, Derby and Man-
chester societies were formed before the Society in London) 
this judgement requires definition. O n the one hand, debating 
societies in which working men took part existed sporadically 
in London from the time of the American War. On the other 
hand, it may be more accurate to think of the L.C.S. as a 
"popular Radical" society than as "working-class". 

Hardy was certainly an artisan. Born in 1752, he had been 
apprenticed as a shoe maker in Stirlingshire: had seen some-
thing of the new industrialism as a bricklayer at the Carron 
Iron Works (he was nearly killed when the scaffolding collapsed 
when he was at work on ironmaster Roebuck's house); and 
had come to London as a young man, shortly before the 
American War. Here he worked in one of those numerous 
trades where a journeyman looked forward to becoming inde-
pendent, with luck to becoming a master himself—as Hardy 
eventually became/He married the daughter of a carpenter and 
builder. One of his colleagues, a Chairman of the L.C.S., 
was Francis Place, on his way to becoming a master-tailor, 
The line between the journeymen and the small masters was 
often crossed—the Journeymen Boot and Shoemakers struck 
against Hardy in his new r61e as a small employer in 1795, 
while Francis Place, before becoming a master-tailor, helped to 
organise a strike of Journeymen Breeches-makers in 1793. 
And the line between the artisan of independent status (whose 
workroom was also his "shop") and the small, shopkeeper or 
tradesman was even fainter. From here it was another step to 
the world of self-employed engravers, like William Sharp and 
William Blake, of printers and apothecaries, teachers and 
journalists, surgeons and Dissenting clergy. 

At one end, then, the London Corresponding Society reached 
out to the coffee-houses, taverns and Dissenting Churches off 
Piccadilly, Fleet Street and the Strand, where the self-educated 
journeyman might rub shoulders with the printer, the shop-
keeper, the engraver or the young attorney. At the other end, 
to the east, and south of the river, it touched those older 
working-class communities—the waterside workers of Wapping, 



the silk-weavers of Spitalfields, the old Dissenting stronghold of 
Southwark. For 200 years "Radical London" has always been 
more heterogeneous and fluid in its social and occupational 
definition than the Midlands or Northern centres grouped 
around two or three staple industries. Popular movements in 
London have often lacked the coherence and stamina which 
results from the involvement of an entire community in 
common occupational and social tensions. On the other hand, 
they have generally been more subject to intellectual and 
"ideal" motivations. A propaganda of ideas has had a larger 
audience than in the North. London Radicalism early acquired 
a greater sophistication from the need to knit diverse agitations 
into a common movement. New theories, new arguments, have 
generally first effected a junction with the popular movement 
in London, and travelled outwards from London to the pro-
vincial centres. 

The L.C.S. was a junction-point of this sort. And we must 
remember that its first organiser lived in Piccadilly, not in 
Wapping or in Southwark. But there are features, in even the 
brief description of its first meetings, which indicate that a new 
kind of organisation had come into being—features which help 
us[ to define (in the context of 1790-1850) the nature of a 
"v|rorking-class organisation". There is the working man as 
Secretary. There is the low weekly subscription. There is the 
intermingling of economic and political themes—"the hard-
ness of the times" and Parliamentary Reform. There is the 
function of the meeting, both as a social occasion and as a 
centre for political activity. There is the realistic attention to 
procedural formalities. Above all, there is the determination to 
propagate opinions and to organise the converted, embodied 
in the leading rule: "That the number of our Members be 
unlimited." 

Today we might pass over such a rule as a commonplace: and 
yet it is one of the hinges upon which history turns. It signified 
the end to any notion of exclusiveness, of politics as the preserve 
of any hereditary Slite or property group. Assent to this rule 
meant that the L.C.S. was turning its back upon the century-
old identification of political with property-rights—turning its 
back also upon the Radicalism of the days of "Wilkes and 
Liberty", when "the M o b " did not organise itself in pursuance 
of its own ends but was called into spasmodic action by a 
faction—even a Radical faction—to strengthen its hand and 



frighten the authorities. T o throw open the doors to propaganda 
and agitation in this "unlimited" way implied a new notion of 
democracy, which cast aside ancient inhibitions and trusted to 
self-activating and self-oiganising processes among the common 
people. Such a revolutionary challenge was bound to lead on 
to the charge of high treason. 

The challenge had, of course, been voiced before—by the 
i7th-century Levellers. And the matter had been argued out 
between Cromwell's officers and the Army agitators in terms 
which look forward to the conflicts of the 1790s. In the crucial 
debate, at Putney,1 the representatives of the soldiers argued 
that since they had won the victory they should benefit by 
being admitted to a greatly extended popular franchise. T h e 
claim of the Leveller Colonel Rainborough is well known: 

For really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life 
to live, as the greatest he; and therefore truly, sir, I think it's clear, 
that every man that is to live under a government ought first by his 
own consent to put himself under that government. . . . I should 
doubt whether he was an Englishman or no, that should doubt of 
these things. 

The reply of Cromwell's son-in-law, General Ireton—the 
spokesman of the "Grandees"—was that "no person hath a 
right to an interest or share in the disposing of the affairs of the 
kingdom . . . that hath not a permanent fixed interest in this 
kingdom." When Rainborough pressed him, Ireton grew warm 
in return: 

All the main thing that I speak for, is because I would have an eye 
to property. I hope we do not come to contend for victory—but 
let every man consider with himself that he do not go that way to 
take away all property. For here is the case of the most fundamental 
part of the constitution of the kingdom, which if you take away, 
you take away all by that. 

" I f you admit any man that hath a breath and being," he 
continued, a majority of the Commons might be elected who 
had no "local and permanent interest". " W h y may not those 
men vote against all property? . . . Show me what you will stop 
at; wherein you will fence any man in a property by this rule." 

This unqualified identification of political and property 
rights brought angry expostulations. From Sexby— 

1 A . S. P. Woodhouse, Puritanism and Liberty (1938), pp. 53 et seq. 



There are many thousands of us soldiers that have ventured our 
lives; we have had little propriety in the kingdom as to our estates, 
yet we have had a birthright. But it seems now, except a man hath 
a fixed estate in this kingdom, he hath no r ight . . . I wonder we were 
so much deceived. 

And Rainborough broke in ironically: 

Sir, I see that it is impossible to have liberty but all property must 
be taken away. If it be laid down for a rule . . . it must be so. But 
I would fain know what the soldier hath fought for all this while ? 
He hath fought to enslave himself, to give power to men of riches, 
men of estates, to make him a perpetual slave. 

T o which Ireton and Cromwell replied with arguments which 
seem like prescient apologetics for the compromise of 1688. The 
common soldier had fought for three things: the limitation of 
the prerogative of the Crown to infringe his personal rights and 
liberty of conscience: the right to be governed by representa-
tives, even though he had no part in choosing them: and the 
"freedom of trading to get money, to get estates b y " — a n d of 
entering upon political rights in this way. O n such terms, 
"Liberty may be had and property not be destroyed." 

For 100 years after 1688 this compromise—the oligarchy of 
landed and commercial property—remained unchallenged, 
although with a thickening texture of corruption, purchase, 
and interest whose complexities have been lovingly chronicled 
by Sir Lewis Namier and his school. The Leveller challenge 
was altogether dispersed—although the spectre of a Leveller 
revival was often conjured up, as the Scylla to the Charybdis 
of Papists and Jacobites between which the good ship Con-
stitution must steer her course. But until the last quarter of the 
18th century the temperate republican and libertarian impulses 
of the "Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthsman" seem to be 
transfixed within the limits of Ireton's definition.1 T o read the 
controversies between reformers and authority, and between 
different reforming groups, in the 1790s is to see the Putney 
Debates come to life once again. The "poorest he" in England, 
the man with a "birthright", becomes the Rights of Man: while 
the agitation of "unlimited" members was seen by Burke as the 
threat of the "swinish multitude". The great semi-official 
agency for the intimidation of reformers was called the Associa-
tion for "Protecting Liberty and Property against Republicans 

1 See Caroline Robbins, The "Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthsman (Harvard, 1959). 



and Levellers". The moderate Yorkshire reformer, the Rever-
end Christopher Wyvill, as to whose devotion there can be no 
question, nevertheless believed that a reform on the principle 
of universal suffrage "could not be effected without a Civil 
W a r " : 

In times *of warm political debate, the Right of Suffrage 
communicated to an ignorant and ferocious Populace would lead 
to tumult and confusion. . . . After a series of Elections disgraced 
by the most shameful corruption, or disturbed by the most furious 
commotion, we expect that the turbulence or venality of the English 
Populace would at last disgust the Nation so greatly, that to get 
rid of the intolerable evils of a profligate Democracy, they would 
take refuge . . . under the protection of Despotic Power.1 

" I f Mr Paine should be able to rouze up the lower classes," he 
wrote in 1792, "their interference will probably be marked by 
wild work, and all we now possess, whether in private property 
or public liberty, will be at the mercy of a lawless and furious 
rabble."2 

It is the old debate continued. The same aspirations, fears, 
and tensions are there: but they arise in a new context, with 
new language and arguments, and a changed balance of forces. 
We have to try to understand both things—the continuing 
traditions and the context that has changed. Too often, since 
every account must start somewhere, we see only the things 
which are new. We start at 1789, and English Jacobinism 
appears as a by-product of the French Revolution. Or we start 
in 1819 and with Peterloo, and English Radicalism appears to 
be a spontaneous generation of the Industrial Revolution. 
Certainly the French Revolution precipitated a new agitation, 
and certainly this agitation took root among working people, 
shaped by new experiences, in the growing manufacturing 
districts. But the question remains—what were the elements 
precipitated so swiftly by these events? And we find at once the 
long traditions of the urban artisans and tradesmen, so similar 
to the menu peuple or "little people" whom Dr. George Rudć has 
shown to be the most volatile revolutionary element in the 
Parisian crowd.® We may see something of the complexities of 
these continuing traditions if we isolate three problems: the 

1 G. W y v i l l to J o h n Gartwright, 16 December 1797 , in Wyvi l l ' s Political Papers 
(York, 1804), V , pp. 381-2. 

* Ibid., V , p. 23. 
3 See G . Rudć , The Crowd in the French Herniation (1959). 



tradition o f Dissent, and its modification by the Methodist 
revival: the tradition made up of all those loose popular 
notions which combine in the idea of the Englishman's "birth-
right"; and the ambiguous tradition of the i8th-century 
" M o b " , of which Wyvill was afraid and which Hardy was 
trying to organise into committees, divisions, and responsible 
demonstrations. 



C H A P T E R T W O 

C H R I S T I A N A N D A P O L L Y O N 

D I S S E N T is A misleading term. It covers so many sects, 
so many conflicting intellectual and theological tendencies, 
finds so many different forms in differing social milieu. The cid 
dissenting sects—Independents, Presbyterians, Congregation-
alists, Quakers, and Baptists—show certain similarities of 
development after the Glorious Revolution. As persecution 
gave way to greater toleration, the congregations became less 
zealous and more prosperous. Where the clothiers and farmers 
of the Spen Valley had met, in 1670, in secret and at night, in a 
farmhouse called " Y e Closes" or "in the barn near Chapel 
Fold", 100 years later we find a sturdy church with a prosper-
ous deacon, Joseph Priestley, who confided in his devotional 
diary such entries as this: 

The world smiles. I had some agreeable engagements by this post. 
What shall I render my Lord, was my language when I went to 
Leeds. I determined to give four or five loads of wheat to Christ's 
poor. Had much reason to complain this day that I did not set God 
before me in all my thoughts. Find it difficult in the hurry of busi-
ness. . . . 

And the next week: 

This morning I . . , dined with a company of officers who all appeared 
to be ignorant of the way of salvation. I had some pleasure in 
reading 45th Isiah. . . . Ordered brother Obadiah to give a load of 
wheat among Christ's poor.1 

This Priestley was still a Calvinist, albeit a somewhat guilt-
stricken one. (No doubt "brother Obadiah" was a Calvinist 
too.) But his younger cousin, also a Joseph Priestley, was at this 
time studying at the Daventry Academy, where he sadly dis-
appointed his kinsmen and church by being touched by the 
spirit of the rational enlightenment, becoming a Unitarian, a 
scientist, and a political reformer. It was this Dr. Priestley 

1 Frank Peel, Nonconformity in Spen Valley (Heckmondwike, 1891), p. 136. 



whose books and laboratory were destroyed by a "Church and 
K i n g " mob in Birmingham in 1791. 

That is a thumb-nail sketch o f one part o f the Dissenting 
tradition. Their liberty of conscience tolerated, but still dis-
abled in public life by the Test and Corporation Acts, the 
Dissenters continued throughout the century to work for civil 
and religious liberties. By the mid-ceotury many of the younger 
educated ministers prided themselves on their broad-minded 
rational theology. The Calvinist self-righteousness of the 
persecuted sect was left behind, and they gravitated through 
Arian and Socinian "heresy" towards Unitarianism. From 
Unitarianism it was only a further step to Deism, although few 
took this step until the 1790s; and even fewer in the second half 
of the 18th century wished or dared to make a public avowal of 
scepticism—in 1763 the seventy-year-old schoolmaster, Peter 
Annet, was imprisoned and stocked for translating Voltaire 
and for publishing "free-thinking" tracts in popular form, 
while shortly afterwards the sceptical Robin Hood debating 
society was closed down. It was from Socinian or Unitarian 
positions that liberal principles were argued: the famous figures 
are Dr. Price, whose Observations on Civil Liberty (1776) at the 
time of the American War achieved the remarkable sale of 
60,000 within a few months, and who lived to enrage Burke by 
his sermon in welcome to the French Revolution; Dr. Priesdey 
himself; and a score of lesser figures, several of w h o m — 
Thomas Cooper of Bolton and William Frend of Cambridge— 
took an active part in the reform agitation of the 1790s,1 

So far the story seems clear. But this is deceptive. These 
liberal notions prevailed widely among dissenting clergy, 
teachers, and educated city communities. But many of the 
ministers had left their congregations behind. It was the 
Presbyterian Church, in which the impulse to Unitarianism 
was most strongly felt, which was declining in strength most 
markedly in relation to other Dissenting groups. In the mid-
18th century the Presbyterians and the Independents (taken 
together) were strongest in the south-west (Devonshire, Dorset, 
Gloucestershire, Hampshire, Somerset, Wiltshire), in the 
industrial north (notably Lancashire, Northumberland and 
Yorkshire), in London, and in East Anglia (notably Essex and 

1 See Anthony Lincoln, Social and Political Ideas of English Dissent, tySg-iSgo 
(Cambridge, 1938), and R . V . Holt, The Unitarian Contribution to Social Progress 
in England (1938). For briefer surveys, see Robbins, op. cit . , C h . V I I and H . W . 
C a r l o s Davis, The Age of Grey and Peel (Oxford, igag) , pp. 49-58. 



Suffolk). T h e Baptists contested some of these strongholds, 
and were also well-rooted in Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire, 
Kent, Leicestershire, and Northamptonshire. Thus the Presby-
terians and Independents would appear to have been strongest 
in the commercial and wool manufacturing centres, while the 
Baptists held ground in areas where petty tradesmen, small 
farmers and rural labourers must have made up a part of their 
congregations.1 It was in the greatest of the older woollen 
centres, the West Country, that the broad-minded, "rational" 
religion which tended towards the denial of Christ's divinity 
and to Unitarianism both made its most rapid advances and 
lost it the allegiance of its congregations. In Devonshire, by 
the end of the 18th century, more than twenty Presbyterian 
meeting-houses had been closed, and the historians of Dissent, 
writing in 1809, declared: 

Devonshire, the cradle ofarianism, has been the grave of the arian 
dissenters; and there is not left in that populous county a twentieth 
part of the presbyterians who were to be found at the time of her 
birth.3 

But elsewhere the story was different. In matters of church 
organisation the Dissenting sects often carried the principles of 
self-government and of local autonomy to the borders of 
anarchy. Any centralised authority—even consultation and 
association between churches—was seen as "productive of the 
great anti-christian apostasy," 

An apostasy so fatal to the civil and religious liberties of mankind, 
and particularly to those of the brave old puritans and noncon-
formists, that the very words synod and session, council and canon, 
yet make both the ears of a sound Protestant Dissenter to tingle.® 

Where the Calvinist tradition was strong, as in parts of Lan-
cashire and Yorkshire, the congregations fought back against 
the drift towards Unitarianism; and stubborn deacons, trustees 
and Obadiahs tormented the lives of their ministers, investigat-
ing their heresies, expelling them or breaking away to form 
more righteous sects. (Thomas Hardy gained some of his first 
experiences of organisation in the factional struggles of the 

1 D . Bogue and J . Bennett, History of Dissenters (1809), I I I , p. 333 estimate that 
in 1760 the "principal strength" of Dissent of all varieties was among tradesmen and 
in some counties farmers, while "mechanics of all descriptions composed a large 
portion of their congregations in towns, and labourers in husbandry in country 
villages." 

2 Ibid., I V , p. 319. 
3 J , Ivimey, History of the English Baptists (1830), I V , p. 40. 



Presbyterian congregation in Crown Court, of f Russell Street.) 
But what of "Christ's poor", to whom Dr. Price offered en-
lightenment and Deacon Priestley loads of wheat ? The Spen 
Valley lay at the centre of a thickly-populated and expanding 
manufacturing district—here one might have expected the 
Dissenting Churches to have reaped at last the reward for their 
endurance in the years of persecution. And yet "Christ's poor" 
seemed little touched by either the Established Church or old 
Dissent. " A wilder people I never saw in England," John 
Wesley noted in his Journal, when he rode through near-by 
Huddersfield in 1757: "the men, women, and children filled 
the street as we rode along, and appeared just ready to devour 
us." 

The rational Christianity of the Unitarians, with its prefer-
ence for "candour" and its distrust of "enthusiasm", appealed 
to some of the tradesmen and shopkeepers of London, and to 
similar groups iti the large cities. But it seemed too cold, too 
distant, too polite, and too much associated with the comfort-
able values of a prospering class to appeal to the city or village 
poor. Its very language and tone served as a barrier: " N o other 
preaching will do for Yorkshire," John Nelson told Wesley, 
"but the old sort that comes like a thunderclap upon the 
conscience. Fine preaching do.es more harm than good here," 
And yet old Calvinism had erected its own barriers which 
inhibited any evangelistic zeal. The persecuted sect only too 
easily made a virtue of its own exclusiveness, and this in turn 
reinforced the hardest tenets of Calvinist dogma. "Election," 
ran one article of the Savoy Confession (1658), "was not out of 
the corrupt lump or mass of mankind foreseen." "Christ's poor" 
and the "corrupt lump" were of course the same people: from 
another aspect the "wildness" of the poor was a sign that they 
lived outwith the bounds of grace. The Calvinist elect tended 
to narrow into a kinship group. 

And there Were other reasons for this process. Some go 
right back to the defeat of the Levellers in the Commonwealth. 
When the millennial hopes for a rule of the Saints were dashed 
to the ground, there followed a sharp dissociation between the 
temporal and spiritual aspirations of the poor man's Puritanism. 
Already in 1654, before the Restoration, the General Associa-
tion of the General Baptists issued a manifesto (aimed at the 
Fifth Monarchy men in their midst) declaring that they did not 
"know any ground for the saints, as such, to expect that the 



Rule and Government of the World should be put into their 
hands" until the Last Judgement. Until such time it was their 
portion "patiently to suffer from the world . . . than anywhere 
to attain the Rule and Government thereof".1 At the end of 
the Commonwealth, the rebellious tradition of Antinomianism 
"curved back from all its claims". Where the ardent sectaries 
had been zealous—indeed, ruthless—social gardeners, they 
were now content to say: "let the tares (if tares) alone with the 
wheat . . ."2 Gerrard Winstanley, the Digger, helps us to under-
stand the movement of feeling, turning away from the "king-
dom without" to the "kingdom within": 

The living soul and the creating spirit are not one, but divided, the 
one looking after a kingdom without him, the other drawing him 
to look and wait for a kingdom within him, which moth and rust 
doth not corrupt and thieves cannot break through and steal. This 
is a kingdom that will abide, the outward kingdom must be taken 
from you.8 

A n understanding of this withdrawal—and of what was pre-
served despite the withdrawal—is crucial to an understanding of the 
18th century and of a continuing element in later working-
class politics. In one sense, the change can be seen in the 
different associations called up by two words: the positive 
energy of Puritanism, the self-preserving retreat of Dissent. 
But we must also see the way in which the resolution of the sects 
to "patiently suffer from the world" while abstaining from the 
hope of attaining to its "Rule and Government" enabled them 
to combine political quietism with a kind of slumbering Radical-
ism—preserved in the imagery of sermons and tracts and in 
democratic forms of organisation—which might, in any more 
hopeful context, break into fire once more. W e might expect to 
find this most marked among the Quakers and the Baptists. 
By the 1790s, however, the Quakers—who numbered fewer 
than 20,000 in the United Kingdom—seem little like a sect 
which once contained such men as Lilburne, Fox and Penn. 
They had prospered too much: had lost some of their most 
energetic spirits in successive emigrations to America: their 
hostility to State and authority had diminished to formal 
symbols—the refusal to swear oath or to bare the head: the 

1 A . G. Underwood, Histoiy of the English Baptists (1947), pp. 84-5. 
2 G . Huehns, Antinomianism in English Histoiy (1951), p. 146. 
3 Fin in the Bush in Selections . . .from Gerrard Winstanley, ed. L . Hamil ton (1944), 

pp. 30-1. 



continuing tradition, at its best, gave more to the social con-
science of the middle class than to the popular movement. In 
the mid-century there were still humble congregations like 
that which met in the meeting-house in Gage Lane, Thetford— 
adjoining the gaol, with its pillory and stocks—where young T o m 
Paine received (by his own avowal) "an exceeding good moral 
education". But few Quakers seem to have come forward 
when Paine, in 1791, combined some of their own notions of 
service to humanity with the intransigent tone of Rights of 
Man. In 1792 the Yorkshire Quarterly Meeting of Friends 
urged on its members "true quietude of mind" in the "state of 
unsettlement which at present exists in our nation". They 
should not unite in political associations, nor should they 
promote " a spirit of disaffection to the King and to the Govern-
ment under which we live and enjoy many privileges and 
favours which merit our grateful subjection thereto".1 

Their forebears had not accepted subjection, nor would they 
have admitted the word grateful. T h e tension between the 
kingdoms "without" and "within" implied a rejection of the 
ruling powers except at points where co-existence was inevit-
able: and much nice argument had once turned on what was 
"lawful" to the conscience and what was not. The Baptists, 
perhaps, showed the greatest consistency: and they remained 
most Galvinist in their theology and most plebeian in their 
following. And it is above all in Bunyan that we find the 
slumbering Radicalism which was preserved through the 18th 
century and which breaks out again and again ip the 19th. 
Pilgrim's Progress is, with Rights of Man, one of the two founda-
tion texts of the English working-class movement: Bunyan and 
Paine, with Gobbett and Owen, contributed most to the stock 
of ideas and attitudes which make up the raw material of the 
movement from 1790-1850. Many thousands of youths found 
in Pilgrim's Progress their first adventure story, and would have 
agreed with Thomas Cooper, the Chartist, that it was their 
"book of books".2 

" I seek an inheritance incorruptible, undefiled, and that 
fadeth not away . . . laid up in heaven, and safe there . . . to 
be bestowed, at the time appointed, on them that diligently 
seek it. Read it so, if you will, in my book." Here is Win-
stanley's kingdom which "moth and rust doth not corrupt", 

1 Rufus M . J o n e s , The Later Periods of Quakerism (1921), I, p. 315. 
2 See Q.. D . L e a v k , Fiction and the Reading Public (1932),, Ch. II . 
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here is the other-worldly millennium of the Saints, who must 
"patiently suffer from" this world. Here is the "lamentable 
c r y " — " W h a t shall I d o ? " — o f those who lost at Putney, and 
who had no share in the settlement of 1688. Here is Old Man 
POPE, whom Christian feels that his forebears have tamed, and 
who has now "grown so crazy and stiff in his joints", that he 
can do little but sit in his cave's mouth, saying to the pilgrims— 
" Y o u will never mend till more of you be burned"—"grinning 
. . . as they go by, and biting his nails because he cannot come 
at them." Here is the inner spiritual landscape of the poor man's 
Dissent—of the "tailors, leather-sellers, soap-boilers, brewers, 
weavers and tinkers" who were among Baptist preachers1— 
a landscape seeming all the more lurid, suffused with passionate 
energy and conflict, from the frustration of these passions in 
the outer world: Beelzebub's Castle, the giants Bloody-man, 
Maul, and Slay-good, the Hill Difficulty, Doubting Castle, 
Vanity Fair, the Enchanted Ground; a way "full of snares, pits, 
traps, and gins". Here are Christian's aristocratic enemies— 
"the Lord Carnal Delight, the Lord Luxurious, the Lord Desire 
of Vain Glory, my old Lord Lechery, Sir Having Greedy, with 
all the rest of our nobility". And here is the Valley of Humilia-
tion in which Bunyan's readers were to be found: " a Valley 
that nobody walks in, but those that love a pilgrim's life". It 
is MERCY who says: 

I love to be in such places where there is no rattling with coaches, 
nor rumbling with wheels; methinks, here one may, without much 
molestation, be thinking what he is, whence he came, what he has 
done . . . here one may think, and break at heart, and melt in one's 
spirit, until one's eyes become like "the fishpools of Heshbon". 

And it is GREAT-HEART who replies, with the spiritual pride of 
the persecuted and unsuccessful: "It is true . . . I have gone 
through this Valley many a time, and never was better than 
when here." 

But the world of the spirit—of righteousness and spiritual 
liberty—is constantly under threat from the other world. First, 
it is threatened by the powers of the State: when we encounter 
APOLLYON we seem to be in a world of fantasy: 

He was clothed with scales, like a fish (and they are his pride), 
he had wings like a dragon, feet like a bear, and out of his belly 
came fire and smoke. . . . 

1 R . M . Jones, Studks in Mystical Religion (1923), p. 418; See a b o J . Lindsay, 
John Brnyan (1937). 



But when this monster turns upon CHRISTIAN {"with a disdain-
ful countenance") he turns out to be very like the perplexed 
country magistrates who tried, with alternating arguments and 
threats, to make Bunyan promise to desist from field-preaching. 
APOLLYON , opens his mouth—which was "as the mouth of a 
lion"—for a very muted roar: "I am willing to pass by all, if 
now thou wilt yet turn again and go back." Only when per-
suasion has failed does he straddle "over the whole breadth 
of the way" and declare: "I swear by my infernal den, that 
thou shalt go no further." And it is APOLLYON'S subtlety which 
enables him to find allies among CHRISTIAN'S own company and 
fellow pilgrims. These—and they are by far the most numerous 
and deceptive—are the second source of threat to CHRISTIAN'S 

incorruptible inheritance; one by one, Bunyan brings forward 
all the slippery arguments of comfort and compromise prepar-
ing the way for an accommodation between APOLLYON and 
Dissent. There is Mr . By-ends of Fair-speech: and Mr. Hold-
the-world, Mr. Money-love, and Mr. Save-all, all pupils of "a 
schoolmaster in Love-gain, which is a market town in the 
county of Coveting, in the north". It is Mr. By-ends who 
condemns those "that are righteous overmuch": 

BY-ENDS. Why, they . . . rush on their journey all weathers; and I 
am for waiting for wind and tide. They are for hazarding all1 for 
God at a clap; and I am for taking all advantages to secure my life 
and.estate. They are for holding their notions, though all other men 
are against them; but I am for religion in what, and so far as ihe 
times, and my safety will bear it. They are for religion when in 
rags and contempt; but I am for him when he walks in his golden 
slippers, in the sunshine, with applause. 
MR. HOLD-THE-WORLD. Aye, and hold you there still, good Mr. 
By-ends. . . . Let us be wise as serpents; it is best to make hay when 
the sun shines. . . . 
MR. SAVE-ALL. I think that we are all agreed in this matter, and 
therefore there needs no more words about it. 
MR. MONEY-LOVE. No, there needs no more words about this matter, 
indeed; for he that believes neither Scripture nor reason (and you 
see we have both on our side), neither knows his own liberty, nor 
seeks his own safety. 

It is a splendid passage, foreshadowing so much in the develop-
ment of i8th-ee,ntury Dissent. Bunyan knew that in a sense Mr. 
By-end's friends did have both Scripture and reason on their 
side: he worked into his apologia the arguments of security, 
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comfort, enlightenment: and liberty. What they have lost is 
their moral integrity and their compassion; the incorruptible 
inheritance of the spirit, it seems, could not be preserved if the 
inheritance of struggle was forgotten. 

This is not all that Pilgrim's Progress is about. As Weber 
noted, the "basic atmosphere" of the book is one in which "the 
after-life was not only more important, but in many ways also 
more certain, than all the interests of life in this world". 1 

And this reminds us that faith in a life to come served not only 
as a consolation to the poor but also as some emotional com-
pensation for present sufferings and grievances: it was possible 
not only to imagine the "reward" of the humble but also to 
enjoy some revenge upon their oppressors, by imagining their 
torments to come. Moreover, in stressing the positives in 
Bunyan's imagery we have said little of the obvious negatives 
—the unction, the temporal submissiveness, the egocentric 
pursuit of personal salvation—with which they are inseparably 
intermingled; and this ambivalence continues in the language 
of humble Nonconformity far into the 19th century. The 
story seemed to Bamford to be "mournfully soothing, like 
that of a light coming from an eclipsed sun". When the con-
text is hopeful and mass agitations arise, the active energies 
of the tradition are most apparent: Christian does battle with 
Apollyon in the real world. In times of defeat and mass 
apathy, quietism is in the ascendant, reinforcing the fatalism 
of the poor: Christian suffers in the Valley of Humiliation, 
far from the rattling of coaches, turning his back on the 
City of Destruction and seeking the way to a spiritual City of 
Zion. 

Moreover, Bunyan, in his fear ofthe erosion of the inheritance 
by compromise, added to the forbidding Puritan joylessness his 
own figurative portrayal of the "straight and narrow" path, 
which emphasised the jealous sectarianism of the Galvinist 
elect. By 1750 those very sects which had sought to be most 
loyal to "Christ's poor" were least welcoming to new converts, 
least evangelistic in temper. Dissent was caught in the tension 
between opposing tendencies, both of which led away from any 
popular appeal: on the one hand, the tendency towards rational 
humanitarianism and fine preaching—too intellectual and 
genteel for the poor; on the other hand, the rigid Elect, who 

1 M . W e b e r , The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930), pp. 109-10, 
227. See also A . Kett le , Introduction to the English Moml (1951), pp. 44-5. 



might not marry outside the church, who expelled all back-
sliders and heretics, and who stood apart from the "corrupt 
mass" predestined to be damned. " T h e Calvinism of the 
former," Haldvy noted, "was undergoing decomposition, the 
Calvinism of the latter petrifaction."1 

Even Bunyan's Baptists were deeply divided in this way, the 
"Arminian" General Baptists losing ground to the zealously-
Galvinist Particular Baptists (with their strongholds in North-
amptonshire, Bedfordshire, Lincolnshire) whose very Calvin-
ism, however, prevented the propagation of the sect.8 It was 
not until 1770 that the Particular Baptists began to break out 
of the trap of their own dogma, issuing a circular letter (from 
Northamptonshire) which offered a formula by which evangel-
ism and the notion of election might be reconciled: "Every soul 
that comes to Christ to be saved . . . is to be encouraged. , . , 
The coming soul need not fear that he is not elected, for none 
but such would be willing to come." But the revival was slow; 
and it was competition with the Methodists, rather than an 
inner dynamic, which drove the Baptists back to the poor. 
When, in the 1760s, Dan Taylor, a Yorkshire collier who had 
worked in the pit from the age of five and who had been 
converted by the Methodists, looked around for a Baptist sect 
with an evangelistic temper,.he could find nothing that suited. 
He built his own meeting-house, digging the stone out of the 
moors above Hebden Bridge and carrying it on his own back;8 

then he walked down from the weaving township of Hepton-
stall (a Puritan stronghold during the Civil War) to Lincoln-
shire and Northamptonshire, making contact with restive 
Baptist groups, and finally forming (in 1770) the Baptist New 
Connexion. Travelling in the next years 25,000 miles and 
preaching 20,000 sermons he is a man to be remembered by the 
side of Wesley and Whitefield; but he came from neither the 
Particular nor the General Baptist societies: spiritually, 
perhaps, he came from Bunyan's inheritance, but literally 
he just came out of the ground. 

We should remember both Dr. Price and Dan Taylor; and 
we should recall that they did enjoy liberty of conscience, they 
were not threatened by the Inquisition or the dungeon of the 

1 See Halćvy 's excellent summary, A History of the English People in 1815 (Penguin 
edn.)> III , pp. 28-32, 40-8. 

2 Bogue and Bennett, op. cit,, III , pp, 332-3; Ivemay, op. cit,, III , pp. 160 ff. 
8 John Wesley notes in his Journal (31 July 1766) that "renegade Methodists, 

first turning Calvinist, then Anabaptist have made confusion at Heptonstall". 



"Scarlet Whore o f Babylon". 1 The very anarchy o f Old 
Dissent, with its self-governing churches and its schisms, meant 
that the most unexpected and unorthodox ideas might suddenly 
appear—in a Lincolnshire village, a Midlands market-town, a 
Yorkshire pit. In the Somerset woollen town of Frome (Wesley 
noted in his Journal in 1768) there was "a mixture of men of all 
opinions, Anabaptists, Quakers, Presbyterians," Arians, Antin-
omians, Moravians and what not". Scottish tradesmen and 
artisans brought other sects into England; in the last decades 
of the 18th century the Glasites or Sandemanians made a little 
headway, with their zealous church discipline, their belief that 
the "distinctions of civil life [were] annihilated in the church" 
and that membership implied some community of goods, and 
— i n the view of critics—their inordinate spiritual pride and 
"neglect of the poor, ignorant, perishing multitude".2 By the 
end of the century, there were Sandemanian societies in 
London, Nottingham, Liverpool, Whitehaven and Newcastle. 

The intellectual history of Dissent is made up of collisions, 
schisms, mutations; and one feels often that the dormant seeds 
of political Radicalism lie within it, ready to germinate whenever 
planted in a beneficent and hopeful social context. Thomas 
Spence, who was brought up in a Sandemanian family, 
delivered a lecture to the Newcastle Philosophical Society in 
1775 which contained in outline his whole doctrine of agrarian 
Socialism; and yet it was not until the 1790s that he commenced 
his serious public propaganda. Tom Paine, with his Quaker 
background, had shown little sign of his outrageously heterodox 
political views during his humdrum life as an exciseman at 
Lewes; the context was hopeless, politics seemed a mere species 
of "jockeyship". Within one year of his arrival in America 
(November 1774) he had published Common Sense and the 
Crisis articles which contain all the assumptions of Rights of 
Man. "I have an aversion to monarchy, as being too debasing 
to the dignity of man," he wrote. "But I never troubled 
others with my notions till very lately, nor ever published a 

1 Dissent's tenn for Erastianism—in the first place the Papacy and the Roman 
Church, but often attached to the Church of England or tmy church accused of 
prostituting its spiritual virtue to reasons of State and worldly power. Cobbett 
recalled: " I most finnly believed when I was a boy, that the Pope was a prodi-
gious woman, dressed in a dreadful robe, which had been made red by being dipped 
in the blood of Protestants." Political Register, 13 January 1821. 

2 B o g u e and Bennett, op. cit., I V , pp. 107-24. Despite their severity, the 
Sandemanians were less bigoted than other Dissenters about some social obser-
vances, and approved of the theatre. 



syllable in England in my life." What had changed was not 
Paine, but the context in which he wrote. T h e seed of Rights of 
Man was English: but only the hope brought by the American 
and French Revolutions enabled it to strike. 

I f some sect of Old Dissent had set the pace of the evangelical 
revival—instead of John Wesley—then igth-century Non-
conformity might have assumed a more intellectual and 
democratic form. But it was Wesley—High Tory in politics, 
sacerdotal in his approach to organisation—who first reached 
"Christ's poor", breaking the Calvinist taboo with the simple 
message: " Y o u have nothing to do but save souls." 

Outcasts of men, to you I call, 
Harlots, and publicans, and thieves! 

He spreads his arms to embrace you all; 
Sinners alone His grace receives: 

No need for him the righteous have; 
He came the lost to seek and save. 

Come, O my guilty brethren, come, 
Groanirtg beneath your load of sin! 

His bleeding heart shall make you room, 
His open side shall take you in; 

He calls you now, invites you home: 
Come, O my guilty brethren, come. 

There is, of course, a certain logic in the fact that the evangelical 
revival should have come from within the Established Church. 
The Puritan emphasis upon a "calling" was (as Weber and 
Tawney have shown) particularly well adapted to the exper-
ience of prospering and industrious middle class or petty 
bourgeois groups. The more Lutheran traditions of Anglican 
Protestantism were less adapted to exclusive doctrines of 
"election"; while as the established Church it had a peculiar 
charge over the souls of the poor—indeed, the duty to inculcate 
in them the virtues of obedience and industry. The lethargy 
and materialism of the i8th-century Church were such that, 
in the end and against Wesley's wishes, the evangelical 
revival resulted in the distinct Methodist Church. And yet 
Methodism was profoundly marked by its origin; the poor 
man's Dissent of Bunyan, of Dan Taylor, and—later—of the 
Primitive Methodists was a religion of the poor; orthodox 
Wesleyanism remained as it had commenced, a religion for the 
poor. 



As preachers and evangelists, Whitefield and other early 
field-preachers were more impressive than Wesley. But it was 
Wesley who was the superlatively energetic and skilful organ-
iser, administrator, and law-giver. He succeeded in combining 
in exactly the right proportions democracy and discipline, 
doctrine and emotionalism; his achievement lay not so much in 
the hysterical revivalist meetings (which were not uncommon 
in the century of Tyburn) but in the organisation of self-sustain-
ing Methodist societies in trading and market centres, and in 
mining, weaving, and labouring communities, the democratic 
participation of whose members in the life of the Church was 
both enlisted and strictly superintended and disciplined. He 
facilitated entry to these societies by sweeping away all barriers 
of sectarian doctrines. In order to gain admission, he wrote, 
Methodists— 

do not impose . . . any opinions whatever. Let them hold particular 
or general redemption, absolute or conditional decrees; let them be 
Churchman or Dissenters, Presbyterians or Independents, it is no 
obstacle. . . . The Independent or Anabaptist [may] use his own 
mode of worship; so may the Quaker, and none will contend with 
him about it. . . . One condition, and one only, is required,—a real 
desire to save their souls.1 

But once within the Methodist societies, the converted were 
subjected to a discipline which challenges comparison with the 
more zealous Calvinist sects. Wesley wished the Methodists to 
be a "peculiar people"; to abstain from marriage outside the 
societies; to be distinguished by their dress and by the gravity 
of their speech and manners; to avoid the company even of 
relatives who were still in "Satan's kingdom". Members were 
expelled for levity, for profanity and swearing, for lax attend-
ance at class meetings. The societies, with their confessional 
band-meetings, classes, watch-nights and visiting, made up a 
lay order within which, as Southey noted, there was a "spiritual 
police" constantly alert for any sign of relapse.2 The "grass 
roots" democracy, by which the societies were officered by 
tradesmen and working people, extended not at all to matters 
of doctrine or Church government. In nothing did Wesley 
break more sharply with the traditions of Dissent than in his 
opposition to local autonomy, and in the authoritarian rule of 
himself and of his nominated ministers. 

1 R. Southey, Life of Weslep and the Rise of Methodism, (1890 edn.), p. 545. 
2 Ibid., pp . 382, 545. 



And yet it was often in areas with a long Dissenting tradition 
—Bristol, the West Riding, Manchester, Newcastle—that 
Methodism made most rapid headway among the poor. In the 
1760s, two miles from Heckmondwike, where Deacon Priestley 
and Obadiah were still supporting a church of Calvinist 
Independents, John Nelson, a Birstall stone-mason, was already 
drawing great congregations of clothing workers and miners to 
hear the new message of personal salvation. On his way to 
work at the quarry Nelson would pass the old Dissenting 
minister's house, exchange texts, and argue the doctrines of 
sin, redemption by grace and predestination. (Such disputa-
tions became more rare in later years as orthodox Methodist 
theology became more opportunist, anti-intellectual, and 
otiose.) Nelson had been converted while in London, when 
hearing John Wesley preach in Moorfields. His Journal is very 
different from that of Deacon Priestley: 

One night . . . I dreamed that I was in Yorkshire, in my working 
clothes going home; and as I went by Paul Champion's, I heard a 
mighty cry, as of a multitude of people in distress. , . . All on a sud-
den they began to scream and tumble over one another; I asked, 
what was the matter; and they told me, Satan was let loose among 
them. . . . Then I thought I saw him in the shape of a red bull, 
running through the people, as -a beast runs through the standing 
corn, yet did not offer to gore any of them, but made directly at me, 
as if he would run his horns into my heart. Then I cried out, "Lord, 
help me!" and immediately caught him by the horns, and twisted 
him on his back, setting my right foot on his neck, in the presence 
of a thousand people. . . . 

From this dream he awoke perspiring and exhausted. On 
another night "my soul was filled with such a sense of God's 
love, as made me weep before him": 

I dreamed I was in Yorkshire, going from Gomersal-Hill-Top to 
Cleckheaton; and about the middle of the lane, I thought I saw 
Satan coming to meet me in the shape of a tall, black man, and the 
hair of his head like snakes;,/. . . But I went on, ript open my clothes, 
and shewed him my naked breast, saying, "See, here is the blood 
of Christ." Then I thought he fled from me as fast as a hare could 
run. 

John Nelson was very much in earnest. He was pressed into 
the Army, refused to serve, he and his wife were mobbed and 
stoned in their work. But it occurs to one, nevertheless, that 



or in conversation speak lightly or irreverently of the Govern-
ment." 1 

Thus, at this level Methodism appears as a politically 
regressive, or "stabilising", influence, and we find some con-
firmation of Halćvy's famous thesis that Methodism prevented 
revolution in England in the 1790s. But, at another level, we 
are familiar with the argument that Methodism was indirectly 
responsible for a growth in the self-confidence and capacity 
for organisation of working people. This argument was stated, 
as early as 1820, by Southey; 

Perhaps the manner in which Methodism has familiarized the 
lower classes to the work of combining in associations, making rules 
for their own governance, raising funds, and communicating from 
one part of the kingdom to another, may be reckoned among the 
incidental evils which have resulted from it. . . . 

And, more recently, it has been documented in Dr. Wear-
mouth's interesting books; although readers of them will do 
well to remember Southey's important qualification—"but in 
this respect it has only facilitated a process to which other 
causes had given birth".2 Most of the "contributions" of 
Methodism to the working-class movement came in spite of 
and not because of the Wesleyan Conference. 

Indeed, throughout the early history of Methodism we can 
see a shaping democratic spirit which struggled against the 
doctrines and the organisational forms which Wesley imposed. 
Lay preachers, the break with the Established Church, self-
governing forms within the societies—on all these questions 
Wesley resisted or temporised or followed after the event. 
Wesley could not escape the consequences of his own spiritual 
egalitarianism. If Christ's poor came to believe that their souls 
were as good as aristocratic or bougeois souls then it might lead 
them on to the arguments of the Rights of Man. The Duchess of 
Buckingham was quick to spot this, and observed to the 
Methodist Countess of Huntingdon: 

1 Cited in Halćvy , op. cit., I l l , p. 49. H a l ć v y adds the comment: " S u c h 
conduct ensured t h a t . . . the unpopularity of Jacobin principles did not prejudice 
the Methodist propaganda." However, since Jacobin principles were gaining 
in popularity in 1792 (see pp. 102-13 below), it is more true that the Methodist 
propaganda was designed to make these principles unpopular, and that this was 
prejudicial to the liberties of the English people. See also E. Hobsbawm's critique 
of Halevy, "Methodism and the Threat of Revolution", History Today, February, 
1957-

2 Southey, op. cit., p. 571. 



I Thank Your Ladyship for the information concerning the 
Methodist preachers; their doctrines are most repulsive and strongly 
tinctured with impertinence and disrespect towards their Superiors, 
in perpetually endeavouring to level all ranks and to do away with 
all distinctions. It is monstrous to be told you have a heart as sinful 
as the common wretches that crawl on the earth.1 

Smollett had pointed out much the same thing, in the high 
comedy of a coachman, Humphrey Clinker, preaching to the 
London rabble. And—for their part—hundreds of lay preachers 
who followed in John Nelson's footsteps were learning this in a 
Very different way. Again and again Establishment writers 
Voice this fear. An anti-Jacobin pamphleteer, in 1800, laid 
islame upon the "beardless boys, and mechanics or labourers" 
who preached in Spa Fields, Hackney, and Islington Green, 
Among the preachers of the sects he found a Dealer in Old 
Clothes, a Grinder, a Sheep's-Head Seller, a Coach-painter, 
a Mangle-maker, a Footman, a Tooth-drawer, a Peruke-maker 
knd Phlebotomist, a Breeches-maker, and a Coal-heaver. The 
Bishop of Lincoln saw in this a darker threat: "the same means 
might, with equal efficacy, be employed to sap and overturn 
tHe state, as well as the church."2 

A n d from preaching to organisation. There are two questions 
here: the temporary permeation of Methodism by some of the 
self-governing traditions of Dissent, and the transmission to 
working-class societies of forms of organisation peculiar to the 
Methodist Connexion. For the first, Wesley did not only (as is 
sometimes supposed) take his message to "heathen" outside 
the existing churches; he also offered an outlet for the land-
locked emotions of Old Dissent. There were Dissenting ministers, 
and whole congregations, who joined the Methodists. Some 
passed through the revival, only to rejoin their own sects in 
disgust at Wesley's authoritarian government; while by the 
1790s Dissent was enjoying its own evangelistic revival. But 
others maintained a somewhat restive membership, in which 
their older traditions struggled within the sacerdotal Wesleyan 
forms. For the second, Methodism provided not only the forms 
of the class meeting, the methodical collection of penny sub-
scriptions and the "ticket", so frequently borrowed by radical 
and trade union organisations, but also an experience of efficient 

1 Cited in J . H. Whiteley, Wesley's England (1938), p. 328. 
9 W . H. Reid, The Rise and Dissolution of the Infidel Societies of the Metropolis 

(1800), pp. 45-8. 
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centralised organisation—at district as well as national level— 
which Dissent had lacked. (Those Wesleyan Annual Confer-
ences, with their "platform", their caucuses at work on the 
agendas, and their careful management, seem uncomfortably 
like another "contribution" to the Labour movement of more 
recent times.) 

Thus late i8th-century Methodism was troubled by alien 
democratic tendencies within itself, while at the same time it 
was serving despite itself as a model of other organisational 
forms. During the. last decade of Wesley's life internal demo-
cratic pressures were restrained only by reverence for the 
founder's great age—and by the belief that the old autocrat 
could not be far from entering upon his "great reward". There 
were a score of demands being voiced in dissident societies: 
for an elected Conference, for greater local autonomy, for the 
final break with the Church, for lay participation in district 
and quarterly meetings. Wesley's death, when the general 
radical tide was rising, was like a "signal gun". Rival schemes 
of organisation were canvassed with a heat which is as signi-
ficant as were the matters under dispute. " W e detest the 
conduct of persecuting Neros, and all the bloody actions of the 
great Whore of Babylon, and yet in our measure, we tread in 
their steps," declared Alexander Kilham in a pamphlet entitled 
The Progress of Liberty.1 And he set forward far-reaching 
proposals for self-government, which were canvassed through-
out the Connexion, by means of pamphlets, and in class 
meetings and local preachers' meetings, and whose discussion 
must itself have been an important part of the process of 
democratic education.2 

In 1797 Kilham led the first important Wesleyan secession, 
the Methodist New Connexion, which adopted many of his 
proposals for a more democratic structure. The greatest strength 
of the Connexion was in manufacturing centres, and (it is 
probable) among the artisans and weavers tinged with Jacobin-
ism.3 Kilham himself sympathised with the reformers, and 

1 The Progress of Liberty Amongst the People Called Methodists (Alnwick, 1795). 
2 See An Appeal to the Members of the Methodist Connexion (Manchester, 1796); 

E . R . T a y l o r , Methodism and Politics, ijgi-1851 (Cambridge, 1935), C h . 2; W . J . 
Warner, The Wesleyan Movement in the Industrial Revolution (1930), pp. 128-31. 

8 K i lham's support was strong in Sheffield, Nott ingham, Manchester, Leeds, 
Huddersfield, Plymouth Dock, Liverpool, Bristol, Birmingham, Burslem, Maccles-
field, Bolton, Wigan, Blackburn, O l d h a m , Darlington, Newcastle, Alnwick, 
Sunderland, Ripon, Ot ley , Epworth , Chester, Banbury. See E. R . T a y l o r , op. 
cit., p. 81 ; J , Blackwell , Life of Alexander Kilham (1838), pp. 290, 343. 



although his political convictions were kept in the background, 
his opponents in the orthodox Connexion were at pains to bring 
them forward. " W e shall lose all the turbulent disturbers of our 
Zion," the Conference addressed the members of the Church in 
Ireland, when accounting for the secession: "all who have 
embraced the sentiments of Paine . . .". In Huddersfield the 
members of the New Connexion were, known as the "Tom 
Paine Methodists". We may guess at the complexion of his 
following from an account of the principal Kilhamite chapel in 
Leeds, with a congregation of 500 "in the midst of a dense, 
poor, and unruly population, at the top of Ebeneezer Street, 
where strangers of the middle class could not reasonably be 
expected to go". And in several places the link between the 
New Connexion and actual Jacobin organisation is more than 
a matter of inference. In Halifax, at the Bradshaw chapel, a 
reading club and debating society was formed. The people of 
this weaving village discussed in their class meetings not only 
Kilham's Progress of Liberty but also Paine's Rights of Man. 
Writing forty years later, the historian of Halifax Methodism 
still could not restrain his abomination of "that detestable knot 
of scorpions" who, in the end, captured the chapel, excluded 
the orthodox circuit minister, bought the site, and continued it 
as a "Jacobin" chapel of their own.1 

The progress of the New Connexion was unspectacular. 
Kilham himself died in 1798, and his following was weakened 
by the general political reaction of the later 1790s. By 1811 the 
New Connexion could claim only 8,000 members. But its 
existence leads one to doubt Halevy's thesis. On Wesley's 
death it was estimated that about 80,000 people made up the 
Methodist societies. Even if we suppose that every one of them 
shared the Tory principles of their founder, this was scarcely 
sufficient to have stemmed a revolutionary tide. In fact, what-
ever Annual Conferences resolved, there is evidence that the 
Radical groundswell of 1792 and 1793 extended through 
Dissent generally and into most Methodist societies. The 
Mayor of Liverpool may have shown sound observation when 
he wrote to the Home Office in 1792: 

In all these places are nothing but Methodist and other Meeting 
houses and . . . thus the Youth of the Countery are training up under 

l J . Blapkwell, op. cit., p. 339; E. R . T a y l o r , op. cit., p. 85; J . W r a y , " F a c t s 
Illustrative of Methodism in Leeds" [c. 1835], M S . in Leeds Reference Library; 
J . U . Walker, Weslcyan Methodism in Halifax (Halifax, 1836), pp. 216-23. 



the Instruction of a Set of Men not only Ignorant, but whom I 
believe we have of late too Much Reason to imagine, are inimical 
to Our Happy Constitution.1 

It was in the counter-revolutionary years after 1795 that 
Methodism made most headway amongst working people and 
acted most evidently as a stabilising or regressive social force. 
Drained of its more democratic and intellectual elements by the 
Kilhamite secession, and subjected to severer forms of dis-
cipline, it appears during these years almost as a new phenom-
enon—and as one which may be seen as the consequence of political 
reaction as much as it was a cause.2 

Throughout the whole period of the Industrial Revolution, 
Methodism never overcame this tension between authoritarian 
and democratic tendencies. It is in the seceding sects—the New 
Connexion and (after 1806) the Primitive Methodists—that the 
second impulse was felt most strongly. Moreover, as Dr. 
Hobsbawm has pointed out, wherever Methodism was found 
it performed, in its rupture with the Established Church, 
certain of the functions of anti-clericalism in i9th-century 
France.8 In the agricultural or mining village, the polarisation 
of chapel and Church might facilitate a polarisation which took 
political or industrial forms. For years the tension might seem 
to be contained; but when it did break out it was sometimes 
charged with a moral passion—where the old Puritan God of 
Battles raised his banners once again—which secular leaders 
could rarely touch. So long as Satan remained undefined and of 
no fixed class abode, Methodism condemned working people 
to a kind of moral civil war—between the chapel and the pub, 
the wicked and the redeemed, the lost and the saved. Samuel 
Bamford related in his Early Days the missionary zeal with 
which he and his companions would tramp to prayer-meetings 
in neighbouring villages "where Satan had as yet many strong-
holds". "These prayers were looked upon as so many assaults 
on 'the powers of the Prince of the Air ' ." (A similar zeal 
inspired, on the other side of the Pennines, the notable hymn: 
"On Bradford likewise look Thou down,/Where Satan keeps 
his seat.") Only a few years later Cobbett had taught the 
weavers of upland Lancashire to look for Satan, not in the 
ale-houses of a rival village, but in "the Thing" and Old 

1 Cited in J , L , and B, Hammond, The Town Labourer (2nd edn,, 1925), p. 270. 
2 See below, Chapter Eleven. 
s E. J . Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels (1959), p. 146. 



Corruption. It was such a swift identification of Apollyon with 
Lord Liverpool and Oliver the Spy which led the weavers to 
Peterloo. 

T w o other features of the Dissenting tradition should be 
noted. While neither was of great influence in the 18th century, 
bdth assumed new significance after 1790. In the first place, 
there is a continuous thread of communitarian ideas and experi-
ments, associated with the Quakers, Camisards, and in par-
ticular the Moravians. It was in Bolton and Manchester that a 
ferment in a small group of dissident Quakers culminated in 
the departure, in 1774, of "Mother Ann" and a small party to 
found the first Shaker communities in the United States; forty 
years later Robert Owen was to find encouragement in the 
success of the Shakers, whose ideas he popularised in secular 
form.1 The Moravians, to whom Wesley owed his conversion, 
never became fully naturalised in England in the 18th century. 
Although many English people entered their communities at 
Fulneck (Pudsey), and Dukinfield and Fairfield (near Man-
chester), as well as the Moravian congregation in London, the 
societies remained dependent upon German preachers and 
administrators. While the first Methodist societies arose in 
association with the Moravian Brotherhood, the latter were 
distinguished from the former by their "stillness", their 
avoidance of "enthusiasm", and their practical communitarian 
values; "the calm, soft, steady, sweet and impressive character 
of the service [at Fulneck] was such as appeared as a kind of 
rebuke to the earnestness, noise, and uproar of a [Methodist] 
revival meeting". The influence of the Moravians was three-
fold: first, through their educational activities—Richard 
Oastler and James Montgomery (the Radical poet and editor 
of the Sheffield Iris) were educated at Fulneck; second, through 
the evident success of their communities, which—along with 
those of the Shakers—were often cited by early 1 gth-century 
Owenites; and third, through the perpetuation within the 
Methodist societies—long after Wesley had disowned the 
Moravian connection—of the yearning for communitarian 
ideals expressed in the language of "brotherhood" and "sister-
hood".2 

T h e communitarian tradition was sometimes found in 
1 See W . H. G. Armytage, Heavens Below (1961), I, Chs. 3 and 5. 
2 See C . W . Towlson^ Moravian and Methodist (1957)," Armytage, op. cit. I , 

Ch. 6; J . Lawson, Letters to the Totmg on Progress in Pudsey (Stanningley, 1887), 
Ch. 15; C . Driver, Toy Radical (Oxford, 1946), pp. 15-17. 



association with another underground tradition, that of 
millennarianism. The wilder sectaries of the English Revolu-
tion—Ranters and Fifth Monarchy Men—were never totally 
extinguished, with their literal interpretations of the Book of 
Revelation and their anticipations of a New Jerusalem descend-
ing from above. The Muggletonians (or followers of Ludowic 
Muggleton) were still preaching in the fields and parks of 
London at the end of the 18th century. The Bolton society 
from which the Shakers originated was presided over by Mother 
Jane Wardley who paced the meeting-room "with a mighty 
trembling", declaiming: 

Repent. For the Kingdom of God is at Hand. The new heaven and 
new earth prophesied of old is about to come. . . . And when Christ 
appears again, and the true church rises in full and transcendant 
glory, then all anti-Christian denominations—the priests, the 
church, the pope—will be swept away.1 

Any dramatic. event, such as the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, 
aroused apocalyptic expectations. There was, indeed, a 
millennarial instability within the heart of Methodism itself, 
Wesley, who was credulous to a degree about witches, Satanic 
possession, and bibliomancy (or the search for guidance from 
texts opened at random in the Bible), sometimes voiced 
premonitions as to the imminence of the Day of Judgement. A n 
early hymn of the Wesleys employs the customary millennarial 
imagery: 

Erect Thy tabernacle here, 
The New Jerusalem send down, 

Thyself amidst Thy saints appear, 
And seat us on Thy dazzling throne. 

Begin the great millennial day; 
Now, Saviour, with a shout descend, 

Thy standard in the heavens display, 
And bring the joy which ne'er shall end. 

Even if literal belief in the millennium was discouraged, the 
apocalyptic manner of Methodist revival meetings inflamed the 
imagination and prepared the way for the acceptance of 
chiliastić prophets after 1790. In London, Bristol and Birming-
ham small congregations of the Swedenborgian Church of the 

1 E. D. Andrews, The People Called Shakers (New York, 1953), p. 6. 



New Jerusalem were preparing some artisans for more in-
; tellectual and mystical millennarial beliefs.1 

j Although historians and sociologists have recently given 
more attention to millennarial movements and fantasies, their 
significance has been partly obscured by the tendency to discuss 

' them in terms of maladjustment and "paranoia". Thus 
Professor Cohn, in his interesting study of The Pursuit of the 
Millennium, is able—by a somewhat sensational selection of the 
evidence—to proceed to generalisations as to the paranoiac and 
megalomaniac notion of "the Elect", and the "chronically 
impaired sense of reality" of "chiliastically-minded move-
ments." When messianic movements gain mass support— 

It is as though units of paranoia hitherto diffused through the popu-
lation suddenly coalesce to form a new entity: a collective paranoiac 
fanaticism.2 

One doubts such a process of "coalescence". Given such a 
phenomenon, however, the historical problem remains—why 
should grievances, aspirations, or even psychotic disorders, 
"coalesce" into influential movements only at certain times 
and in particular forms? 

What we must not do is confuse pure "freaks" and fanatical 
aberrations with the imagery—of Babylon and the Egyptian 
exile and the Celestial City- and the contest with Satan—in 
which minority groups have articulated their experience and 
projected their aspirations for hundreds of years. Moreover, 
the extravagant imagery used by certain groups does not always 
reveal their objective motivations and effective assumptions. 
This is a difficult question; when we speak of "imagery" we 
mean much more than figures of speech in which ulterior 
motives were "clothed". The imagery is itself evidence of 
powerful subjective motivations, fully as "real" as the objective, 
fully as effective, as we see repeatedly in the history of Puritan-
ism, in their historical agency. It is the. sign of how men felt 
and hoped, loved and hated, and of how they preserved certain 
values in the very- texture of their language. But because the 
luxuriating imagery points sometimes to goals that are clearly 

1 For Wesleyanism, see Southey, op. cit., p. 367; Joseph Nightingale, Portraiture 
of Methodism (1807), pp. 443 ff.; j . E. Rattenbury, The Eucharistk Hymns of John 
and Charles Wesley (1948), p. 249. For Swedenborgianism, Bogue and Bennett, 
op. cit., IV, pp. 126-34; R ' Southey, Letters from England (1808), III, pp. 113 
ff. For the end of 17th-century millennarialism, see Christopher Hill "John Mason 
and the End of the World", in Puritanism and Revolution (1958). For some indications 
of the i8thrcentury tradition, see W . H. G . Armytage, op. cit., I, Ch. 4. 

2 N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium (1957), p. 312. 



illusory, this does not mean that we can lightly conclude that it 
indicates a "chronically impaired sense of reality". Moreover, 
abject "adjustment" to suffering and want at times may in-
dicate a sense of reality as impaired as that of the chiliast. 
Whenever we encounter such phenomena, we must try to 
distinguish between the psychic energy stored—and released— 
in language, however apocalyptic, and actual psychotic dis-
order. 

Throughout the Industrial Revolution we can see this tension 
between the "kingdom without" and the "kingdoiji within" 
in the Dissent of the poor, with chiliasm at one pole, and quiet-
ism at the other. For generations the most commonly available 
education came by way of pulpit and Sunday School, the Old 
Testament and Pilgrim's Progress. Between this imagery and 
that social experience there was a continual interchange— 
a dialogue between attitudes and reality which was sometimes 
fruitful, sometimes arid, sometimes masochistic in its sub-
missiveness, but rarely "paranoiac". The history of Methodism 
suggests that the morbid deformities of "sublimation" are the 
most common aberrations of the poor in periods of social 
reaction; while paranoiac fantasies belong more to periods 
when revolutionary enthusiasms are released. It was in the 
immediate aftermath of the French Revolution that the 
millennarial current, so long underground, burst into the open 
with unexpected force: 

For the real Ghiliast, the present becomes the breach through 
which what was previously inward bursts out suddenly, takes hold 
of the outer world and transforms it.1 

Image and reality again became confused. Chiliasm touched 
Blake with its breath: it walked abroad, not only among the 
Jacobins and Dissenters of artisan London, but in the mining 
and weaving villages of the Midlands and the north and the 
villages of the south-west. 

But in most minds a balance was held between outer ex-
perience and the kingdom within, which the Powers of the 
World could not touch and which was stored with the evocative 
language of the Old Testament. Thomas Hardy was a sober, 
even prosaic, man, with a meticulous attention to the practical 
detail of organisation. But when recalling his own trial for high 
treason, it seemed the most natural thing in the world that he 

1 K a r l Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (1960 edn.), p. 193. See below pp. 116-19 
and 382-8. 



should draw upon the Book of Kings for the language which 
most common Englishmen understood: 

The people said "what portion have we in David ? neither have we 
inheritance in the son of Jesse. To your tents, O Israel.... So Israel 
rebelled against the House of David unto this day." 

No easy summary can be offered as to the Dissenting tradition 
which was one of the elements precipitated in the English 
Jacobin agitation. It is its diversity which defies generalisation 
and yet which is, in itself, its most important characteristic. 
In the complexity of competing sects and seceding chapels we 
have a forcing-bed for the variants of igth-century working-
class culture. Here are Unitarians or Independents, with a 
small but influential artisan following, nurtured in a strenuous 
intellectual tradition. There are the Sandemanians, among 
whom William Godwin's father was a minister; the Moravians 
with their communitarian heritage; the Inghamites, the 
Muggletonians, the Swedenborgian sect which originated in a 
hairdresser's off Cold Bath Fields and which published a 
Magazine of Heaven and Hell. Here are the two old Dissenting 
ministers whom Hazlitt observed stuffing raspberry leaves 
in their pipes, in the hope of bringing down Old Corruption by 
boycotting all taxed articles. There are the Galvinist Methodist 
immigrants from Wales, and immigrants brought up in the 
Covenanting sects of Scotland—Alexander Somerville, who 
became a famous anti-Corn Law publicist, was educated as a 
strict Anti-Burgher in a family of Berwickshire field-labourers. 
There is the printing-worker, Zachariah Coleman, the beauti-
fully re-created hero of The Revolution in Tanner's Lane, with 
his portraits of Burdett, Cartwright, and Sadler's Bunyan 
on the wall: "he was not a ranter or revivalist, but what was 
called a moderate Calvinist; that is to say, he held to Calvinism 
as his undoubted creed, but when it came to the push in actual 
practice he modified it." And there are curious societies, like 
the Ancient Deists of Hoxton, who spoke of dreams and (like 
Blake) of conversations with departed souls and Angels, and 
who (like Blake) "almost immediately yielded to the stronger 
impulse of the French Revolution" and became "politicians".1 

Liberty of conscience was the one great value which the 
common people had preserved from the Commonwealth. The 
countryside was ruled by the gentry, the towns by corrupt 

1 W . H . Reid, op. cit . , p. 90. 



corporations, the nation by the corruptest corporation of all: 
but the chapel, the tavern and the home were their own. 
In the "unsteepled" places of worship there was room for a 
free intellectual life and for democratic experiments with 
"members unlimited". Against the background of London 
Dissent, with its fringe of deists and earnest mystics, William 
Blake seems no longer the cranky untutored genius that he 
must seem to those who know only the genteel culture of the 
time.1 O n the contrary, he is the original yet authentic voice of 
a long popular tradition. If some of the London Jacobins 
were strangely unperturbed by the execution of Louis and 
Marie Antoinette it was because they remembered that their 
own forebears had once executed a king. No one with Bunyan 
in their bones could have found many of Blake's aphorisms 
strange: 

The strongest poison ever known 
Game from Caesar's laurel crown. 

And many, like Blake, felt themselves torn between a rational 
Deism and the spiritual values nurtured for a century in the 
"kingdom within". When Paine's Age of Reason was published 
in the years of repression, many must have felt with Blake when 
he annotated the final page of the Bishop of LlandafF's Apology 

for the Bible (written in reply to Paine): 

It appears to me Now that Tom Paine is a better Christian than the 
Bishop. 

When we see Dissent in this way we are seeing it as an 
intellectual tradition: out of this tradition came many original 
ideas and original men. But we should not assume that the "Old 
Dissenters" as a body were willing to take the popular side. 
Thomas Walker, the Manchester reformer, w h o — a Church-
man himself—had laboured hard for the repeal of the Test and 
Corporation Acts—was contemptuous of their timidity: 

Dissenters . . . have as a body constantly fallen short of their own 
principles; . . . through fear or some other motive they have been so 
strongly the advocates of an Overstrained Moderation that they 
have rather been the enemies than the friends of those who have 

1 David V . Erdman, in his Blake, Prophet against Em fire (Princeton, 1954.), has 
helped us to see Blake in this context and—in doing so—has thrown much light 
upon the intellectual life of Jacobin London, See also (for Blake's "Rant ing" and 
Muggletonian, forebears) A , L. Morton, The Everlasting Gospel (1958). 



ventured the most and effected the most for the rights of the 
people.1 

We see here, perhaps, a tension between London and the 
industrial centres. The Dissenters at Manchester, the members 
of the Old Meeting at Birmingham or the Great Meeting at 
Leicester, included some of the largest employers in the district. 
Their attachment to civil and religious liberty went hand in 
hand with their attachment to the dogmas of free trade. They 
contributed a good deal—and especially in the 1770s and 
1780s—to forms of extra-parliamentary agitation and pressure-
group politics which anticipate the pattern of middle-class 
politics of the 19th century. But their enthusiasm for civil 
liberty melted away with the publication of Rights of Man and 
in very few of them did it survive the trials and persecution of 
the early 1790s. In London, and in pockets in the great cities, 
many of the Dissenting artisans graduated in the same period 
from Dissent through Deism to a secular ideology. "Secular-
ism", Dr. Hobsbawm has written, 

is the ideological thread which binds London labour history 
together, from the London Jacobins and Place, through the anti-
religious Owenites and co-operators, the anti-religious journalists 
and booksellers, through the free-thinking Radicals who followed 
Holyoake and flocked to Bradlaugh's Hall of Science, to the Social 
Democratic Federation and the London Fabians with their un-
concealed distaste for chapel rhetoric.2 

Nearly all the theorists of the working-class movement are in 
that London tradition—or else, like Bray the Leeds printer, 
they are analogues of the skilled London working men. 

But the list itself reveals a dimension that is missing— 
the moral force of the Luddites, of Brandreth and young Bam-
ford, of the Ten Hour men, of Northern Chartists and I.L.P. 
And some of this difference in traditions can be traced to the 
religious formations of the 18th century. When the democratic 
revival came in the fast years of the century, Old Dissent had 
lost much of its popular following, and those artisans who still 
adhered to it were permeated by the values of enlightened self-
interest which led on, in such a man as Francis Place, to the 
acceptance of a limited Utilitarian philosophy. But in those great 
areas in the provinces where Methodism triumphed in the 

1 T . Walker, Review of some Political Events in Manchester (1794), p. 125. 
2 Hobsbawm, op. cit., p. 128. 
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default of Dissent, it nearly destroyed the democratic and anti-
authoritarian elements in the older tradition, interposing 
between the people and their revolutionary heritage a callow 
emotionalism which served as auxiliary to the Established 
Church. And yet the Methodist rebel was marked by a special 
earnestness and vigour of moral concern. South and North, 
intellect and enthusiasm, the arguments of secularism and the 
rhetoric of love—the tension is perpetuated in the 19th century. 
And each tradition seems enfeebled without the complement 
of the other. 



C H A P T E R T H R E E 

" S A T A N ' S S T R O N G H O L D S " 

B U T W H A T O F the denizens of "Satan's strongholds", the 
"harlots and publicans and thieves" whose souls the evangelists 
wrestled for ? If we are concerned with historical change we 
must attend to the articulate minorities. But these minorities 
arise from a less articulate majority whose consciousness may 
be described as being, at this time, "sub-political"—made up of 
superstition or passive irreligion, prejudice and patriotism. 

The inarticulate, by definition, leave few records of their 
thoughts. We catch glimpses in moments of crisis, like the 
Gordon Riots, and yet crisis is not a typical condition. It is 
tempting to follow them into the archives of crime. But before 
we do this we must warn against the assumption that in the late 
18th century "Christ's poor" can be divided between penitent 
sinners on the one hand, and murderers, thieves and drunkards 
on the other. 

It is easy to make a false division of the people into the 
organised or chapel-going good and the dissolute bad in the 
Industrial Revolution, since the sources push us towards this 
conclusion from at least four directions. Such facts as are 
available were often presented in sensational form, and 
marshalled for pejorative purposes. If we are to credit one of the 
most industrious investigators, Patrick Colquhoun, there were, 
at the turn of the century, 50,000 harlots, more than 5,000 
publicans, and 10,000 thieves in the metropolis alone: his 
more extended estimates of criminal classes, taking in receivers 
of stolen property, coiners, gamblers, lottery agents, cheating 
shopkeepers, riverside scroungers, and colourful characters like 
Mudlarks, Scufflehunters, Bludgeon Men, Morocco Men, 
Flash Coachmen, Grubbers, Bear Baiters and Strolling 
Minstrels totals (with the former groups) 115,000 out of a 
metropolitan population of less than one million. His estimate 
of the same classes, for the whole country,—and including one 
million in receipt of parish relief—totals 1,320,716. But these 



estimates lump together indiscriminately gipsies, vagrants, 
unemployed, and pedlars and the grandparents of Mayhew's 
street-sellers; while his prostitutes turn out, on closer inspection 
to be "lewd and immoral women", including "the prodigious 
number among the lower classes who cohabit together without 
marriage" (and this at a time when divorce for the poor was an 
absolute impossibility).1 

T h e figures then are impressionistic estimates. They reveal 
as much about the mentality of the propertied classes (who 
assumed—not without reason—that any person out of steady 
employment and without property must maintain himself by 
illicit means) as they do about the actual criminal behaviour of 
the unpropertied. And the date of Colquhoun's investigations 
is as relevant as his conclusions; for they were conducted in the 
atmosphere of panic in the aftermath of the French Revolution. 
In the two decades before this there was an important access of 
humanitarian concern amongst the upper classes; we can see 
this in the work of Howard, Hanway, Clarkson, Sir Frederick 
Eden, and in the growing concern for civil and religious liberties 
among the small gentry and the Dissenting tradesmen. But "the 
awakening of the labouring classes, after the first shock of the 
French Revolution, made the upper classes tremble", Frances, 
Lady Shelley, noted in her Diary: "Every man felt the necessity 
for putting his house in order. , . . " 2 

T o be more accurate, most men and women of property felt 
the necessity for putting the houses of the poor in order. The 
remedies proposed might differ; but the impulse behind 
Colquhoun, with his advocacy of more effective police, Hannah 
More, with her halfpenny tracts and Sunday Schools, the 
Methodists with their renewed emphasis upon order and 
submissiveness, Bishop Barringto»'s more humane Society 
for Bettering the Condition of the Poor, and William Wilber-
force and Dr. John Bowdler, with their Society for the Suppres-
sion of Vice and Encouragement of Religion, was much the 
same. The message to be given to the labouring poor was 
simple, and was summarised by Burke in the famine year of 
1795: "Patience, labour, sobriety, frugality and religion, 
should be recommended to them; all the rest is downright 
fraud." "I know nothing better calculated to fill a country 

1 Patrick Colquhoun. Treatise on the Polici of the Metropolis (1797), pp . vii-xi; 
Observations and Facts Relative to Public Houses (1796), Appendix; Treatise on Indigence 
(1806), pp. 38-43. 

2 The Diary of Frances Lady Shelley, 1787-1817, ed. R . E d g c u m b e (1912), pp. 8-9. 



with barbarians ready for any mischief," wrote Arthur Young, 
the agricultural propagandist, "than extensive commons and 
divine service only once a month. . . . Do French principles 
make so slow a progress, that you should lend them such 
helping hands?" 1 The sensibility of the Victorian middle class 
was nurtured in the 1790s by frightened gentry who had seen 
miners, potters and cutiers reading Rights of Man, and its 
foster-parents were William Wilberforce and Hannah More. It 
was in these counter-revolutionary decades that the humanit-
arian tradition became warped beyond recognition. The abuses 
which Howard had exposed in the prisons in the 1770s and 
1780s crept back in the 1790s and 1800s; and Sir Samuel 
Romilly, in the first decade of the 19th century, found that his 
efforts to reform the criminal law were met with hostility and 
timidity; the French Revolution had produced (he recalled) 
— " a m o n g the higher orders . . . a horror of every kindof innova-
tion". "Everything rung and was connected with the Revolu-
tion in France," recalled Lord Cockburn (of his Scottish 
youth): "Everything, not this thing or that thing, but literally 
everything, was soaked in this one event." It was the pall of 
moraj equivocation which settled upon Britain in these years 
which stung Blake to fury: 

Because of the Oppressors of Albion in every City and Village . . , 
They compell the Poor to live upon a crust of bread by soft mild arts: 
They reduce the Man to want, then give with pomp and ceremony: 
The praise of Jehovah is chaunted from lips of hunger and thirst.8 

Such a disposition on the part of the propertied classes was 
not (as we have seen in the case of Colquhoun) conducive to 
accurate social observation. And it reinforced the natural 
tendency of authority to regard taverns, fairs, any large con-
gregations of people, as a nuisance—sources of idleness, brawls, 
sedition or contagion. And this general disposition, at the end 
of the 18th century, to "fudge" the evidence was abetted from 
three other directions. First, we have the utilitarian attitudes 
of the new manufacturing class, whose need to impose a work 
discipline in the factory towns made it hostile to many tradi-
tional amusements and levities. Second, there is the Methodist 
pressure itself, with its unending procession of breast-beating 

1 General View of the Agriculture of the County of Lincoln (1799), p. 439. 
2 For a further discussion of the attack upon the amusements and traditions of 

the poor, ste below pp. 401 ff. See also the challenging analysis of V . K i e r n a n , 
"Evangelical ism and the French Revolut ion", Past and Present, I, February 1952. 



sinners, pouring confessional biographies from the press. 
"Almighty Father, why didst thou bear with such a rebel?" 
asks one such penitent, a redeemed sailor. In his dissolute 
youth h e — 

went to horse-races, wakes, dances, fairs, attended the play-house, 
nay, so far had he forsaken the fear of his Maker and the counsel of 
his mother, that he several times got intoxicated with liquor. He 
was an adept in singing profane songs, cracking jokes, and making 
risible and ludicrous remarks. . . . 

As for the common sailor— 

His song, his bumper and his sweetheart (perhaps a street-pacing 
harlot) form his trio of pleasure. He rarely thinks, seldom reads, 
and never prays. . . . Speak to him about the call of God, he tells 
you he hears enough of the boatswain's call. . . . If you talk of 
Heaven, he hopes he shall get a good berth aloft: is hell mentioned ? 
he jokes about being put under the hatchway. 

" O my children, what a miracle that such a victim of sin 
should become a preacher of salvation!"1 

Such literature as this must be held up to a Satanic light 
and read backwards if we are to perceive what the "Jolly T a r " 
or the apprentice or the Sandgate lass thought about Authority 
or Methodist preachers. If this is not done, the historian may be 
led to judge the 18th century most harshly for some of the 
things which made life endurable for the common people. 
And, when we come to assess the early working-class movement, 
this kind of evidence is supplemented from a third direction. 
Some of the first leaders and chroniclers of the movement were 
self-educated working men, who raised themselves by efforts of 
self-discipline which required them to turn their backs upon 
the happy-go-lucky tavern world. "I cannot, like many other 
men, go to a tavern," wrote Francis Place: "I hate taverns and 
tavern company. I cannot drink, I cannot for any considerable 
time consent to converse with fools."2 The self-respecting 
virtues often carried with them corresponding narrowing 
attitudes—in Place's case leading him on to the acceptance of 
Utilitarian and Malthusian doctrines. And since Place was the 
greatest archivist of the early movement, his own abhorrence 

1 J o s h u a Marsden, Sketches of the Early Life'of a Sailor . . . (Hull, n.d. 1812?); 
for a different view of the iSth-century sailor, see R . B. Rose, " A Liverpool 
Sailor's Strike in the 18th Centurv" , Trans. Lanes, and Chesh. Antiq. Soc., LXV1II, 
1958. 

2 G r a h a m Wallas, Life of Francis Place (1918), p. 195. 



of the improvidence, ignorance, and licentiousness of the poor 
is bound to colour the record. Moreover, the struggle of the 
reformers was one for enlightenment, order, sobriety, in their 
own ranks; so much so that Windham, in 1802, was able to 
declare with some colour that the Methodists and the Jacobins 
were leagued together to destroy the amusements of the people: 

By the former.. . everything joyous was to be prohibited, to prepare 
the people for the reception of their fanatical doctrines. By the 
Jacobins, on the other hand, it was an object of important con-
sideration to give to the disposition of the lower orders a character 
of greater seriousness and gravity, as the means of facilitating the 
reception of their tenets.1 

Those who have wished to emphasise the sober constitutional 
ancestry of the working-class movement have sometimes 
minimised its more robust and rowdy features. All that we can 
do is bear the warning in mind. We need more studies of the 
social attitudes of criminals, of soldiers and sailors, of tavern 
life; and we should look at the evidence, not with a moralising 
eye ("Christ's poor" were not always pretty), but with an eye 
for Brechtian values—the fatalism, the irony in- the face of 
Establishment homilies, the tenacity of self-preservation. And 
we must also remember the "underground" of the ballad-
singer and the fair-ground which handed on traditions to the 
19th century (to the music-hall, or Dickens' circus folk, or 
Hardy's pedlars and showmen); for in these ways the "in-
articulate" conserved certain values—a spontaneity and 
capacity for enjoyment and mutual loyalties—despite the 
inhibiting pressures of magistrates, mill-owners, and Meth-
odists. 

W e may isolate two ways in which these "sub-political" 
traditions affect the early working-class movement: the pheno-
mena of riot and of the mob, and the popular notions of an 
Englishman's "birthright". For the first, we must realise that 
there have always persisted popular attitudes towards crime, 
amounting at times to an unwritten code, quite distinct from 
the laws of the land. Certain crimes were outlawed by both 
codes: a wife or child murderer would be pelted and execrated 
on the way to Tyburn. Highwaymen and pirates belonged to 
popular ballads, part heroic myth, part admonition to the 

1 W i n d h a m was speaking in a debate on bull-baiting, and on this issue no doubt 
most Methodists and Jacobins were united. See L . Radzinowicz, History of the 
English Criminal Law (1948-56), III , 205-6. 



young. But other crimes were actively condoned by whole 
communities—coining, poaching, the evasion of taxes (the 
window tax and tithes) or excise or the press-gang. Smuggling 
communities lived in a state of constant war with authority, 
whose unwritten rules were understood by both sides; the 
authorities might seize a ship or raid the village, and 
the smugglers might resist arrest—"but it was no part of the 
smuggling tactics to carry war farther than defence, or at times 
a rescue, because of the retaliatory measures that were sure to 
c o m e . . . O n the other hand, other crimes, which were easily 
committed and yet which struck at the livelihood of particular 
communities—sheep-stealing or stealing cloth off the tenters 
in the open field—excited popular condemnation.2 

This distinction between the legal code and the unwritten 
popular code is a commonplace at any time. But rarely have 
the two codes been more sharply distinguished from each other 
than in the second half of the 18th century. One may even see 
these years as ones in which the class war is fought out in terms 
of Tyburn, the hulks and the Bridewells on the one hand; and 
crime, riot, and mob action on the other. Professor Radzin-
owicz's researches into the History of English Criminal Law 
have added a depressing weight of evidence to the picture long 
made familiar by Goldsmith: 

Each wanton judge new penal statutes draw, 
Laws grind the poor, and rich men rule the law. . . . 

It was not (an important reservation) the judge but the 
legislature which was responsible for enacting ever more capital 
punishments for crimes against property: in the years between 
the Restoration and the death of George III the number of 
capital offences was increased by about 190—or more than one 
for every year: no less than sixty-three of these were added in 
the years 1760-1810. Not only petty theft, but primitive forms 
of industrial rebellion—destroying a silk loom, throwing down 
fences when commons were enclosed, and firing corn ricks— 
were to be punished by death. It is true that the police force was 
totally inadequate and the administration of "justice" hap-
hazard. It is true also that in the latter years of the 18th century, 
while capital offences multiplied, some juries became reluctant 
to convict, and the proportion of convicted offenders who were 

1 Serjeant Paul Swanston, Memoirs o f . . . a Soldier's Life (n.d.) 
2 For insight into the unwritten traditions o f the transported, see Russel W a r d , 

The Australian Legend (Melbourne, 1958), Ch. II. 



actually brought to execution fell.1 But the death sentence, if 
respited, was generally exchanged to the terrible living death of 
the hulks or to transportation. T h e procession to Tyburn (later, 
the scaffold outside Newgate) was a central ceremonial of 18th-
century London. The condemned in the carts—the men in 
gaudy attire, the women in white, with baskets of flowers and 
oranges which they threw to the crowds—the ballad-singers and 
hawkers, with their "last speeches" (which were sold even 
before the victims had given the sign of the dropped handker-
chief to the hangman to do his work): all the symbolism of 
"Tyburn Fair" was the ritual at the heart of London's popular 
culture. 

The commercial expansion, the enclosure movement, the 
early years of the Industrial Revolution—all took place within 
the shadow of the gallows. The white slaves left our shores for 
the American plantations and later for V a n Diemen's Land, 
while Bristol and Liverpool were enriched with the profits of 
black slavery; and slave-owners from West Indian plantations 
grafted their wealth to ancient pedigrees at the InarriSge-market 
in Bath. It is not a pleasant picture. In the lower depths, police 
officers and gaolers grazed on the pastures of crime—blood-
money, garnish money, and sales of alcohol to their victims. 
The system of graduated rewards for thief-takers incited them 
to magnify the offence of the accused. The poor lost their rights 
in the land and were tempted to crime by their poverty and 
by the inadequate measures of prevention; the small tradesman 
or master was tempted to forgery or illicit transactions by fear 
of the debtor's prison. Where no crime could be proved, the 
J.P.s had wide powers to consign the vagabond or sturdy rogue or 
unmarried mother to the Bridewell (or "House of Correction") 
—those evil, disease-ridden places, managed by corrupt officers, 
whose conditions shocked John Howard more than the worst 
prisons. The greatest offence against property was to have 
none. 

The law was hated, but it was also despised. Only the most 
1 See Radzinowicz, op. cit,, I, Parts I and 2. Dr . R a d z i n o w i c z shows that 

of 527 sentenced to death in London and Middlesex between 1749 and 1758 365 
were executed; whereas in 1790-9 745 were sentenced and only 220 executed. 
T h u s the ratio of executed to sentenced falls from roughly two in three to one 
in three: and continues to fall in the 1800s, O n the other hand, the majority of 
executions were for offences against property; e.g. of ninety-seven execut'ons 
i n London and Middlesex in 1785, only one was for murder, forty-three for bur-
lary, and the remainder for offences against property (foigery, horse-stealing, etc.). 
He concludes that these figures indicate national tendencies, and that " i n 1785 
the death penalty was inflicted almost exclusively for economic offences". 



hardened criminal was held in as much popular odium as the 
informer who brought men to the gallows. And the resistance 
movement to the laws of the propertied took not only the form 
of individualistic criminal acts, but also that of piecemeal and 
sporadic insurrectionary actions where numbers gave some 
immunity. When Wyvill warned Major Cartwright of the 
"wild work" of the "lawless and furious rabble" he was not 
raising imaginary objections. The British people were noted 
throughout Europe for their turbulence, and the people of 
London astonished foreign visitors by their lack of deference. 
The 18th and early 19th century are punctuated by riot, 
occasioned by bread prices, turnpikes and tolls, excise, 
"rescue", strikes, new machinery, enclosures, press-gangs and a 
score of other grievances. Direct action on particular griev-
ances merges on one hand into the great political risings of the 
"mob"—the Wilkes agitation of the 1760s and 1770s, the 
Gordon Riots (1780), the mobbing of the King in the London 
streets (1795 a n d 1820), the Bristol Riots (1831) and the 
Birmingham Bull Ring riots (1839). O n the other hand it 
merges with organised forms of sustained illegal action or 
quasi-insurrection—Luddism (1811-13), the East Anglian Riots 
(1816), the "Last Labourer's Revolt" (1830), the Rebecca 
Riots (1839 and 1842) and the Plug Riots (1842). 

This second, quasi-insurrectionary, form we shall look at 
more closely when we come to consider Luddism. It was a form 
of direct action which arose in specific conditions, which was 
often highly organised and under the protection of the local 
community, and as to which we should be chary of generalisa-
tion. The first form is only now beginning to receive the atten-
tion of historians. Dr. Rudć, in his study of The Crowd in the 
French Revolution, suggests that "the term "mobs', in the sense of 
hired bands operating on behalf of external interests . . . should 
be invoked with discretion and only when justified by the 
particular occasion". Too often historians have used the term 
lazily, to evade further analysis, or (with the suggestion of 
criminal elements motivated by the desire for loot) as a gesture 
of prejudice. And Dr. Rudć suggests that the term "revolution-
ary crowd" may be more useful when discussing riot in late 
i8th-century England as well as in revolutionary France. 

The distinction is useful. In i8th-century Britain riotous 
actions assumed two different forms: that of more or less 
spontaneous popular direct action; and that of the deliberate 



use of the crowd as an instrument of pressure, by persons 
"above" or apart from the crowd. The first form has not 
received the attention which it merits. It rested upon more 
articulate popular sanctions and was validated by more 
sophisticated traditions than the word "riot" suggests. The most 
common example is the bread or food riot, repeated cases of 
which can be found in almost every town and county until the 
1840s.1 This was rarely a mere uproar which culminated in the 
breaking open of barns or the looting of shops. It was legitimised 
by the assumptions of an older moral economy, which taught 
the immorality of any unfair method of forcing up the price of 
provisions by profiteering upon the necessities of the people. 

In urban and rural communities alike, a consumer-
consciousness preceded other forms of political or industrial 
antagonism. Not wages, but the cost of bread, was the most 
sensitive indicator of popular discontent. Artisans, self-employed 
craftsmen, or such groups as the Cornish tin miners (where the 
traditions of the "free" miner coloured responses until the 19 th 
century) ,2 saw their wages as regulated by custom or by their 
own bargaining. They expected to buy their provisions in the 
open market, and even in times of shortage they expected 
prices to be regulated by custom also. (The God-provided 
"laws" of supply and demand, whereby scarcity inevitably led 
to soaring prices, had by no means won acceptance in the 
popular mind, where older notions of face-to-face bargaining 
still persisted.) Any sharp rise in prices precipitated riot. An 
intricate tissue, of legislation and of custom regulated the 
"Assize of Bread", the size and quality of the loaf.3 Even 
the attempt to impose the standard Winchester measure for the 
sale of wheat, in the face of some customary measure, could 
ensue in riots. When the North Devon Agricultural Society 
imposed the standard Winchester Bushel in Bideford market in 
1812, one of its leading members was the recipient of a blood-
chilling letter: 

. . . Winter Nights is not past therefore your person shall not go home 
alive—or if you chance to escape the hand that guides this pen, a 

1 For the incidence of riots, see R . F. W . Wearmouth, Methodism and the Common 
People of the Eighteenth Century (1946). 

8 T h e Cornish "tr ibuters" or "tut-workers" were direct-contract workers, a 
minority of whom still in the late 18th century varied their work with pilchard 
fishing, small-holding (as did some Yorkshire lead miners), & c . : see J. R o w e , 
Cornwall in the Age of the Industrial'Resolution (Liverpool, 1953), pp. 26-7. 

8 For this complex position, see C. R . Fay, The Com Laws and Social England 
(Cambridge, 1932), Ch. I V . . 
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lighted Match will do eaqual execution. Your family I know not 
But the whole shall be inveloped in flames, your Carkase if any such 
should be found will be given to the Dogs if it Contains any Moisture 
for the Annimals to devour i t . . . l 

Food riots were sometimes uproarious, like the "Great Cheese 
Riot" at Nottingham's Goose Fair in 1764, when whole cheeses 
were rolled down the streets; or the riot in the same city, in 
1788, caused by the high price of meat, when the doors 
and shutters of the shambles were torn down and burned, 
together with the butcher's books, in the market-place.2 

But even this violence shows a motive more complex than 
hunger: retailers were being punished, on account of their 
prices and the poor quality of the meat. More often the "mobs" 
showed self-discipline, within a customary pattern of behaviour. 
Perhaps the only occasion in his life when John Wesley com-
mended a disorderly action was when he noted in his journal 
the actions of a mob in James' Town, Ireland; the m o b — 

had been in motion all the day; but their business was only with the 
forestallers of the market, who had bought up all the corn far and 
near, to starve the poor, and load a Dutch ship, which lay at the 
quay; but the mob brought it all out into the market, and sold it for 
the owners at the common price. And this they did with all the 
calmness and composure imaginable, and without striking or 
hurting anyone. 

In Honiton in 1766 lace-workers seized corn on the premises of 
the farmers, took it to market themselves, sold it, and returned 
the money and even the sacks back to the farmers.8 In the 
Thames Valley in the same year the villages and towns 
(Abingdon, Newbury, Maidstone) were visited by large 
parties of labourers, who styled themselves "the Regulators", 
enforcing a popular price on all provisions. (The action com-
menced with gangs of men working on the turnpike road, who 
said "with one Voice, Come one & all to Newbury in a Body to 
Make the Bread cheaper".)4 A Halifax example of 1783 repeats 
the same pattern of mass intimidation and self-discipline. The 
crowd was gathered from weaving villages outside the town, 
and descended upon the market-place in some sort of order 

1 Enclosure f r o m " T h o m a s Certain", in Skurray to H . O . . 2 5 March 1812, H . O . . 
42.121. 

s J . Blackner, History of Nottingham (Nottingham, 1815), pp. 383-4. 
3 See R . B. Rose, " 1 8 t h Century Price-Riots, the French Revolut ion, and the 

Jacobin M a x i m u m " , International Review of Social Hutory, I V , 1959, p. 435. 
* T . S . 11.3707. 



(formed into "twos") with an ex-soldier and coiner, Thomas 
Spencer, at their head. The corn merchants were besieged, and 
forced to sell oats at 30*. and wheat at 2 « , a load. When 
Spencer and a fellow rioter were subsequently executed, a 
strong force of military was brought out in expectation of a 
rescue attempt; and the funeral cart went up the Calder 
Valley to Spencer's home village on a road thronged for several 
miles with mourners.1 

Such "riots" were popularly regarded as acts of justice, and 
their leaders held as heroes. In most cases they culminated in 
the enforced sale of provisions at the customary or popular 
price, analogous to the French "taxation papulaire",2 the proceeds 
being given to the owners. Moreover, they required more 
preparation and organisation than is at first apparent; some-
times the " m o b " controlled the market-place for several days, 
waiting for prices to come down; sometimes actions were pre-
ceded by hand-written (and, in the 1790s, printed) handbills; 
sometimes the women controlled the market-place, while parties 
of men intercepted grain on the roads, at the docks, on the 
rivers; very often the signal for the action was given by a 
man or woman carrying a loaf aloft, decorated with black 
ribbon, and inscribed with some slogan. A Nottingham action 
in September 1812 commenced with seve'ral women, 

sticking a half penny loaf on the top of a fishing rod, after having 
streaked it with red ochre, and tied around it a shred of black crape, 
emblematic . . . of'bleeding famine decked in Sackecloth'.3 

T h e climactic year for such "riots" was 1795, a year of 
European famine or extreme scarcity, when the older popular 
tr adition was stiffened by the Jacobin consciousness of a minor-
ity. As prices soared, direct action spread throughout the 
country. In Nottingham women "went from one baker's shop 
to another, set their own price on the stock therein, and putting 
down the money, took it away". The Mayor of Gloucester 
wrote anxiously: 

I have great reason to be apprehensive of a visit from the Colliers 
in the Forest of Dean, who have for some days been going round to 
the Townes in their Neighbourhood, & selling the Flour, Wheat, & 
Bread belonging to the Millers & Bakers, at a reduced price. 

1 H. Ling Roth, The Yorkshire. Coiners (Halifax, 1906), p. ro8, 
2 See R . B. Rose, op. cit. 
3 J. F, Sutton, The Date-Book of Nottingham (Nottingham, 1880 edn.), p. 286. 



I n Newcastle the crowd enforced the sale of butter at 8d. a lb., 
wheat at I2J. per boll, and potatoes at 55. a load, in the 
presence of the town's officers: no violence was committed. At 
Wisbech the "Bankers" ("a most Outrageous Set of Men, 
whose numbers make them formidable")—gangs of rural 
workers engaged in-ditching, enclosure work, etc.—led a riot 
in the market headed by a man with a sixpenny loaf on a pitch-
fork. At Carlisle grain hidden in a warehouse was located, and 
its contents, as well as the cargo of a ship, were brought to the 
Town Hall and sold at i8j. a load. In Cornwall the "tinners" 
swarmed into the farmland, enforcing their "Laws of the 
Maximum". 1 

Actions on such a scale (and there were many others) 
indicate an extraordinarily deep-rooted pattern of behaviour 
and belief. Moreover, they were so extensive that the Privy 
Council (which was largely concerned with the problem of 
grain supplies from May to December 1795) could scarcely 
ensure the transport of supplies from one county to the next. 
Something in the nature of a war between the countryside and 
the towns grew up. The people of the rural districts believed 
that their corn would be sent to the cities, while they would be 
left to starve. The farmers refused to send grain to market, for 
fear it would be sold at the popular price. In the ports grain-
ships were stopped, since the people believed that factors were 
sending it abroad. Magistrates connived at the retaining of corn 
in their own districts. At Witney "the Inhabitants . . . seized 
some Grain as it was going to be sent out of the Country, 
brought it back, and sold it at a low price". Loads of wheat were 
stopped in Cambridge, and sold off in the market-place. In the 
West Riding, barges on the Calder and Aire were stopped and 
impounded by mobs. At Burford the people prevented a load 
of corn from being sent out of the town, and sold it at 8s. a 
bushel; a magistrate feared that the people of Birmingham 
might sally out and attack Burford. At Wells "a great many 
Women" prevented grain ships from sailing to London.2 

These popular actions were legitimised by the old paternalist 
moral economy. Although the old legislation against forestallers 

1 Nott ingham: J . F. Sutton, op. cit., p. 207; Gloucester, Wisbech and Carl is le: 
H.O. 42.35; Newcastle: E , Mackenzie, Descriptive and Historical Account of New-
castle-upon-Tyne (Newcastle, 1827), p. 72; Cornwal l : Rowe, op. cit. pp. 104-5, and, 
for later actions, pp. 142, 158-62, 181-4. See also W . P. Hal l , British Radicalism, 
'79>-97 (New Y o r k , 1912), pp. 202-15. 

2 P . C . A, 56/8; H . O . 42.35/7. 



and regraters had been largely repealed or abrogated by the 
end of the 18th century, it endured with undiminished vigour, 
both in popular tradition and in the minds of some Tory 
paternalists, including no less a person than the Lord Chief 
Justice (Kenyon), who made known his view, in 1795, that 
forestalling and engrossing remained offences at common law. 1 

In the popular mind, these offences encompassed any exploi-
tive action calculated to raise the price of provisions, and in 
particular the activities of factors, millers, bakers, and all 
middlemen. "Those Cruall Villions the. Millers Bakers etc 
Flower Sellers rases Flowe under a Comebination to what price 
they please on purpose to make an Artificall Famine in a Land 
of plenty"—so runs a handbill of 1795, from Retford. " T h e 
corn factors and the sort of peopul which we call huckstors and 
mealmen which have got the corn in to there hands and thay 
hold it up and Sell it to the poor at thare owne price"—so runs 
a petition from some labourers in Leeds.2 The great millers 
were believed to corner the grain in order to enhance its price; 
in Birmingham a large flour mill, powered by steam, at Snow 
Hill was attacked in 1795; while London's great Albion Flour 
Mills burned down on two occasions. On the first occasion, 
arson was rumoured, since the Mills were believed to practise 
forms of adulteration; the people were "willing spectators", 
and "ballads of rejoicing were printed and sung on the spot". 
On the second occasion (1811), "the populace rejoiced at the 
conflagration".3 

Hence the final years of the 18th century saw a last desperate 
effort by the people to reimpose the older moral economy as 
against the economy of the free market. In this they received 
some support from old-fashioned J.P.s, who threatened to 
prosecute forestallers, tightened controls over markets, or 
issued proclamations against engrossers who brought up 
growing corn in the fields.4 The Speenhamland decision of 
1795, t o subsidise wages in relation to the price of bread, must 

1 T h e ancient statutes were repealed in 1772 and 1791, but lor the complicated 
situation existing in the 1790s, see Fay, op. c i t Ch. I V and D. G. Barnes, History of 
the English Com Laws (1930), C h . V . 

2 F a y , op. cit. p. 44; Leeds petition to Duke of Portland, 20 July i j g 5 , H . O . 
42-35-

a C . Gi l l , History of Birmingham (O .U.P . , 1952), I , p. 128; R . Southey, Letters 
from England (2nd edn. 1 808), III , 179-81; Alfred, 25 October 1811. 

4 See, e.g., H . O . 42.35 for resolutions of a committee of the leading inhabitants 
of Gloucester (26 J u n e 1795), threatening prosecutions for forestalling and regrat-
ing; and extracts from the Blackburn Meal, July-Sept. 1795, in G, C . Miller, Black-
burn: The Evolution of a Cotton Town (Blackburn, 1951), pp. 23, 60-3. 



be seen as arising out of this background; where the custom of 
the market-place was in dissolution, paternalists attempted to 
evoke it in the scale of relief. But the old customary notions 
died hard. There was a scatter of prosecutions for forestalling 
between 1795 and 1800; in 1800 a number of private prosecut-
ing societies were formed, which offered rewards for convic-
tions; and an important conviction for forestalling was upheld 
in the High Courts, to the evident satisfaction of Lord Kenyon. 1 

But this was the last attempt to enforce the old paternalist 
consumer-protection. Thereafter the total break-down of 
customary controls contributed much to popular bitterness 
against a Parliament of protectionist landlords and lausezfaire 
commercial magnates. 

In considering only this on§ form of "mob" action we have 
come upon unsuspected complexities, for behind every such 
form of popular direct action some legitimising notion of 
right is to be found. On the other hand, the employment of the 
" m o b " in a sense much closer to Dr. Rudć's definition ("hired 
bands operating on behalf of external interests") was an estab-
lished technique in the 18th century; and—what is less often 
noted—it had long been employed by authority itself. The 1688 
settlement was, after all, a compromise; and it was convenient 
for the beneficiaries to seek to confirm their position by encour-
aging popular antipathy towards Papists (potential Jacobites) 
on the one hand, and Dissenters (potential Levellers) on the 
other. A mob was a very useful supplement to the magistrates in 
a nation that was scarcely policed. John Wesley, in his early 
years, and his first field-preachers, often encountered these 
mobs who acted under a magistrate's licence. One of the most 
violent encounters was at Wednesbury and Walsall in 1743. By 
Wesley's account the mob was highly volatile and confused as 
to its own intentions. The "captains of the rabble" were the 
"heroes of the town": but the only ones identified are an 
"honest butcher" and a "prize-fighter at the bear-garden" who 
both suddenly changed sides and took Wesley's part. The matter 

1 See Fay, op. eit., p. 55; Barnes, op. cit., pp. 81-3; J . Ashton, The Dawn of the 
igth Century in England (1906), pp. 240-1; W . Smart, Economic Annals of the igth 
Century (1910), I, pp. 5-6; Miller, op. cit., pp. 94, 103; J . A . Langford, A Century of 
Birmingham Life (Birmingham, 1868), II , pp. 101-2; and especially J . S. Girdler, 
Observations on the Pernicious Consequences ofForestalling, Re grating, andlngrossing (1800), 
pp. 209-15. T h e Earl of Warwick, w h o m o v e d unsuccessfully a resolution in the 
House of Lord authorising J.P.s to fix the pric of com, declared that "ther had 
been no les than 400 convictions for forestalling, regrating, and monopolising" 
within the previous months; Hansard, X X X V (t8oo), 839. 



becomes more clear when we learn that the mob was backed by 
the local magistrates, and by a local vicar, who was outraged 
by Wesley's local preachers ("a Bricklayer, and then a Plumber-
Glazier") who had "alienated the Affections" of Colliers from 
the Church, and called the clergy "dumb Dogs". Indeed, by 
Wesley's account, "some of the gentlemen . . . threatened to 
turn away collier or miner out of their service that did not come 
and do his part". 1 John Nelson's Journal gives us an example 
from Grimsby where it was the minister of the Church of 
England w h o — 
got a man to beat the town drum through the town, and went 
before the drum, and gathered all the rabble he could, giving them 
liquor to go with him to fight for the Church. 

At the door of the house where Nelson was preaching it was the 
parson who cried out to the mob, "Pull down the house! Pull 
down the house!" 

But of greater importance than these provincial manifesta-
tions of popular feeling upon particular issues was the London 
mob, whose presence is continually felt in the political history 
of the 18 th century and which Wilkes removed altogether from 
the control of the agents of authority in the 1760s. In a sense, 
this was a transitional mob, on its way to becoming a self-
conscious Radical crowd; the leaven of Dissent and of political 
education was at work, giving to the people a predisposition to 
turn out in defence of popular liberties, in defiance of authority, 
and in "movements of social protest, in which the underlying 
conflict of poor against rich . . . is clearly visible . . .".2 The 
Spitalfields silk-weavers and their apprentices had long been 
noted for their anti-authoritarian turbulence; Dr. Rude, in his 
study of Wilkes and Liberty, notes occasions where industrial 
conflict slips over into Wilkite demonstration, and where the 
slogans of the (crowd took a republican or revolutionary turn: 
"Damn the King, damn the Government, damn the Justices!", 
"This is the most glorious opportunity for a Revolution that 
ever offered!" For nearly a decade London and the south 
seemed (in the words of one critic) to be " a great Bedlam under 
the dominion of a beggarly, idle and intoxicated mob without 
keepers, actuated solely by the word Wilkes . . . " . a These were 
the supporters who: 

1 Wesley's Journal (Everyman), I, pp. 438-44, 455; Some Papers giving an Account 
ofthe Rise and Progress of Methodism at Wednesbury (1744), p . 8. 

2 G . Rude, op. cit., p. 237. 
3 G . Rude, Wilkes and Liberty (Oxford, 1962), pp. 50, 173. 



demonstrated in St. George's Fields, at Hyde Park Corner, at the 
Mansion House, in Parliament Square and at St. James's Palace; 
who shouted, or chalked up, "Wilkes and Liberty" in the streets 
of the City, Westminster and Southwark; who pelted Sheriff Harley 
and the common hangman at the Royal Exchange when they 
attempted to burn No. 45 of The North Briton; who smashed the 
windows of Lords Bute and Egremont and daubed the boots of 
the Austrian Ambassador; who paraded the Boot and Petticoat in 
the City streets, and burned Colonel Luttrell and Lords Sandwich 
and Barrington in effigy outside the Tower of London. These are 
the elements whom contemporaries and later historians have— 
either from indolence, prejudice or lack of more certain knowledge 
—called "the mob" 1 

They were also the people—tradesmen, servants, coal-heavers, 
sailors, artisans and wage-earners of all descriptions—who 
demonstrated for Wilkes on the hustings and who dragged him 
in triumph through the streets whenever he was victorious. 

Dr. Rudć is right to rescue the London crowd from the 
imputation of being mere hooligans and "criminal elements"; 
and the distinction which he draws between the hired ruffians 
brought in to support the anti-Wilkite candidate, Proctor, and 
the spontaneous ebullience of the Wilkite majority is significant. 
However, in protesting against the "prejudice" ofhistorian&, he 
protests too much. For the London crowd of the 1760s and 
1770s had scarcely begun to develop its own organisation or 
leaders; had little theory distinct from that of its "managers"; 
and there is a sense in which it was manipulated and called out 
by Wilkes to "operate on behalf of external interests"—the 
interests of the wealthy tradesmen, merchants, and manufact-
urers of the City who were Wilkes's most influential supporters. 
Wilkes himself affected a cynical contempt for the huzzas of his 
own plebeian following: " D o you suppose," it is said that he 
asked his opponent, Colonel Luttrell, while watching the 
cheering throngs on the hustings, "that there are more fools 
or rogues in that assembly?" And the anomaly between the 
libertarian aspirations of the crowd and the mob-technique of 
its management, is further emphasised when we recall that the 
Wilkite merchants and tradesmen captured key posts in the 
government of the City, so that the Londoners who mobbed the 
carriages and broke the windows of the Great knew—no less 
than the Walsall miners—that they were acting under licence. 
The Wilkite crowd was in fact at a half-way house in the 

1 G . R u d ć , Wilkes and Liberty, p. 181. 



emergence of popular political consciousness; while its most 
popular slogan was "Liberty!" many of its members were 
highly volatile and might equally well swing round to attack 
"alien" elements or smash the windows of citizens who failed 
to illuminate them on "patriotic" occasions.1 

This is most clearly revealed in the Gordon Riots o f 1780. 
Here we see a popular agitation which passed swiftly through 
three phases. In the first phase the "revolutionary crowd", well 
organised by the popular Protestant Association, marched in 
fair order behind great banners to present a petition against 
Catholic toleration to the Houses of Parliament. Those foremost 
in the demonstration were "the better soft of tradesmen . . . 
well-dressed, decent sort of people . . . exceeding quiet and 
orderly and very civil". This. was Dissenting London, and 
among them Gibbon described some fanatical "Puritans", 
"such as they might be in the time of Cromwell . . . started out 
from their graves". The refusal of the House of Commons to 
debate the petition—and Lord George Gordon's harangues— 
led on to angry scenes which introduced the second phase. This 
phase may be described as one of licensed spontaneity, leading 
on to mob violence informed by " a groping desire to settle 
accounts with the rich, if only for a day" ; some of the "better 
sort of tradesmen" faded away, while journeymen, apprentices, 
and servants—and some criminals—thronged the streets.2 

The cry " N o Popery" had reverberated in the popular con-
sciousness since the Commonwealth and 1688; and no doubt 
swept in many whose sub-political responses were described by 
Defoe many years before—"stout fellows that would spend the 
last drop of their blood against Popery that do not know 

1 For Proctor, see R u d ć , Wilkes and Liberty, pp. 59-60, Since Dr. R u d ć is the 
foremost pioneer in this important field, it is perhap3 ungrateful to suggest the 
deficiencies in his analysis. But it should be noted that he shows no interest in 
the dissenting tradition of London artisans; and little interest in the debating clubs 
and tavern societies which w o u l d be intellectual and organising foci for the crowd; 
nor in the underground politics of the ballad-vendors and "patterers" . For further 
insight into plebeian politics in L o n d o n , see G . R u d ć , " T h e L o n d o n ' M o b ' of the 
Eighteenth C e n t u r y " , Historical Journal, ii (1959); L u c y S. Sutherland, The City and 
the Opposition to Government, ij6&-ijj4 (1959) and " T h e City in Eighteenth-
Century Politics", in Essays presented to Sir Lewis Namter, ed. R . Pares and A . J . P. 
T a y l o r (1956); and, for tavern life, M , D . George, London Life in the Eighteenth 
Century (1928), Ch. V I . 

2 S e e G . R u d e , " T h e G o r d o n Riots" , Trans. Royal Hist. Soc. (1956), Fifth Series, 
V o l . § and Christopher H i b h e r t , King Mob (1958). D r . R u d ć places less emphasis 
than M r . Hibbert upon the degree to which criminals and prostitutes were 
involved in the final stages of the r iots— D r . R u d ć analysing a sample of prisoners 
(the majority wage-eamers) brought before the Courts, M r . Hibbert relying more 
upon eyewitness accounts of the riots. See also J , P. de Castro, The Gordon Riots 
(Oxford, 1926). 



whether it be a man or a horse". The riots were directed in the 
first place against Catholic chapels and the houses of wealthy 
Catholics, then against prominent personalities in authority— 
including Lord Chief Justice Mansfield and the Archbishop of 
York—who were believed to sympathise with Catholic eman-
cipation, then against the prisons—whose inmates were 
released—and finally culminated in an attack on the Bank 
itself. Throughout this second phase, the sense of a "licensed" 
mob continued: the Wilkite city authorities were conspicuous 
by their inactivity or absence, in part through fear of incurring 
popular odium, in part through actual connivance at disorders 
which strengthened their hands against the King and his 
Government. It was only when the third phase commenced— 
the attack on the Bank on one hand, and indiscriminate orgies 
of drunkenness, arson, and pick-pocketing on the other—that 
the "licence" was withdrawn: the inactive Lord Mayor at last 
sent a desperate message to the Commander-in-Chief calling 
for "Horse and Foot to assist the civil power" and Alderman 
Wilkes himself went out to repel the mob on the steps of 
the Bank. The rapidity with which the riots were quelled 
emphasises the previous inactivity of the City authorities. 

We have here, then, something of a mixture of manipulated 
mob and revolutionary crowd. Lord George Gordon had tried 
to emulate Wilkes, but he had nothing of Wilkes's well-judged 
audacity and splendid sense of the popular mood. He released 
a spontaneous process of riot, which yet was under the immunity 
of the Wilkite City fathers. J&roups of rioters threw up their 
own temporary leaders, reminiscent of Thomas Spencer the 
Halifax coiner—James Jackson, a watch-wheelcutter, who rode 
a carthorse and waved a red and black flag, and Enoch Foster, 
a circus strong man, who amused the mob by hurling floor-
boards through the windows of a Whitechapel house. But this 
kind of mixture is never seen in the metropolis again. In 1780 
the London people, despite their excesses, were under the 
protection of the libertarian Whigs, who saw them as a counter-
weight to the pretentions of the Throne: Burke deplored the use 
of the military in subduing the riots, while Fox declared that 
he would "much rather be governed by a mob than a standing 
army". But after the French Revolution no Whig politician 
would have risked, no City father condoned, the tampering 
with such dangerous energies; while the reformers, for their 
part, worked to create an organised public opinion, and 



despised the technique of unleashing the mob. "Mobility" was 
a term proudly adopted by igth-century Radicals and Chart-
ists for their peaceable and well-conducted demonstrations. 

The last great action of an i8th-century mob was at Birming-
ham in 1791, in a form which should make us especially chary 
as to generalisations about the "revolutionary crowd". 1 Birm-
ingham was perhaps the greatest centre of middle-class Dissent; 
its Old and New Unitarian Meetings included some of the 
largest employers in the district; Dissenters played so large a 
part in the economic, intellectual, and corporate life of the 
city that the "Church and K i n g " party had long felt the 
bitterness which came, not from strength, but from waning 
power and prestige. The ostensible occasion for the riots was a 
dinner held by middle-class reformers (many of them Dis-
senters) on 14 July 1791, to celebrate the fall of the Bastille. 
That night and for the next three days the "bunting, beggarly, 
brass-making, brazen-faced, brazen-hearted, blackguard, 
bustling, booby Birmingham mob" ran amuck in the city and 
its environs, sacking two Unitarian and one Baptist meeting-
house, burning or looting a score of houses and many shops of 
wealthy Dissenters (or supposed sympathisers), and releasing 
prisoners from the Town Prison. While Dissenters were the 
chief victims (especially those associated with the cause of 
reform) "it was not always clear" (Mr. Rose comments), 
"whether rich dissenters were attacked because they were 
dissenters or because they were rich". The cries of their assail-
ants ranged from "Church and K i n g ! " to "No Popery!" 

As to the authenticity of popular resentment against some of 
the wealthy Dissenters there can be no doubt. (For example, one 
of the victims, William Hutton, had earned particular un-
popularity in his office as a commissioner for the Birmingham 
Court of Requests, a court for the enforcement of the payment 
of small debts.) But there are a number of peculiarly suspicious 
circumstances in the Birmingham riots which recall John 
Wesley's treatment nearly fifty years previously at the hand? of 
the Walsall mobs. First, there is the undoubted complicity of 
several prominent Tory magistrates and clergy, who encour-
aged the rioters at their commencement, directed them to the 
meeting-houses, intervened only half-heartedly, refused to 

1 In the account which follows I h a v e drawn largely upon the definitive study 
by R . B. Rose, " T h e Priestley Riois 6f 1791" , Past and Present, November 1960, 
pp. 68-88. * 



prosecute offenders, and may even have indicated "legitimate" 
targets for mob violence. Second, there is the small number of 
effective rioters in the important actions. Apart from miners 
and others from surrounding villages who joined in the week-
end looting, the marauding mob was rarely estimated at above 
250, while repeated accounts speak of a hard core of about 
thirty incendiaries who did most of the serious damage. Third, 
there is the evidence that this hard core (which may not even 
have been composed of local men) worked to a definite plan of 
campaign and was exceptionally well-briefed as to the religious 
and political affiliations of prominent Birmingham citizens. 
The riots may have been motivated—as Priestley charged— 
by "religious bigotry", and the Bastille Day celebrations 
certainly served as their pretext. But it was a discriminatory 
outburst, under the licence of a part of the local Establishment, 
and it should be regarded "as an episode in which the 'country 
gentlemen' called out the urban mob to draw the dissenting 
teeth of the aggressive and successful Birmingham bourgeoisie". 
At the same time, it was "an explosion of latent class hatred 
and personal lawlessness triggered-off by the fortuitous coming 
together of old religious animosities and new social and political 
grievances",1 in which the actions of the mob went beyond the 
limits anticipated at their permissive origin. 

But it is a serious error to generalise from the Birmingham 
riots as to the general hostility of the urban poor to French 
Revolutionary or "Jacobin" ideas. As we Shall see, the welcome 
to the first stages of the French Revolution came largely from 
middle-class and Dissenting groups. It was not until 1792 that 
these ideas gained a wide popular following, mainly through the 
agency of Paine's Rights of Man. Thus the Priestley riots can be 
seen as a late backward eddy of the transitional mob, before the 
Painite propaganda had started in earnest the formation of a 
new democratic consciousness. Riots, of course, continued for 
many years after 1792: either upon specific issues—Bamford's 
Passages in the Life of a Radical commences with a roll-call of the 
riots, at Bridport, Bideford, Bury, Newcastle, Glasgow, Ely, 
Preston, Nottingham, Merthyr, Birmingham, Walsall, at the 
close of the Napoleonic Wars—or (notably at Bristol, Merthyr, 
Nottingham and Derby in 1831 and at Birmingham in 1839) 
as insurrectionary climaxes to Radical agitation. In the Bristol 
riots we meet again some of the features of the Gordon and 

1 R . B. Rose, op. cit., p. 84. 



Priestley Riots: the sack of the Bishop's Palace and the Mansion 
House, the release of prisoners from the gaols, the looting and 
burning of unpopular citizen's houses and shops. But the 
authorities could find no conspiracy behind the rioters—at 
the most an excited free-thinking tradesman, Charles Davis, 
who went about waving his hat on the end of his umbrella, 
shouting "Down with the churches and mend the roads with 
them!", and who was hanged for his pains.1 T h e riots took 
place, not under the slogan of "Church and King!" but of 
"King and Reform!" and the King was only coupled with the 
latter cry because it was believed that he favoured a Reform 
Ministry. It was not the Dissenters but leading Churchmen 
(many of whom were West India slave-holders) who were the 
main target. At the same time, the democratic sentiments 
informing the rioters should not mislead us into mistaking the 
Bristol Riots for a politically-conscious revolutionary action. 
Bristol in 1831 exemplifies the persistence of older, backward-
looking patterns of behaviour, just as much as Manchester in 
1819 exemplifies the emergence of the self-disciplined patterns 
of the new working-class movement. Ignorance and super-
stition had been jerked from loyalist into Radical courses; but we 
get a whiff of the Gordon and Priestley Riots in the words of the 
Bristol rioter who threw an armful of manuscripts and books 
from" the Cathedral Chapter Library into the fire, declaring 
"there could be no reform without books were burnt".2 

The true mobs, in the sense of "hired bands operating on 
behalf of external interests", are the "Church and K i n g " mobs 
employed from 1792 onwards to terrorise the English Jacobins.8 

While these mobs were sometimes directed against wealthy and 
prominent reformers—as in the case of Thomas Walker of 
Manchester—they belong to the tradition of the Walsall mine-
owners and the Grimsby Parson, andwereso highly organised by 
—and sometimes paid by—"external interests" that it is 
difficult to take them as indicative of any authentic independent 
popular sentiment. Moreover, despite the complete licence 
offered in many places by clergy and J.P.s to anti-Jacobin 
mobs they rarely involved more than a small group of picked 

1 Another similar feature is the sense of licence given to the crowd by magistrates 
w h o were "stupefied with terror" and who refused to accompany the troops; and 
by the humane Commanding Officer, Lt.-Col. Brereton, w h o rode among the 
crowd huzzaing for " T h e K i n g and Reform". See A " C i t i z e n " [John Eagles], 
The Bristol Riots (Bristol, 1832). 

2 Eyewitness account in Bristol Times, 30 October 1931. 
3 See pp. 1 1 2 ff. below. 



hooligans, and they never sparked off popular violence on the 
scale of Birmingham in 1791. There were important urban 
centres—notably Sheffield and Norwich—where the "Church 
and K i n g " mob acted with very limited success. Nor was 
it possible to employ these mobs on any scale in London. 
The acquittal of the Jacobin prisoners in 1794 was the signal 
for popular triumph on the scale of the Wilkite celebrations. 
In 1795 the London crowd was revolutionary in mood and 
(through the London Corresponding Society) was discovering 
new forms of organisation and leadership. Perhaps the crucial 
encounter was in October 1797, at the height of anti-Jacobin 
repression, when there was an inspired attempt to destroy 
Thomas Hardy's premises when he refused to illuminate on the 
occasion of a naval victory. The attack was beaten off by a 
guard of 100 members of the L.C.S., "many of them Irish, 
armed with good shillelahs". It was an historic victory: as one 
of the "guard" recalled, " I never was in so long-continued and 
well-conducted a fight as was that night made by those who 
defended Hardy's house." When Hardy looked back on the 
incident his own feelings were decided: "I do not relish the 
government of a mob." 1 And we may see in the events of four 
years later an ironic sequel. In 1801 London was once again 
illuminated, but this time it was in honour of the preliminaries 
of peace which had been signed between Britain and France. 
This time the mob vented its feelings by breaking every window 
in the house of a bellicose anti-Jacobinjournalist, who refused to 
illuminate for the peace. There was no popular guard and even 
the City authorities were tardy in sending protection. The 
journalist was William Cobbett.8 

1 J o h n B i n n s , Recollections (Philadelphia, 1854); Hardy, op . cit., pp. 85-6. 
2 G . D. H . Cole, Life of William Cobbett (1924), p. 76. W a r recommenced, with 

Cobbett 's full support, in M a y 1803. 



C H A P T E R F O U R 

T H E F R E E - B O R N E N G L I S H M A N 

IN 1 7 9 7 THE defenders of Hardy's house were fighting a 
rearguard action. In the next few years, when a French in-
vasion was possible, there is no doubt that the patriotic senti-
ments of the populace threatened the surviving Jacobins with 
mob terrorism. In Westminster, with its wide franchise, it 
was still possible to defeat the Radicals in 1806 by deploying 
the resources of bribery and deference. Francis Place saw 
servants of the Duke of Northumberland "in their showy dress 
liveries, throwing lumps of bread and cheese among the dense 
crowd of vagabonds": 

To see these vagabonds catching the lumps, shouting, swearing, 
fighting, and blackguarding in every possible way, women as well 
as men, all the vile wretches from the courts and alleys in St. Giles 
and Westminster, the Porridge Islands, and other miserable places; 
to see these people representing, as it was said, the electors of West-
minster, was certainly the lowest possible step of degradation. . . . 

Beer was given to the crowd, the heads of the butts were 
knocked in and, "coal-heavers ladled the beer out with their 
long-tailed, broad-brimmed hats . . . but the mob pressing on, 
the butts were upset, and the beer flowed along the gutters, 
from whence some made efforts to obtain it". Place looked on, 
appalled at this "disgraceful scene". But in the next year 
(1807) Place and his friends organised a Radical election com-
mittee which worked among the people with such effect that 
Westminster returned two Radical Members, Sir Francis 
Burdett and Lord Cochrane.1 And from that time forward, 
the tradition of "Radical London" is almost unbroken. Burdett 
was able in 1810 to model his tactics upon those of Wilkes, and 
assume the support of the populace in his contest with the 
Government. In the main provincial centres much the same is 

1 A d d . MSS. 27850 ff., 19-20: 27838 ff, 19-20; G . D . H . Cole and A. W . Filson, 
British Working Class Movements (1951), pp. 79-80. See below, C h . X I I I . 



true by 1812: "the mob" (a Sheffield diarist noted), "dislike all 
but a thorough Reformer".1 By the time that the Wars ended 
(1815), it was not possible, either in London or in the industrial 
North or Midlands, to employ a "Church and K i n g " mob to 
terrorise the Radicals. 

From time to time, between 1815 and 1850, Radicals, 
Owenites, or Chartists complained of the apathy of the people. 
But—if we leave out of account the usual election tumults—it is 
generally true that reformers were shielded by the support of 
working-class communities. At election times in the large towns, 
the open vote by show of hands on the "hustings" which 
preceded the poll usually went overwhelmingly for the most 
radical candidate. The reformers ceased to fear "the mob", 
while the authorities were forced to build barracks and take 
precautions against the "revolutionary crowd". This is one of 
those facte of history so big that it is easily overlooked, or 
assumed without question; and yet it indicates a major shift in 
emphasis in the inarticulate, "sub-political" attitudes of the 
masses. 

The shift in emphasis is related to popular notions of "inde-
pendence", patriotism, and the Englishman's "birthright". 
T h e Gordon Rioters of 1780 and the "Church and K i n g " 
rioters in Birmingham in 1791 had this in common: they felt 
themselves, in some obscure way, to be defending the "Con-
stitution" against alien elements who threatened their "birth-
right". They had been taught for so long that the Revolution 
settlement of 1688, embodied in the Constitution of King, 
Lords and Commons, was the guarantee of British inde-
pendence and liberties, that the reflex had been set u p — 
Constitution equals Liberty—upon which the unscrupulous 
might play. And yet it is likely that the very rioters who 
destroyed Dr. Priestley's precious library and laboratory were 
proud to regard themselves as "free-born Englishmen". 
Patriotism, nationalism, even bigotry and repression, were all 
clothed in the rhetoric of liberty. Even Old Corruption ex-
tolled British liberties; not national honour, or power, but 
freedom was the coinage of patrician, demagogue and radical 
alike. In the name of freedom Burke denounced, and Paine 
championed, the French Revolution: with the opening o f the 
French Wars (1793), patriotism and liberty occupied every 
poetaster: 

1 T . A . W a r d , Peeps into the Past, ed. A . B. Bell (1909), p. 192, 



Thus Britons guard their ancient fame, 
Assert their empire o'er the sea, 

And to the envying world proclaims 
One nation still is brave and free— 

Resolv'd to conquer or to die, 
True to their KING, their LAWS, their LIBERTY,1 

The invasion scare resulted in a torrent of broadsheets and 
ballads on such themes, which form a fitting background 
for Wordsworth's smug and sonorous patriotic sonnets: 

It is not to be thought of that the Flood 
Of British freedom, which, to the open sea 
Of the world's praise, from dark antiquity 
Hath flowed, "with pomp of waters, unwithstood," . . . 

"Not to be thought o f " : and yet, at this very time, freedom of 
the press, of, public meeting, of trade union organisation, 
of political organisation and of election, were either severely 
limited or in abeyance. What, then, did the common English-
man's "birthright" consist in? "Security of property!" answered 
Mary Wollstonecraft: "Behold . . . the definition of English 
liberty".2 And yet the rhetoric of liberty meant much more— 
first of all, of course, freedom from foreign domination. And, 
within this enveloping haze of patriotic self-congratulation, 
there were other less distinct notions which Old Corruption felt 
bound to flatter and yet which were to prove dangerous to it in 
the long run. Freedom from absolutism (the constitutional 
monarchy), freedom from arbitrary arrest, trial by jury, 
equality before the law, the freedom of the home from arbitrary 
entrance and search, some limited liberty of thought, of speech, 
and of conscience, the vicarious participation in liberty (or in ite 
semblance) afforded by the right of parliamentary opposition 
and by elections and election tumults (although the people had 
no vote they had the right to parade, huzza and jeer on the 
hustings), as well as freedom to travel, trade, and sell one's own 
labour. Nor were any of these freedoms insignificant; taken 
together, they both embody and reflect a moral consensus 
in which authority at times shared, and of which at all times 
it was bound to take account.3 

Indefinite as such a notion as "moral consensus" may be, 
this question of the limits beyond which the Englishman was not 

1 Anti-Jaeobin, i January 1798. 
2 A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), p. 23. 
3 Sce E. H a l ć v y , op. cit., I, pp. 193-212. 



prepared to be "pushed around", and the limits beyond which 
authority did not dare to go, is crucial to an understanding of 
this period. The stance of the common Englishman was not so 
much democratic, in any positive sense, as anti-absolutist. 
He felt himself to be an individualist, with few affirmative 
rights, but protected by the laws against the intrusion of 
arbitrary power. More obscurely, he felt that the Glorious 
Revolution afforded a constitutional precedent for the right to 
riot in resistance to oppression. And this indeed was the central 
paradox of the 18 th century, in both intellectual and practical 
terms: constitutionalism was the "illusion of the epoch". 
Political theory, of traditionalists and reformers alike, was 
transfixed within the Whiggish limits established by the 1688 
settlement, by Locke or by Blackstone. For Locke, the chief 
ends of government were the maintenance of civil peace, and 
the security of the person and of property. Such a theory, 
diluted by self-interest and prejudice, might provide the 
propertied classes with a sanction for the most bloody code 
penalising offenders against property; but it provided no 
sanction for arbitrary authority, intruding upon personal or 
property rights, and uncontrolled by the rule of law. Hence 
the paradox, which surprised many foreign observers, of a 
bloody penal code alongside a liberal and, at times, meticulous 
administration and interpretation of the laws. The 18th 
century was indeed a great century for constitutional theorists, 
judges and lawyers. The poor man might often feel little pro-
tection when caught up in the law's toils. But the jury system 
did afford a measure of protection, as Hardy, Home Tooke, 
Thelwall and Binns discovered. Wilkes was able to defy King, 
Parliament and administration—and to establish important 
new precedents—by using alternately the law courts and the 
mob. There was no droit ad minis tratif, no right of arbitrary arrest 
or search. Even in the 1790s, each attempt to introduce a 
"continental" spy system, each suspension of Habeas Corpus, 
each attempt to pack juries, aroused an outcry beyond the 
reformers' own ranks. If any—faced by the records of Tyburn 
and of repression—are inclined to question the value of these 
limits, they should contrast the trial of Hardy and his colleagues 
with the treatment of Muir, Gerrald, Skirving and Palmer in 
1793-4 in the Scottish courts.1 

1 See pp. 124 ff, below. T h e evidence is fully discussed in Lord Cockburn's 
learned and lively Examination of the Trials for Sedition . . . in Scotland (Edinburgh, 
1888). 



This constitutionalism coloured the less articulate responses 
of the "free-born Englishman". He claimed few rights except 
that of being left alone. No institution was as much hated, in 
the 18th century, as the press-gang. A standing Army was 
deeply distrusted, and few of Pitt's repressive measures aroused 
as much discontent as the erection of barracks near the in-
dustrial towns. The right of individuals to bear arms in their 
own defence was claimed by reformers. The profession of a 
soldier was held to be dishonourable. "In arbitrary Monarch-
ies," wrote one pamphleteer, 

where the Despot who reigns can say to his wretched subjects, "Eat 
straw", and they eat straw, no wonder that they can raise Armies 
of human Butchers, to destroy their fellow creatures; but, in a 
country like Great Britain, which at least is pretended to be free, it 
becomes a matter of no small surprize that so many thousands of 
men should deliberately renounce the privileges and blessings 
attendant on Freemen, and voluntarily sell themselves to the most 
humiliating and degrading Slavery, for the miserable pittance of 
sixpence a day. . . 

The "crimping-houses" used for military recruiting in Holborn, 
the City, Clerkenwell and Shoreditch were mobbed and 
destroyed in three days of rioting in August 1794.® At the 
height of the agitation by the framework-knitters for protective 
legislation in 1812, the secretary of the Mansfield branch wrote 
in alarm when he learned that the workers' representatives 
were proposing a clause authorising powers of inspection and 
search into the houses of manufacturers suspected of evading the 
proposed regulations: " i f iver that bullwark is broke down of 
every english mans hous being his Castil then that strong barrer 
is for iver broke that so many of our ancestors have bled for 
and in vain".3 Resistance to an effective police force continued 
well into the 19th century. While reformers were prepared to 
agree that a more effective preventive police was necessary, with 
more watchmen and a stronger nightly guard over property, 
any centralised force with larger powers was seen as: 

1 Anon., Letters on the Impolicy of a Standing Amy in Time of Peace, and on the 
unconstitutional and iltegdl Measure of Barracks (1793). J°hn Trenchards History of 
Standing Armies in England (1698) was republished in 1731, 1739, 1780 and in the 
Jacobin Philanthropist (1795)- ,. OK „ 

* See Rudć, Wilkes and Liberty, p. 14; S. Maccoby, English Radicalism, ijm-i^s 
(1951), P 91. It was said that prostitutes, known as "gallows bitches , enticed 
men into the house where they were forcibly "recruited": see H. M . Saunders, 
The Crimps (1794). 

a Records of-the Borough of Nottingham, V I I I (1952), p. 152. 



a system of tyranny; an organised army of spies and informers, 
for the destruction of all public liberty, and the disturbance of all 
private happiness. Every other system of police is the curse of 
despotism. . . 

The Parliamentary Committee of 1818 saw in Bentham's 
proposals for a Ministry of Police "a plan which would make 
every servant of every house a spy on the actions of his master, 
and all classes of society spies on each other". Tories feared 
the over-ruling of parochial and chartered rights, and of the 
powers of the local J.P.s; Whigs feared an increase in the 
powers of Crown or of Government; Radicals like Burdett and 
Gartwright preferred the notion of voluntary associations of 
citizens or rotas of householders; the radical populace until 
Chartist times saw in any police an engine of oppression. A 
quite surprising consensus of opinion resisted the establishment 
of "one supreme and resistless tribunal, such as is denominated 
in other countries the 'High Police'—an engine . . . invented 
by despotism. . . ."2 

In hostility to the increase in the powers of any centralised 
authority, we have a curious blend of parochial defensiveness, 
Whig theory, and popular resistance. Local rights and customs 
were cherished against the encroachment of the State by gentry 
and common people alike; hostility to "the Thing" and to 
"Bashaws" contributed much to the Tory-Radical strain 
which runs through from Cobbett to Oastler, and which 
reached its meridian in the resistance to the Poor Law of 1834. 
(It is ironic that the main protagonists of the State, in its 
political and administrative authority, were the middle-class 
Utilitarians, on the other side of whose Statist banner were 
inscribed the doctrines of economic laissez faire.) Even at the 
peak of the repression of the Jacobins, in the middle 1790s, 
the fiction was maintained that the intimidation was the work 
of "voluntary" associations of "private" citizens (Reeves' 
Anti-Jacobin Society or Wilberforce's Society for the Suppres-
sion of Vice); while the same fiction was employed in the 
persecution of Richard Carlile after the Wars. State subsidies 
to the "official" press during the Wars were administered 
guiltily, and with much hedging and diplomatic denial. The 
employment of spies and of agents provocateurs after the Wars 
was the signal for a genuine outburst of indignation in which 

1 J. P. Smith, An Account of a Successjid Experiment (1812). 
2 The Times, 31 January 1823: see Radzinowicz, op. cit., I l l , pp. 354-64. 



very many who were bitterly opposed to manhood suffrage 
took part. 

Moreover, not only freedom from the intrusions of the State 
but also belief in the equality of rich and poor before the law 
was a source of authentic popular congratulation. Sensational 
reading-matter, such as the New Newgate Calendar: or Malefactor's 
Bloody Register, recorded with satisfaction instances of the 
noble and influential brought to Tyburn. Local annalists noted 
smugly such cases as that of Leed's "domineering villanous 
lord of the manor" who was executed in 1748 for killing one of 
his own tenants in a fit of temper. Radicals might affect a well-
based cynicism. If the law is open alike to rich and poor, said 
Home Tooke, so is the London Tavern: "but they will give 
you a very sorry welcome, unless you come with money 
sufficient to pay for your entertainment".1 But the conviction 
that the rule of law was the distinguishing inheritance of the 
"free-born Englishman", and was his defence against arbitrary 
power, was upheld even by the Jacobins. The London Corres-
ponding Society, in an Address of 1793, sought to define the 
difference in status between the English commoner and the 
commoner in pre-revolutionary France: "our persons were 
protected by the laws, while their lives were at the mercy of 
every titled individual. . . . We were MEN while they were 

S L A V E S . " 

This defensive ideology nourished, of course, far larger 
claims to positive rights. Wilkes had known well how to strike 
this chord—the champion defending his individual rights 
passed imperceptibly into the free-born citizen challenging 
King and Ministers and claiming rights for which there was no 
precedent. In 1776 Wilkes went so far as to plead in the House 
of Commons for the political rights of "the meanest mechanic, 
the poorest peasant and day labourer", w h o — 

has important rights respecting his personal liberty, that of his wife 
and children, his property however inconsiderable, his wages . . . 
which are in many trades and manufactures regulated by the power 
of Parliament. . . . Some share therefore in the power of making 
those laws which deeply interest them . . . should be reserved even 
to this inferior but most useful set of men. . . . 

The argument is still that of Ireton (or Burke) but property-
rights are interpreted in a far more liberal sense; and Wilkes 

1 T," Walker, Review qf some Political Events in Manchester (1794), p. 87, 



rounded it off with the customary appeal to tradition and 
precedent: 

Without a true representation of the Commons our constitution 
is essentially defective . . . and all other remedies to recover the 
pristine purity of the form of government established by our ances-
tors would be ineffectual. 

"Pristine purity", "our ancestors"—these are key-phrases, 
and for twenty years arguments among reformers turned upon 
nice interpretations of these terms. Which model was pure and 
pristine, to which ancestors should reformers refer? To the 
founding fathers of the United States, breaking free from the 
trammels of precedent, it seemed sufficient to find certain 
truths "self-evident". But to Major John Cartwright (1740-
1824), publishing his pamphlet Take Your Choice in the same 
year as the Declaration of Independence (1776), it seemed 
necessary to shore up his case for annual parliaments, equal 
electoral districts, payment of Members, and adult manhood 
suffrage, with reference to Saxon precedent. The "good, grey 
Major" (as he became known nearly half a century later) 
defined as early as this the main claims of advanced political 
reformers, from 1776 to the Chartists and beyond.1 And from 
these claims he never swerved. Incapable of compromise, 
eccentric and courageous, the Major pursued his single-minded 
course, issuing letters, appeals, and pamphlets, from his seat in 
Boston, Lines, surviving trials, tumults, dissension and repres-
sion. It was he who set out before the Napoleonic Wars had 
ended, to found the first reform societies of a new era, the 
Hampden Clubs, in those northern industrial regions where his 
clerical brother had accelerated other processes of change with 
his invention of the power-loom. But although the Major's 
principles and proposals outlived his own long lifetime, his 
arguments did not. 

In a moment, we shall see why. (The answer, in two words, 
is Tom Paine.) But we should first note that in the twenty years 
before the French Revolution a new dimension was in practice 
being added to the accepted procedures of the Constitution. 
The press had already established indefinite rights independent 
of King, Lords and Commons; and the agitation surrounding 
Wilkes's North Briton revealed both the precariousness of these 
rights and the sensitivity of a large public in their defence. But 

1 M a j o r Cartwright also c a m e to advocate the secret ballot, but not the sixth 
Chartist point, the abolition of property-qualifications for M.P.s. 



the second half of the 18th century sees also the rise of the 
Platform,1—the "extra-parliamentary" pressure-group, cam-
paigning for more or less limited aims, mobilising opinion 
"without doors" by means of publications, great meetings, and 
petitions. Different uses of platform and petition were adopted 
by bodies as various as Wilkes's supporters, Wyvill's county 
associations, the Protestant Association (which figured at the 
start of the Gordon Riots), the "economical" reformers, the 
anti-slavery agitation, agitation for the repeal of disabilities 
upon Nonconformists. While Wilberforce or Wyvill might wish 
to limit their agitation to gentlemen, or to freeholders, preced-
ents were established, and the example was contagious. A new 
cog was added to the complicated machinery of constitution; 
Erskine and Wyvill, using the familiar mechanical imagery of 
checks and balances,2 called for "Clock-Work Regularity in 
the movements of the People". Major John Cartwright went 
further—the more fuss stirred up, for the most far-reaching 
demands, among all classes of people, the better: 

On the old maxim of teaching a young archer to shoot at the moon 
[he wrote to Wyvill] in order that he may acquire the power of 
throwing his arrow far enough for practical purposes, I have always 
thought that a free discussion of the principle of Universal Suffrage 
the most likely means of obtaining any Reform at all worth con-
tending for. 

For the Major—although he couched his arguments in terms 
of precedent and tradition—believed in methods of agitation 
among "members unlimited". In the years of repression, 
1797-9, the squire of Boston issued a reproof to the caution of 
the north Yorkshire reformer. "I am but little afraid of your 
Yeomanry," he wrote to Wyvill, "but your Gentlemen I 
dread. . . . It is fortunate for me that hitherto all the Gentlemen, 
except one, have been on the other side. M y efforts, therefore, 
have not been maimed by their councils, and I have on all 
occasions spoken out": 

I feel as if nothing but strong cordials, and the most powerful 
stimulants, can awaken the People to any thing energetic. . . . 
Unless our appeals convince all under-standings, and the truths 
we utter irresistibly seize on the heart, we shall do nothing. . . . If 
you should, in order to get on at all, be compelled to propose mere 
expedients short of such energetic appeals, I hope in God you will 

1 I use here the term of Henry Jephson, whose two-volume history of The Plat-
form (1892) is still the only consecutive study of this institution. 

2 See Asa Briggs, The Age of Improvement (1959), pp. 88 ff. 



be rescued from the situation by some strong-minded men at your 
Meeting. . . 

Similar constitutional arguments might, then, conceal deep 
differences in tone and in means of propaganda. But all re-
formers before Paine commenced with "the corruptions of the 
Constitution". And their degree of Radicalism can generally 
be inferred from the historical precedents cited in their writings. 
The Wilkite, but largely aristocratic, Supporters of the Bill of 
Rights (and its successors, the "Revolution Societies" (1788) 
and The Friends of the People (1792) ) were content to enforce 
the precedent of the settlement of 1688. The advanced Society 
for Constitutional Information, founded in 1780, whose 
pamphlets by Dr. Jebb, Cartwright, and Capel Lofft provided 
Thomas Hardy with his first introduction to the theory of 
reform, ranged widely—to the Magna Carta and beyond— 
for precedents, and drew upon both Anglo-Saxon and American 
example.2 And, after the French Revolution, theorists of the 
popular societies dealt largely in Anglo-Saxon "tythings", the 
Witenagemot, and legends of Alfred's reign. "Pristine purity", 
and "our ancestors", became—for many Jacobins—almost 
any constitutional innovation for which a Saxon precedent 
could be vamped up. John Baxter, a Shoreditch silversmith, a 
leader of the L.C.S. and a fellow prisoner with Hardy during 
the treason trials, found time to publish in 1796 an 830-page 
New and Impartial History of England, in which Saxon precedent 
is almost indistinguishable from the state of nature, the noble 
savage, or the original social compact. "Originally," Baxter 
supposed, "the constitution must have been free." History was 
the history of its corruption, "the Britons having been subdued 
first by the Romans, next by the Saxons, these again by the 
Danes, and, finally, all by the Normans . . .". As for the 
Revolution of 1688 it "did no more than expel a tyrant, and 
confirm the Saxon laws." But there were plenty of these laws 
still to be restored; and, next to manhood suffrage, the ones 
which John Baxter liked best were the absence of a standing 
Army, and the right of each citzen to go armed. He had arrived, 
by industrious constitutional arguments, at the right of the 
people to defy the Constitution. 

Nevertheless, as Mr. Christopher Hill has shown in his study 

1 C . W y v i l l , Political Papers, V , pp. 389-90, 399-.JOO. 
2 T h e Constitutional Society became quiescent in the later 1780s, b u t — w i t h 

H o m e Tooke as a prominent member—was most active after 1790. 



of the theory of the "Norman Yoke", these elaborate and often 
specious constitutional controversies were of real significance.1 

Even the forms of antiquarian argument conceal important 
differences in political emphasis. From the anonymous His-
torical Essay on the English Constitution (1771) to the early 1790s, 
the more advanced reformers were marked out by their fond-
ness for citing Saxon example. Long before this Tom Paine 
had published his Common Sense (1776) whose arguments were 
scarcely conducive to the appeal to precedent: 

A French bastard landing with an armed banditti and establishing 
himself King of England, against the consent of the natives, is, in 
plain terms, a very paltry, rascally original. It certainly hath no 
divinity in i t . . . The plain truth is that the antiquity of English 
monarchy will not bear looking into. 

But this was published on American soil; and, as we shall see, it 
was only after the French Revolution and the publication of 
Rights of Man that such iconoclasm was heard in England: 
"If the succession runs in the line of the Conqueror, the nation 
runs in the line of being conquered, and ought to rescue itself* 
from this reproach." Meanwhile, the theory of the "Norman 
Yoke" showed astonishing vitality; and even had a revival, in 
Jacobin circles, after 1793, when Paine was driven into exile 
ajid his Rights of Man was banned as seditious libel. 

This was, in part, a matter of expediency. Paine's prosecu-
tion revealed the limits of freedom permitted within the con-
ventions of constitutionalism. To deny altogether the appeal 
to "our ancestors" was actively dangerous. When Henry 
Yorke, the Sheffield reformer, was on trial in 1795, his defence 
turned upon this point: "In almost every speech I took essential 
pains in controverting the doctrines of Thomas Paine, who 
denied the existence of our constitution.. . I constantly asserted 
on the contrary, that we had a good constitution", "that 
magnanimous government which we derived from our Saxon 
fathers, and from the prodigious mind of the immortal Alfred". 
Even John Baxter, whose "Saxons" were Jacobins and sans-
culottes to a man, felt it expedient to dissociate himself from 
Paine's total lack of reverence: 

Much as we respect the opinions of Mr. Thomas Paine . . . we can-
not agree with him, that we have no constitution; his mistake seems 
to arise from having carried his views no further than the Norman 
Conquest. 

1 In Democrat and the Labour Movement, ed. J. Saville, (1954), esp. pp. 42-54. 



But it was more than expediency. According to legend, 
Saxon precedent provided legitimation for a constitutional 
monarchy, a free Parliament based on manhood suffrage, and 
the rule of law. In coming forward as "Patriots" and constitu-
tionalists, men like Major Cartwright and Baxter were attempt-
ing to take over the rhetoric of the age.1 It seemed that if 
matters were to be posed as bluntly as Paine posed them in 
Common Sense, then reformers would be farced to disengage 
from the constitutional debate altogether, and rest their claims 
upon reason, conscience, self-interest, "self-evident" truths. 
For many i8th-century Englishmen whose minds were nurtured 
in a constitutionalist culture the idea was shocking, unnerving, 
and, in its implications, dangerous. 

And yet it was necessary that this rhetoric should be broken 
through, because—even when tricked out in Baxter's im-
probable Saxon terms—it implied the absolute sanctity of 
certain conventions: respect for the institution of monarchy, for 
the hereditary principle, for the traditional rights of the great 
landowners and the Established Church, and for the represen-
tation, not of human rights, but of property rights. Once 
enmeshed in constitutionalist arguments—even when these were 
used to advance the claims of manhood suffrage—reformers 
became caught up in the trivia of piecemeal constitutional 
renovation. For a plebeian movement to arise it was essential 
to escape from these categories altogether and set forward far 
wider democratic claims. In the years between 1770 and 1790 
we can observe a dialectical paradox by means of which the 
rhetoric of constitutionalism contributed to its own destruction 
or transcendence. Those in the 18th century who read Locke 
or Blackstone's commentaries found in them a searching criti-
cism of the workings of faction and interest in the unreformed 
House of Commons.2 The first reaction was to criticise the 
practice of the 18th century in the light of its own theory; the 
second, more delayed, reaction was to bring the theory itself 

1 This rhetoric turns up in unlikely places. A late i8th-century bill advertises 
" t h a t Most antient, L o y a l , National , Constitutional and Lawful Diversion: 
BEAR-BAITING*'. Provincial Jacobin societies, between 1792 and 1796, usually 
described themselves as Constitutional or Patriotic. John Thelwall 's widow, when 
compiling his life, was at pains to note that her husband was "descended from a 
S a x o n family" , while Joseph Gerra ld , when proposing the dangerous expedient of 
a Nat ional Convention, cited as precedents the "folk-motes" of "our Saxon 
ancestor«". 

a*Erskine rested his defence of Paine, at his trial in absentia, upon passages from 
Blackstone, while the Sheffield reformer, Yorke, read extracts from Locke at public 
demonstrations. Student in the Temple , Trial of Thomas Hardu (l 794), p. 108. 



into discredit. And it was at this point that Paine entered, with 
Rights of Man, 

The French Revolution had set a precedent of a larger kind: 
a new constitution drawn up, in the light of reason and from first 
principles, which threw "the meagre, stale, forbidding ways/ 
O f custom, law, and statute" into the shadows. And it was not 
Paine, but Burke, who effected the first major evacuation of 
the grounds of constitutional argument. The French example, 
on one hand, and the industrious reformers quarrying for pre-
1688 or pre-Norman precedent, on the other, had made the 
old ground untenable. In his Reflections on the French Revolution 
(1790) Burke supplemented the authority of precedent by that 
of wisdom and experience, and reverence for the Constitution 
by reverence for tradition—that "partnership . . . between those 
who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be 
born". The theory of checks and balances upon the exercise of 
specific powers was translated into the moody notion of checks 
and balances upon the iniperfections of man's nature: 

The science of constructing a commonwealth . . . is not to be taught 
a priori. . . . The nature of man is intricate; the objects of society 
are of the greatest possible complexity: and therefore no simple 
disposition or direction of power can be suitable either to man's 
nature, or to the quality of his affairs. . . . The rights of men in 
governments are . . . often in balances between differences of good; 
in compromises sometimes between gojod and evil, and sometimes 
between evil and evil. . . . 

Radical reformers "are so taken up with their theories about the 
rights of man, that they have totally forgotten his nature". 
"By their violent haste and their defiance of the process of 
nature, they are delivered over blindly to every projector and 
adventurer, to every alchymist and empiric."1 

The argument is deduced from man's moral nature in 
general; but we repeatedly glimpse sight of the fact that it was 
not the moral nature of a corrupt aristocracy which alarmed 
Burke so much as the nature of the populace, "the swinish 
multitude". Burke's great historical sense was brought to imply 
a "process of nature" so complex and procrastinating that any 
innovation was full of unseen dangers — a process in which the 
common people might have no part. If Tom Paine was wrong to 
dismiss Burke's cautions (for his Rights of Man was written in 

1 Reflections on the French Revolution (Everyman edn.) pp. 58-9, 62, 166. 



reply to Burke), he was right to expose the inertia of class 
interests which underlay his special pleading. Academic judge-
ment has dealt strangely with the two men. Burke's reputation 
as a political philosopher has been inflated, very much so in 
recent years. Paine has been dismissed as a mere populariser. 
In truth, neither writer was systematic enough to rank as a 
major political theorist. Both were publicists of genius, both are 
less remarkable for what they say than for the tone in which it 
is said. Paine lacks any depth of reading, any sense of cultural 
security, and is betrayed by his arrogant and impetuous temper 
into writing passages of a mediocrity which the academic mind 
still winces at and lays aside with a sigh. But the popular mind 
remembers Burke less for his insight than for his epochal in-
discretion—"the swinish multitude"—the give-away phrase 
which revealed another kind ofinsensitivity of which Paine was 
incapable. Burke's blemish vitiates the composure of 18th-
century polite culture. In all the angry popular pamphleteering 
which followed it might almost seem that the issues could be 
defined in five words: Burke's two-word epithet on the one 
hand, Paine's three-word banner on the other. With dreaiy 
invention the popular pamphleteers performed satirical varia-
tions upon Burke's theme: Hog's Wash, Pig's Meat, Mast and 
Acoms: Collected by Old Hubert, Politics for the People: A Sal-
magundy for Szvine (with contributions from "Brother Grunter", 
"Porculus" and ad nauseam) were the titles of the pamphlets and 
periodicals. The stye, the swineherds, the bacon—so it goes on. 
"Whilst ye are . . . gorging yourselves at troughs filled with the 
daintiest wash; we, with our numerous train o{ porkers, are 
employed, from the rising to the setting sun, to obtain the. means 
of subsistence, by . . . picking up a few acorns," runs an Address 
to the Hon. Edmund Burke from the Swinish Multitude (1793). 
No other words have ever made the "free-born Englishman" so 
angry—nor so ponderous in reply. 

Since the Rights of Man is a foundation-text of the English 
working-class movement, we must look at its arguments and 
tone more closely.1 Paine wrote on English soil, but as an 
American with an international reputation who had lived for 

1 Paine returned to England in 1787, and was m u c h preoccupied with his 
experiments in bridge-building. T h e First Part of Rights of Man wasjmblished in 
1791: the Second Part in 1792. T h e most recent biography of h i n e — A . O. 
Alaridge, Man of Reason (1900)—is thorough but pedestrian, and adds little 
to our knowledge of Paine's English influence and connections. It should be read 
beside the lively but partisan Life (1892} by Moncure D. C o n w a y ; or the brief 
sketch by H. N. Brailsford in Shelley, Godwin and their Circle, 



close on fifteen years in the bracing climate of experiment and 
constitutional iconoclasm. "I wished to know," he wrote in the 
Preface to the Second Part, "the manner in which a work, 
written in a style of thinking and expression different to what 
had been customary in England, would be received," From 
the outset he rejected the framework of constitutional argu-
ment: " I am contending for the rights of the living, and 
against their being willed away, and controuled, and contracted 
for, by the manuscript-assumed authority of the dead." Burke 
wished to "consign over the rights of posterity for ever, on 
the authority of a mouldy parchment", while Paine asserted 
that each successive generation was competent to define its 
rights and form of government anew. 

As for the English Constitution, no such thing existed. At the 
most, it was a "sepulchre of precedents", a kind of "Political 
Popery"; and "government by precedent, without any regard 
to the principle of the precedent, is, one of the vilest systems that 
can be set up". All governments, except those in France and 
America, derived their authority from conquest and super-
stition: their foundations lay upon "arbitrary power". And 
Paine reserved his particular invective for the superstitious regard 
attached to the means by which the continuation of this power 
was secured—the hereditary, principle. " A banditti of ruffians 
overrun a country, and lay it under contributions. Their power 
being thus established, the chief of the band contrived to lose 
the name of Robber in that of Monarch; and hence the origin of 
Monarchy and Kings." As for the right of inheritance, "to 
inherit a Government, is to inherit the People, as if they were 
flocks and herds". "Kings succeed each other, not as rationals, 
but as animals. . . . It requires some talents to be a common 
mechanic; but to be a King, requires only the animal figure of a 
man—a sort of breathing automaton": 

The time is not very far distant when England will laugh at itself 
for sending to Holland, Hanover, Zell, or Brunswick for men, at 
the expense of a million a year, who understood neither her laws, 
her language, nor her interest, and whose capacities would scarcely 
have fitted them for the office of a parish constable. 

"What are those men kept for?", he demanded: 

Placemen, Pensioners, Lords of the Bed-chamber, Lords of the 
Kitchen, Lords of the Necessary-house, and the Lord knows what 
besides, can find as many reasons for monarchy as their salaries, 



paid at the expence of the country, amount to: but if I ask the far-
mer, the manufacturer, the merchant, the tradesman . . . the com-
mon labourer, what service monarchy is to him, he can give me 
no answer. If I ask him what monarchy is, he believes it is something 
like a sinecure. 

The hereditary system in general was consigned to the same 
oblivion: "an hereditary governor is as inconsistent as an 
hereditary author". 

Al l this was (and has some ofthe dare-devil air of) blasphemy. 
Even the sacred Bill of Rights Paine found to be "a bill of 
wrongs and of insult". It is not that Paine was the first man to 
think in this way: many i8th-century Englishmen must have 
held these thoughts privately. He was the first to dare to express 
himself with such irreverence; and he destroyed with one book 
century-old taboos. But Paine did very much more than this. 
In the first place he pointed towards a theory of the State and 
of class power, although in a confused, ambiguous manner. 
In Common-Sense he had followed Locke in seeing government as 
a "necessary evil". In the 1790s the ambiguities of Locke seem 
to fall into two halves, one Burke, the other Paine. Where 
Burke assumes government and examines its operation in the 
light of experience and tradition, Paine speaks for the governed, 
and assumes that the authority of government derives from 
conquest and inherited power in a class-divided society. The 
classes are roughly defined—"there are two distinct classes of 
men in the nation, those who pay taxes, and those who receive 
and live upon taxes"—and as for the Constitution, it is a good 
one for— 

courtiers, placemen, pensioners, borough-holders, and the leaders 
ofthe Parties. . . . ; but it is a bad Constitution for at least ninety-
nine parts of the nation out of a hundred. 

From this also, the war of the propertied and the unpropertied: 
"when the rich plunder the poor of his rights, it becomes an 
example to the poor to plunder the rich of his property".1 

By this argument, government appears as court parasitism: 
taxes are a form of robbery, for pensioners and for wars of 
conquest: while "the whole ofthe Civil Government is executed 
by the People of every town and country, by means of par ish 
officers, magistrates, quarterly sessions, juries, and assize, 

1 These last three passages are taken ftom Paine's Letter Addressed to the Addressers 
(1792), pp. 19, 26, 69, A l l others from Rights of Man. 



without any trouble to what is called the Government". So 
that—at this point—we are close to a theory of anarchism. 
What is required is less the reform than the abolition of 
government: "the instant formal Government is abolished, 
society begins to act". 

On the other hand, "society", acting through a representative 
system as a government opened up new possibilities which 
suddenly caught fire in Paine's mind while writing the crucial 
fifth chapter of the Second Part of Rights of Man. Here, after 
extolling commerce and industrial enterprise, clouting colonial 
domination (and—later—proposing international arbitration 
in place of war), hitting out at the penal code ("legal bar-
barity"), denouncing closed charters, corporations, and 
monopolies, and exclaiming against the burden of taxation, he 
came to rest for a moment on the sins of the landed aristocracy: 

Why . . . does Mr. Burke talk of this House of Peers, as the pillar of 
the landed interest? Were that pillar to sink into the earth,the same 
landed property would continue, and the same ploughing, sowing, 
and reaping would go on. The Aristocracy are not the farmers who 
work the land . . . but are the mere consumers of the rent. . . . 

And this led him on to far-reaching impressionistic- proposals 
for cutting the costs of government, Army and Navy; remitting 
taxes and poor rates; raising additional taxation by means of 
a graduated income-tax (rising to twenty shillings in the £ at 
£23,000 p.a.); and paying out the moneys raised or saved 
in sums to alleviate the position of the poor. He proposed 
family allowances: public funds to enable general education 
of all children,: old age pensions—"not as a matter of grace 
and favour, but of right" (for the recipients would receive back 
only a portion of what they had contributed in taxation): a 
maternity benefit, a benefit for newly-wedded couples, a 
benefit for funerals for the necessitous: and the build jng in 
London of combined lodging-houses and workshops to assist 
immigrants and unemployed: 

By the operation of this plan, the poor laws, those instruments of 
civil torture, will be superceded. . . . The dying poor will not be 
dragged from place to place to breathe their last, as a reprisal 
of parish upon parish. Widows will have a maintenance for their 
children . . . and children will no longer be considered as encreasing 
the distresses of their parents. . . . The number of petty crimes, the 
offspring of distress and poverty, will be lessened. The poor, as well 



as the rich, will then be interested in the support of Government, 
and the cause and apprehension of riots and tumults will cease. Ye 
who sit in ease, and solace yourselves in plenty . . . have ye thought 
of these things ? 

This is Paine at his strongest. The success of the First Part of 
Rights of Man was great, but the success of the Second Part 
was phenomenal. It was this part—and especially such sections 
as these—which effected a bridge between the older traditions 
of the Whig "commonwealthsman" and the radicalism of 
Sheffield cutlers, Norwich weavers and London artisans. Reform 
was related, by these proposals, to their daily experience 
of economic hardship. However specious some of Paine's 
financial calculations may have been, the proposals gave a 
new constructive cast to the whole reform agitation. If Major 
Gartwright formulated the specific demands for manhood 
suffrage which were to be the basis for a hundred years of 
agitation (and Mary Wollstonecraft, with her Rights of Women, 
initiated for the second sex an even longer era of struggle), 
Paine, in this chapter, set a course towards the social legisla-
tion of the 20th century. 

Few of Paine's ideas were original, except perhaps in this 
"social" chapter. " M e n who give themselves to their Energetic 
Genius in the manner that Paine does are no Examiners"— 
the comment is William Blake's. What he gave to English 
people was a new rhetoric of radical egalitarianism, which 
touched the deepest responses of the "free-born Englishman" 
and which penetrated the sub-political attitudes of the 
urban working people. Cobbett was not a true Painite, and 
Owen and the early Socialists contributed a new strand 
altogether; but the Paine tradition runs strongly through the 
popular journalism of the 19th century—Wooler, Carlile, 
Hetherington, Watson, Lovett, Holyoake, Reynolds, Brad-
laugh, It is strongly challenged in the 1880s; but the tradition 
and the rhetoric are still alive in Blatchford and in the popular 
appeal of Lloyd George. We can almost say that Paine estab-
lished a new framework within which Radicalism was confined 
for nearly 100 years, as clear and as well defined as the con-
stitutionalism which it replaced. 

What was this framework ? Contempt for monarchical and 
hereditary principles, we have seen: 
I disapprove of monarchical and aristocratical governments, 
however modified. Hereditary distinctions, and privileged order of 



every species . . . must necessarily counteract the progress of human 
improvement. Hence it follows that I am not among the admirers 
ofthe British Constitution. 

The words happen to be Wordsworth's—in 1793. And Words-
worth's also the retrospective lines which recapture more than 
any other the optimism of those revolutionary years w h e n — 
walking with Beaupuy—he encountered a "hunger-bitten" 
peasant g i r l — 

. . . and at the sight my friend 
In agitation said, " 'Tis against that 
That we are fighting," I with him believed 
That a benignant spirit was abroad 
Which might not be withstood, that poverty 
Abject as this would in a little time 
Be found no more, that we should see the earth 
Unthwarted in her wish to recompense 
The meek, the lowly, patient child of toil, 
All institutes for ever blotted out 
That legalised exclusion, empty pomp 
Abolished, sensual state and cruel power, 
Whether by edict ofthe one or few; 
And finally, as sum and crown of all, 
Should see the people having a strong hand 
In framing their own laws; whence better days 
To all mankind. 

A n optimism (which Wordsworth was soon to lose) but to 
which Radicalism clung tenaciously, founding it upon premisses 
which Paine did not stop to examine: unbounded faith in repre-
sentative institutions: in the power of reason: in (Paine's 
words) " a mass of sense lying in a dormant state" among the 
common people, and in the belief that " M a n , were he not 
corrupted by Governments, is naturally the friend of Man, and 
that human nature is not of itself vicious." And all this ex-
pressed in an intransigent, brash, even cocksure tone, with the 
self-educated man's distrust of tradition and institutes of 
learning ("He knew by heart all his own writings and knew 
nothing else", was the comment of one of Paine's acquaint-
ances), and a tendency to avoid complex theoretical problems 
with a dash of empiricism and an appeal to "Common Sense". 

Both the strehgths and the weaknesses of this optimism were 
reproduced again and again in igth-century working-class 
Radicalism. But Paine's writings were in no special sense aimed 
at the working people, as distinct from farmers, tradesmen and 



professional men. His was a doctrine suited to agitation among 
"members unlimited"; but he did not challenge the property-
rights of the rich nor the doctrines of laissez faire. His own 
affiliations were most obviously with men of the unrepresented 
manufacturing and trading classes; with men like- Thomas 
Walker and Holcroft; with the Constitutional Society rather 
than the L.C.S. His proposals for a graduated income tax 
anticipate more far-reaching notions of property redistribu-
tion; but they were aimed at the great landed aristocracy, 
where the hereditary principle involved in the custom of 
primogeniture gave him offence.. In terms of political democ-
racy he wished to level all inherited distinctions and privileges; 
but he gave no countenance to economic levelling. In political 
society every man must have equal rights as a citizen: in 
economic society he must naturally remain employer or 
employed, and the State should not interfere with the capital 
of the one or the wages of the other. The Rights of Man and the 
Wealth of Nations should supplement and nourish each other. 
And in this also the main tradition of igth-century working-
class Radicalism took its cast from Paine. There were times, at 
the Owenite and Chartist climaxes, when other traditions 
became dominant. But after each relapse, the substratum pf 
Painite assumptions remained intact. The aristocracy were 
the main target; their property might be threatened—even 
as far as Land Nationalisation or Henry George's Single T a x — 
and their rents regarded as a feudal exaction dating from " a 
French bastard" and his "armed banditti"; but—however 
hard trade unionists might fight against their employers— 
industrial capital was assumed to be the fruit of enterprise and 
beyond reach of political intrusion. Until the 1880s, it was, by 
and large, within this framework that working-class Radicalism 
remained transfixed. 

One other element Paine contributed to the igth-ceniury 
tradition: the true Painite—Carlile or James Watson or 
Holyoake—was also a free-thinker. " M y religion is to do 
good," Paine wrote in Rights of Man, and left the matter there.. 
But he saw himself as the champion of these rights against "the 
age of fiction and political superstition, and of craft and 
mystery": and it was natural that he should complete his work 
with The Age of Reason, a sustained invective against State 
religion and every form of priestcraft Paine wrote, not as an 
atheist, but as a Deist; the First Part, written in France in 



1793 under the shadow ofthe guillotine, saw proofs of a God in 
the act of Creation and in the universe itself, and appealed to 
Reason as opposed to Mystery, Miracle or Prophecy. It was 
published in England in 1795, by Daniel Isaac Eaton who 
sustained no fewer than seven prosecutions and—by 1812 
fifteen months of imprisonment and three years of outlawry— 
for his activities as a printer. Despite the brash provocations of 
its tone, The Age of Reason contained little that would have 
surprised the i8th-century Deist or advanced Unitarian. What 
was new was the popular audience to which Paine appealed, 
and the great authority of his name. The Second P a r t — 
published in 1796 (also by the courageous Eaton) 1—was an 
assault on the ethics of the Old Testament, and the veracity 
of the New, a pell-mell essay in biblical criticism: 

I have . . . gone through the Bible, as a man would go through a 
wood with an axe on his shoulders, and fell trees. Here they lie; 
and the priests, if they can, may replant them. They may, perhaps, 
stick them in the ground, but they will never make them grow. 

It has to be said that there are other uses far woods. Blake 
acknowledged the force and attack of Paine's arguments, 
rephrasing them in his own inimitable shorthand: 

That the Bible is all a State Trick, thro' which tho' the People at 
all times could see, they never had the power to throw off. Another 
Argument is that all the Commentators on the Bible are Dishonest 
Designing Knaves, who in hopes of a good living adopt the State 
religion . . . I could; name an hundred such. 

But Paine was incapable of reading any part of the Bible as 
(in Blake's words) " a Poem of probable impossibilities". 
For many of Paine's English followers during the years of 
repression, The Age of Reason was- as "a sword sent to divide". 
Some Jacobins who maintained their membership of Dissenting 
or Methodist churches resented both Paine's book and the 
opportunity which it afforded to their enemies to mount a 
renewed attack upon "atheists" and "republicans". The 
authorities, far their part, saw Paine's latest offence as sur-
passing all his previous outrages; he had taken the polite 
periods of the comfortable Unitarian ministers and the sceptic-
ism of Gibbon, translated them into literal-minded polemical 

1 Eaton published a " T h i r d P a r t " in 1811 , and was sentenced in 1812—at 
the age of s ixty—to a further eighteen months imprisonment and to the pillory. 
T . S. Howell , State Trials (1823), X X X I , pp. 927 ff. 



English, and thrown them to the groundlings. He ridiculed the 
authority of the Bible with arguments which the collier or 
country girl could understand: 

. . . the person they call Jesus Christ, begotten, they say, by a ghost, 
whom they call holy, on the body of a woman engaged in marriage 
and afterwards married, and whom they call a virgin seven hundred 
years after this foolish story was told. . . . Were any girl that is now 
with child to say . . . that she was gotten with child by a ghost, 
and that an angel told her so, would she be believed ? 

When we consider the barbaric and evil superstitions which the 
Churches and Sunday schools were inculcating at this time,1 

we can see the profoundly liberating effect which Paine's 
writing had on many minds. It helped men to struggle free 
from a pall of religious deference which reinforced the deference 
due to magistrate and employer, and it launched many 19th-
century artisans upon a course of sturdy intellectual self-
reliance and enquiry. But the limitations of Paine's "reason" 
must also be remembered; there was a glibness and lack of 
imaginative resource about it which remind one of Blake's 
strictures on the "single vision". In the Book of Ecclesiastes 
Paine could see only "the solitary reflection of a worn-out 
debauchee . . . who, looking back on scenes he can no longer 
enjoy, cries out, All is Vanity! A great deal of the metaphor and 
of the sentiment is obscure. . . . " 

The Age of Reason was not the only source-book for 19th-
century free thought. Many other tracts and translations 
(abridgements of Voltaire, D'Holbach, Rousseau) were 
circulated in Jacobin circles in the 1790s, the most influential 
of "which was Volney's Ruins of Empire. This was a profounder 
and more imaginative book than Paine's, an original study 
in comparative religion. Moreover, Volney's allegory of the 
evolution of priestcraft was correlated with an allegory of the 
growth of political despotism; in its conclusions it offered a 
more general message of toleration and of internationalism 
than did Paine. Unlike William Godwin's Political Justice 
(1793), whose influence was confined to a small and highly 
literate circle,® Volney's Ruins was published in cheap pocket-

1 See Chapter Eleven. 
2 Godwin's philosophical anarchism reached a working-class public only after 

the Wars; and then mainly through the Notes to Shelley's Qima Mob, in Richard 
Carlile's pirated editions. 



book form and remained in the libraries of many artisans in 
the 19th century. Its fifteenth chapter, the vision of a "New 
Age", was frequently circulated as a tract. In this the narrator 
sees a civilised nation determined to divide itself into two 
groups: those who "by useful labours contribute to the support 
and maintenance of society", on the one hand, and their 
enemies, on the other. The overwhelming majority are found 
in the first group: "labourers, artisans, tradesmen, and every 
profession useful to society". The second was "a petty group, 
a valueless fraction"—"none but priests, courtiers, public 
accountants, commanders of troops, in short, the civil, military, 
or religious agents of government". A dialogue takes place 
between the two groups: 

People. . . . What labour do you perform in the society? 
Privileged Class. None: we are not made to labour. 
People. How then have you acquired your wealth? 
Privileged Class. By taking the pains to govern you. 
People. To govern us! . . . We toil, and you enjoy; we produce and 

you dissipate; wealth flows from us, and you absorb it. Privi-
leged men, class distinct from the people, form a nation apart 
and govern yourselves. 

A few of the privileged class join the people (the vision con-
tinues) but the remainder attempt to cow the people with 
troops. The soldiers, however, ground their arms, and say: 
" W e are a part of the people." The privileged class next 
attempt to delude the people with priests, but these are 
rebuffed: "Courtiers and priests, your services are too expen-
sive; henceforth we take our affairs into our own hands." By a 
curious effect of translation, Volney's views appeared more 
radical in English than in French. The notion of the parasitic 
aristocratic estate or order comes through as the more gener-
alised "class" ofthe wealthy and idle. From this the sociology of 
post-war Radicalism was to be derived, which divided society 
between the "Useful" or "Productive Classes" on the one hand, 
and courtiers, sinecurists, fund-holders, speculators and 
parasitic middlemen on the other.1 

Volney's, however, was a somewhat later influence. Paine 
dominated the popular Radicalism of the early 1790s. It is true 
that his polemical literalness of mind gave a narrowness to the 
movement which (with the more sophisticated euphoria of 

1 See especially the discussion of W a d e and the Gorgon, be low, pp. 770 ff. 



Godwin) was bitterly caricatured by disenchanted reformers 
when French revolutionary Convention passed, by way of 
Terror, into Bonapartism. The critique and the caricature, 
expressed with the combined genius of Burke, Wordsworth, 
Coleridge, have dominated the judgements of many contempor-
ary scholars, themselves exposed to similar experiences of 
revolutionary disenchantment in the past twenty-five years. 

There was certainly a star-struck, messianic mood among 
some of the disciples of Godwin and of Paine, which prepared 
them for the acceptance of facile (and ultimately disenchanting) 
notions of human perfectibility: 

O, PAINE ! next to God, how infinitely are millions beholden to you for 
the small remnant of their liberties . . . Alexanders, Caesars, Ferdi-
nands, Capets, Frederics, Josephs, and Czarinas have . . . fought 
ferociously to enslave mankind; but it was reserved to you . . . to 
wave the celestial banners of the rights of man, over the tottering 
bastiles of Europe; to break the shackles of despotism from the 
ankles of millions, and destroy those yokes of oppression . . . for 
the necks of millions more as yet unborn.1 

Such moods are always to be found in periods of revolutionary 
excitement. But if the myth of Jacobin "totalitarianism" is 
applied to the English context, then it is necessary to rebut it 
with the simplest truths. Paine and his English followers did not 
preach the extermination of their opponents, but they did 
preach against Tyburn and the sanguinary penal code. The 
English Jacobins argued, for internationalism, for arbitration 
in place of war, for the toleration of Dissenters, Catholics and 
free-thinkers, far the discernment of human virtue in "heathen, 
Turk or Jew". They sought, by education and agitation, to 
transform "the mob" (in Paine's words) from "followers of 
the camp" to followers of "the standard of liberty". 

This is not to dismiss the charges against some English 
Jacobins, of doctrinaire notions and shallow moral experiment-
alism, whose most notable expression is in Book III of Words-
worth's Excursion. These have often been the vices ofthe "Left" . 
Paine had little historical sense, his view of human nature was 
facile, and his optimism ("I do not believe that Monarchy 
and Aristocracy will continue seven years longer in any of the 
enlightened countries in Europe") is of a kind which the 20th-
century mind finds tedious. But so great has been the reaction 
in our own time against Whig or Marxist interpretations of 

1 C i t izen R a n d o ) , o f Ostend, A Political Catechism of Mm (1795), p. 8. 



history, that some scholars have propagated a ridiculous 
reversal of historical roles: the persecuted are seen as fore-
runners of oppression, and the oppressors as victims of persecu-
tion. And so we have been forced to go over these elementary 
truths. It was Paine who put his faith in the free operation of 
opinion in the "open society": "mankind are not now to be 
told they shall not think, or they shall not read". Paine also 
who saw that in the constitutional debates of the 18th century 
"the Nation was always left out of the question". By bringing 
the nation into the question, he was bound to set in motion 
forces which he could neither control nor foresee. That is what 
democracy is about. 



C H A P T E R F I V E 

P L A N T I N G T H E L I B E R T Y T R E E 

W E M U S T N O W return to Thomas Hardy and his com-
panions who met in " T h e Bell" in Exeter Street in January 
1792. We have gone round this long way in order to break 
down the Chinese walls which divide the 18th from the 19th 
century, and the history of working-class agitation from the 
cultural and intellectual history of the rest of the nation. Too 
often events in England in the 1790s are seen only as a reflected 
glow from the storming of the Bastille.1 But the elements 
precipitated by the French example—the Dissenting and liber-
tarian traditions—reach far back into English history. And the 
agitation of the 1790s, although it lasted only five years (1792-6) 
was extraordinarily intensive and far-reaching. It altered the 
sub-political attitudes of the people, affected class alignments, 
and initiated traditions which stretch forward into the present 
century. It was not an agitation about France, although French 
events both inspired and bedevilled it. It was an English 
agitation, ofimpressive dimensions, for an English democracy.® 

Constitutionalism w?.s the flood-gate which the French 
example broke down. But the year was 1792, not 1789, and the 
waters which flowed through were those of Tom Paine. One 
way of approaching this is by way of some impressions of the 
north of England in the second half of 1792. In the summer the 
Secretary at War considered the situation serious enough to 
send the Deputy Adjutant-General on tour to ascertain the 
disposition of the troops and their dependability in time of 
emergency. At Sheffield he "found that the seditious doctrines 

1 For the popular societies, see G . S. Veitch, The Genesis of Parliamentary Reform 
(1913) ; W . P. Hal l , British Radicalism, 1791-97 (New Y o r k , 1912), and P. A , Brown, 
The French Revolution in English History (1918). See also J. Dechamps, Les lies 
Britanniques et La 'Revolution Franpaise (Brussels, 1949); H Collins, " T h e London 
Corresponding Society", in Democracy and the Labour Movement, e d . J , Saville (1954); 
W . A . L . Seaman, "British Democratic Societies in the French Revolution , 
(unpublished Ph.D. thesis, L o n d o n , 1954). 

2 It was, of course, in an even more intense form an agitation for Irish indepen-
dence and for Scottish democracy. See H , W . Meikle, Scotland and the French 
Revolution (Glasgow, 1912); R . B. M a d d e n , The United Irishmen (1842-6). 



of Paine and the factious people who are endeavouring to dis-
turb the peace of the country had extended to a degree very 
much beyond my conception". He saw in Sheffield a "centre of 
all their seditious machinations": 2,500 "of the lowest mech-
anics" were enrolled in the principal reform association (the 
Constitutional Society): 

Here they read the most violent publications, and comment on 
them, as well as on their correspondence not only with the dependent 
Societies in the towns and villages in the vicinity, but with those . . . 
in other parts ofthe kingdom. . . 

In the autumn and winter of 1792, Wilberforce (the Member 
far Yorkshire) received alarming reports from various corres-
pondents. Wyvill wrote to him of "the disposition of the lower 
people in the county of Durham": 

Considerable numbers in Bernard Castle have manifested disaffec-
tion to the constitution, and the words, "No King," "Liberty," and 
"Equality," have been written there upon the Market Cross. During 
the late disturbances amongst the keelmen at Shields and Sunder-
land, General Lambton was thus addressed: "Have you read this 
little work of Tom Paine's?" "No." "Then read it—we like it much. 
You have a great estate, General; we shall soon divide it amongst 
us."« 

In November a correspondent was writing from North Shields 
direct to Pitt, describing the seamen's strikes and riots ("P.S. 
Shocking to relate, the mob at this moment are driving some 
seamen or officers that have discovered a reluctance to comply 
with their mode of proceedings naked through the town before 
them") in terms bordering on panic: 

When I look round and see this Country covered with thousands of 
Pittmen, Keelmen, Waggonmen and other labouring men, hardy 
fellows strongly impressed with the new doctrine of equality, and 
at present composed of such combustible matter that the least spark 
will set them in a blaze, I cannot help thinking the supineness ofthe 
Magistrates very reprehensible.8 

From Leeds a prominent man wrote to Wilberforce of "Paine's 
mischievous work . . . compressed into a sixpenny pamphlet, 
and sold and given away in profusion. . . . You may see them in 
the houses of our journeymen cloth-dressers. The soldiers are 

1 Cited in A . Aspinall , The Early English Trade Unions (1949), pp. 4-5. 
8 R . f . and S. Wilberforce, Life of William Wilberforce (1838), II , p. 2. 
8 Powditch to Pitt, 3 November 1792, H . O . 42.22. 



every where tampered with." " T h e state of the country . . . 
seems very critical," Wilberforce noted in his diary. And he 
informed his Leeds correspondent, " I think of proposing to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury . . . the appointment of a day of 
fasting and humiliation." But from Leeds there came better 
news: a loyal mob had paraded the streets, 

carrying an image of Tom Paine upon a pole, with a rope round 
his neck which was held by a man behind, who continually lashed 
the effigy with a carter's whip. The effigy was at last burned in the 
market-place, the market-bell tolling slowly. . . . A smile sat on 
every face . . . "God Save the King" resounded in the streets 1 

The streets of Sheffield, however, witnessed scenes of a very 
different nature. Demonstrations were held at the end of 
November to celebrate the successes of the French armies at 
Valmy, and they were reported in the Sheffield Register (30 
November 1792), a weekly newspaper which supported the 
reformers. A procession of five or six thousand drew a quartered 
roasted ox through the streets amid the firing of cannon. In the 
procession w e r e — 

a caricature painting representing Britannia—Burke riding on a 
swine—and a figure, the upper part of which was the likeness of a 
Scotch Secretary,2 and the lower part that of an Ass . . . the pole 
of Liberty lying broken on the ground, inscribed "Truth is Libel" 
—the Sun breaking from behind a Cloud, and the Angel of Peace, 
with one hand dropping the "Rights of Man", and extending 
the other to raise up Britannia. 

— " A s resolute and determined a set of villains as I ever saw", 
remarked a hostile observer. 

Here is something unusual—pitmen, keelmen, cloth-dressers, 
cutlers: not only the weavers and labourers of Wapping and 
Spitalfields, whose colourful and rowdy demonstrations had 
often come out in support of Wilkes, but working men in 
villages and towns over the whole country claiming general 
rights for themselves. It was this—and not the French T e r r o r — 
which threw the propertied classes into panic. 

W e may see this if we look more closely at the events sur-
rounding the publication of Rights of Man. The first popular 
societies were not farmed until more than two years after the 
storming of the Bastille. There was a general disposition among 

1 Wilberforce, op. cit., II, pp. 1-5. 2 Henry Dundas, Home Secretary. 



the middle and upper classes to welcome the first events of the 
Revolution—even traditionalists argued that France was 
coming belatedly into line with British notions of the "mixed 
constitution". Dissenters—and notably Dr. Price—were some 
of the first to turn the French example to account by drawing 
British parallels and by deriving from the Glorious Revolution 
the right to bring our own "chief magistrate" to account. The 
agitation for the repeal of disabilities on Dissenters (the Test 
and Corporation Acts) reached its climax in the winter of 
1789-90; and in the high feelings aroused by this campaign 
(and the rejection of Repeal) the first provincial Constitutional 
Societies of the reformers, as well as the first "Church and 
K i n g " Clubs of their aristocratic opponents were formed. 
Burke's Reflections (in which Dr. Price was taken to task) was 
the first major sign of a general reaction and preceded the 
proclamation of the French Republic and the first Terror 
against counter-revolutionaries. Indeed, Burke surprised many 
tentative reformers (among whom Pitt as well as Burke himself 
had once been numbered) and even traditionalists by the heat 
of his arguments. As we have seen, thfe "Church and K i n g " 
riots in Birmingham in the summer of 1791 scarcely belong to 
the "French revolutionary" era. Although the pretext far the 
riots was a dinner to celebrate the anniversary of the fall of the 
Bastille, the propaganda of Jacobins and of anti-Jacobins had 
scarcely penetrated the populace. From May 1792 onwards 
anti-Jacobin demonstrations of the kind described by Wilber-
force in Leeds were more highly organised, more often com-
posed of the demoralised and the dependent, and more openly 
directed towards the intimidation of plebeian reformers. 

Nevertheless, the Birmingham riots signify a moment of 
transition.1 The evident complicity and satisfaction of the 
authorities angered and stiffened the reformers who, in many 
other parts of the country, had celebrated the fall of the Bastille 
without molestation. They served also, in a perverse way, as an 
advertisement of their activities, at a time when the First Part of 
Rights of Man was gaining in popularity. Lancashire magistrates 
detected a "general ill-humour", to which the Birmingham 
events had contributed, and they related this to "a very general 
spirit of combination amongst all sorts of labourers and 

1 T h e y have a farther significance in inhibiting the later development of the 
Birmingham Radical movement. If it had not been for the riots, B i rmingham— 
with its numerous small masters and artisans—might have become a leading Jaco-
bin centre alongside Norwich and Sheffield. 



artisans, who are in a state of disaffection to all legal control".1 

In London in August, perhaps in reply to the events in Birming-
ham, Home Tooke, the former lieutenant of Wilkes, presided 
over a "Select Meeting of the FRIENDS of UNIVERSAL PEACE and 
L I B E R T Y " at the Thatched House Tavern, issuing an Address 
and Declaration, in the form of a broadsheet, which pointed out 
in blunt terms the relevance to Britain of the French example. 

The pace quickens in the winter of 1791-2, when several of 
the reform societies—in the provinces and in London—were 
founded. In February 1792 the Second Part of Rights of Man, 
with its crucial "social" chapter, was published. In March the 
Constitutional Society2 was reorganised, with Home Tooke, 
who was to act as the energetic go-between of different sections 
of reformers, as a leading spirit. In April a number of Whig 
peers and parliamentarians founded an exclusive "Society 
of Friends of the People", one of the aims of which was to 
offset the unconstitutional extremism of Paine, and whose most 
important positive contribution was the publication of the 
report of a committee which investigated, with Fabian thor-
oughness, the state of parliamentary representation, corruption, 
and influence. In May, 1792, a Royal Proclamation against 
seditious publications was issued, aimed in particular at Paine. 
That summer Austro-Prussian armies entered France: the 
King and Queen were arrested: and the first terror against 
supporters of the ancien regime commenced. The National 
Convention met in September, and the first year of the Repub-
lic was proclaimed. In November John Reeves founded his anti-
Jacobin association: in December Paine was outlawed (in his 
absence) and Rights of Man was condemned as seditious libel. 
In January 1793 Louis was executed, and in February war 
between England and France commenced. 

Events strung together baldly in this way can be misleading. 
What is remarkable is the very dramatic change which took 
place in the twelve months between February 1792 and 
February 1793. At the beginning of this year Pitt confidently 
expected "fifteen years" of peace. More than six months later 
he still hoped to profit from France's turmoil while preserving 

1 Aspinal l , op, cit., p. i . 
? T h a t is, the London or national Society for Constitutional Information, which 

did not have provincial branches. Provincial Constitutional Societies (like those 
at Sheffield, Manchester and Derby) corresponded with L o n d o n — a n d often 
with the L . C . S . as m u c h as with the S . C . I . — b u t w e r e founded and conducted 
independently. 



British neutrality. The Proclamation of May, 1792, signified 
the first serious alarm on the part of the Government as to the 
extent ofthe Painite propaganda; but this was still regarded as a 
purely domestic issue. Three factors altered the situation. First, 
the rapid radicalisation of the French Revolution after the 
September massacres. Second, the direct threat to British 
interests and to the diplomatic balance in Europe presented by 
the expansionist fervour ofthe new Republic. Third, dangerous 
signs of confluence between the revolutionary exhilaration in 
France and the growing Jacobin movement at home. In 
November 1792, the Convention had issued its famous decree 
of "fraternity and assistance" to all peoples; later in the same 
month, fraternal delegations attended upon the Convention 
from London and Scotland, and a deputy (Gregoire) saluted 
the new republic soon to arise on the banks of the Thames, 
Paine, in his French exile, was elected deputy for the Pas-de-
Calais. By December the expansionist policy of the vacillating 
Girondins was confirmed in Savoy, the Rhineland, Nice and 
Belgium, and the slogan was sounded, "War upon chdteaux; peace 
to cottages". The actual occasions for war (the execution of 
Louis and the control of the Scheldt) came at the conclusion of 
twelve months which had transformed Pitt from the Prime 
Minister of economic retrenchment, peace, and piecemeal 
reform into the diplomatic architect of European counter-
revolution.1 And this transformation was not of one man but of 
a class; of the patricians as well as of the commercial and 
manufacturing bourgeoisie who had seen in Pitt their hope for 
economic rationalisation and cautious political reform. 

It is the third of these factors—the depth and intensity o f t h e 
democratic agitation in England—which is commonly under-
estimated., The panic, and the counter-revolutionary offensive, 
of the propertied in Britain commenced some months before 
the arrest of the King and the September massacres in France; 
and when the latter did take place, every organ of authority 
here used every means to publicise the sufferings of the victims 
of the guillotine, and of French enigris, not only from a sense 
of shock and compassion but also—and, perhaps, mainly—as a 
means of counteracting English Jacobin propaganda. 

For the success of "the Second Part of Rights of Man was, 
in a true sense, phenomenal. The estimate (in a pamphlet of 
1^93) that sales totalled 200,000 by that year has been widely 

1 See G . Lefebvre, The French Revolution (1962), pp. 274-83. 



accepted: this in a population of ten millions.1 The Second Part 
went immediately into a 6d. edition, sponsored by the Constitu-
tional Society and by local societies. Hannah More com-
plained that "the friends of insurrection, infidelity and vice, 
carried their exertions so far as to load asses with their per-
nicious pamphlets and to get them dropped, not only in 
cottages, and in highways, but into mines and coal-pits".2 

In Sheffield it was said that "every cutler" had a copy. At 
Newcastle (Staffs.) Paine's publications were said to be "in 
almost every hand", and in particular in those of the journey-
men potters: "more than Two Thirds of this populous Neigh-
bourhood are ripe for a Revolt, especially the lower class of 
Inhabitants."® Paine's book was found in Cornish tin-mines, 
in Meiidip villages, in the Scottish Highlands, and, a little 
later, in most parts of Ireland. " T h e Northern parts of Wales", 
a correspondent complained, 

are infested by itinerant Methodist preachers who descant on the 
Rights of Man and attack Kingly Government.4 

" T h e book", wrote an English correspondent, "is now made as 
much a Standard book in this Country as Robinson Crusoe & 
the Pilgrim's Progress."6 

At Paine's trial in absentia the Attorney-General complained 
that Rights of Man was "thrust into the hands of subjects of 
every description, even children's sweetmeats being wrapped in 
it". Dundas explained that the Royal Proclamation of May 
1792 was justified "when great bodies of men in large manu-
facturing towns adopted and circulated doctrines so pernicious 
in their tendency". It was clearly stated that the cheapness of 
the abridged editions was an aggravation of the offence. The 

1 Burke's Reflections was sold a t 3*. and 30,000 copies went in the first two years. 
Part One of Rights of Man was also priced at 3*., and sold 50,000 copies kl 1791. 
B y t8o2 Paine t l a i m e d a circulation for both parts of four or five hundred thousand 
— a n d 1,500,000 was claimed by 1809—but this included the enormous Irish sales 
as well as European translations. I a m inclined to accept the claim of 200,000 sales 
ill England, W a l e s and Scotland (taking account of both parts, and of abridged 
editions issued by local clubs) in 1791 to 1793, even though R . D . Altick warns 
us that " n o single piece of nonce literature . . . had ever approached such a circu-
lation". See The English Common Reader (1957), pp. 69-73. 

2 W . Roberts, Memoirs of. . . Mrs. Hannah More (1834), H> PP. 424-5. 
3 J . Massey, 22 N o v e m b e r 1792, H . O . 42.22; F . Knight , The Strange Case of 

Thomas Walker (1957), p. 117. 
* " M e m o r a n d u m on Clubs" , October 1792, in H . O . 42.22. For Jacobinism in 

Wales, see D . Davies, The Influence of the French Revolution on Welsh Life and Literature 
(Carmarthen, 1926) and M . P. Jones, "John Jones of Glan-y-Gois" , Trans 
Cymmrodorian Society (1909-10) 

8 Benjamin V a u g h a n , 30 November 1792, H . O . 42.22. 



Proclamation was endorsed by carefully-sponsored meetings 
throughout the country. Local magistrates and clergy promoted 
loyal addresses condemning Paine, and societies of gentry were 
formed "to preserve inviolable the GLORIOUS CONSTITUTION 

of OLD E N G L A N D . " Twenty-two thousand copies of a scurrilous 
pamphlet attacking Paine were printed and subsidised through 
the Secret Service fund.1 Paine replied to the mounting attack 
with a stinging Letter Addressed to the Addressers, in which he also 
took issue with the aristocratic Friends of the People, and 
poured ridicule upon the use of petitions as a means of reform; 

I consider the reform of Parliament, by an application to Parliament 
. . . to be a worn-out, hackneyed subject, about which the nation 
is tired. . . . The right, and the exercise of that right, appertains to 
the nation only, and the proper means is by a national convention, 
elected for the purpose by all the people.2 

This, with a king across the Channel under arrest as the con-
sequence of a National Convention, was revolutionary talk. 
But before the Letter was published, Paine had crossed the 
Channel himself, to avoid arrest. His parting shot was a letter, 
addressed to the Attorney-General, from "Paris, i ith of 
November, ist year of the Republic", to be read at his trial. 
A verdict against him (he said) would mean as much as a 
verdict against "the Man in the Moon": it would signify in 
reality a verdict against the rights of the people of England: 

The time, Sir, is becoming too serious to play with Court 
prosecutions. . . . The terrible examples that have taken place here, 
upon men who less than a year ago thought themselves as secure 
as any prosecuting Judge, Jury, or Attorney General can now do 
in England, ought to have some weight with men in your situation. 
That the government of England is as great, if not the greatest, 
perfection of fraud and corruption that ever took place since 
governments began, is what you cannot be a stranger to. . . . Is it 
possible that you, or I can believe . . . that the capacity of such a 
man as Mr. Guelph, or any of his profligate sons, is necessary to the 
government of a nation. . . ?* 

But even before Paine had adopted so truculent a tone, his 
writings had served as a touchstone to distinguish different 
emphases among reformers. The aristocratic Friends of the 

1 In the winter of 1792-3: see A . Aspinall, Politics and the Press (1949), pp. 152-3. 
2 Paine, loc. c i t , p. 56. Eaton, w h o published the Letter, was prosecuted but 

acquitted (on this occasion) by a friendly jury. 
3 A l l duly published in Joseph Gurney's Proceedings on the Trial . , , against 

Thomas Paine (1793). 



People was at pains to affirm its allegiance to the settlement of 
1688, to dissociate itself from any notion of a National Con-
vention, and from Paine's "indefinite language of delusion, 
which . . . tends to excite a spirit of innovation, of which no 
wisdom can foresee the effect, and no skill direct the course" 
(May 1792).1 Christopher Wyvill, the Yorkshire gentleman 
reformer, published A Defence of Dr Price (1791) against Burke, 
in which he took occasion to deplore the "mischievous effects" 
of Paine's work, in tending to "excite the lowest classes of the 
People to acts of violence and injustice".2 After the publication 
of Part T w o of Rights of Man Wyvill's tone hardened. In his 
nation-wide correspondence with moderate reformers he 
exerted his considerable influence to urge them to mount a 
counter-agitation to minimise the effect of " M r . Paine's ill-
timed, and . . . pernicious counsels". In April 1792 he was 
urging the London Constitutional Society to dissociate itself 
from the "popular party": 

As Mr. Paine . . . backs his proposal by holding out to the Poor 
annuities to be had out of the superfluous wealth of the Rich, I 
thought the extremely dangerous tendency of his licentious doctrines 
required opposition. . . . 

There can be no doubt that it was the sharper spirit of class 
antagonism precipitated by Paine's linking of political with 
economic demands which gave Wyvill greatest alarm: "it is 
unfortunate for the public cause", he wrote to a Sheffield 
gentleman in May 1792, "that Mr Paine took such uncon-
stitutional ground, and has formed a party for the Republic 
among the lower classes of the people, by holding out to them 
the prospect of plundering the rich".3 

Wyvill's Supporters in the Constitutional Society in London 
(of which Paine was himself a member) were outnumbered by 
Painites. The Society had officially welcomed Part One of 
Rights of Man, while at the same time passing a general resolu-
tion affirming support for the mixed constitution (March 
and May 1791). Throughout the rest of the year the moderates 
lost ground to the inflexible Major Cartwright, to the opportun-
ist but adventurous Home Tooke, to the Jacobin attorney 
John Frost, and to Paine's immediate circle. "Hey for the New 

1 Wyvi l l , Political Papers, III , Appendix, pp. 154-5. 
2 Ibid., I l l , Appendix, pp. 67-8. It is to Wyvi l l ' s credit that he opposed any 

prosecution of Paine. 
3 Ibid., V , pp. x, 23-4, 5 : . 



Jerusalem! The millennium! And peace and eternal beatitude 
be unto the soul of Thomas Paine," Thomas Holcroft, the 
dramatist, wrote ecstatically to Godwin. In the reorganisation 
of the Society in the early spring of 1792 the adherents of Paine 
gained unquestioned control. Part T w o of Rights of Man was 
officially welcomed—and in particular the "social" proposals— 
and the Society initiated a very much more vigorous agitational 
policy. Tooke and Frost assisted Hardy in promoting the 
Corresponding Society; correspondence was opened with 
provincial societies and (in May 1792) with the Jacobin 
Club in Paris; handbills, pamphlets and a cheap edition of 
Paine were published; the Society opened a public subscription 
for Paine's defence, while in November and December 1792 
John Frost went as delegate of the Society to Paris, where he 
attended the trial of the King. The Painite sympathies of the 
L.C.S. and of provincial societies in Manchester, Norwich, 
Sheffield, were equally pronounced. Thomas Cooper, a young 
Bolton merchant and Unitarian, and a very able propagandist, 
was overcome with enthusiasm on the appearance of Part 
Two: "it has made me more politically mad than I ever was. 
It is choque full, crowded with good sense . . . heightened also 
with a profusion of libellous matter, I regard it as the very 
jewel of a book . . . Burke is done up for ever and ever by i t ." 1 

1792, then, was the annus mirabilis of Tom Paine. In twelve 
months his name became a household word. There were few 
places in the British Isles where his book had not penetrated. 
It served as a touchstone, dividing the gentlemen reformers 
and patrician Wliigs, from a minority of radical manufacturers 
and professional men who wought an alliance with the labourers 
and artisans, welcomed Paine's social and economic pro-
posals, and looked in the direction of a Republic. Pitt's long-
delayed decision to prosecute Paine signalled the opening of the 
era of repression. The outlawry of Paine (and the banning of 
Rights of Man) was preceded and accompanied by a sustained 
effort by authority to meet the reformers in the field. "As we 
have now got the stone to roll", Paine wrote to Walker in the 
summer of 1792, "it must be kept going by cheap publications 
This will embarrass the Court gentry more than anything else, 
because it is a ground they are not used to."2 But the "Court 
gentry" mounted their own publications offensive; and 

1 Cited in K n i g h t , op. cit., pp. 63-4. 
2 Blanchard Jerrold, The Original (1874) p . 41. 



stimulated their own "Clockwork Regularity" in the move-
ments of their supporters. Reeves'Association for the Protection 
of Property against Republicans and Levellers only consolidated 
and strengthened numerous societies of magistrates and gentry 
already formed in reply to the popular societies. In the winter 
of 1792-3 these sought to revive and inflame the technique of 
mob violence, so effective in Birmingham the previous year. In 
December 1792, a drunken mob was deliberately directed 
against the premises of Thomas Walker in Manchester; he and 
his supporters defended themselves successfully by firing into 
the air. "The same contrivances were used as at a contested 
election," wrote Walker: "Parties were collected in different 
public houses, and from thence paraded the streets with a 
fidler before them, and carrying a board, on which was painted 
C H U R C H and K I N G . . . " i 

"Guy Fawkes"-type demonstrations against Tom Paine, 
on the same lines as that reported to Wilberforce from Leeds, 
were promoted throughout the country. In the small Pennine 
weaving township of Ripponden a prosperous lawyer noted in 
his diary for 7 January 1793 that he paid certain people " w h o 
carried about Tom Payne's Effigy and shot at it, IOJ. 6 D . " . Z 

A Heckmondwike mill-owner himself impersonated Paine and 
had himself "discovered" reading Rights ofMan among the coal-
pits; his mask was transferred to a straw effigy which was 
dragged around the village and "executed". At near-by Little-
town a wooden image of Paine was pounded to bits with a 
sledge-hammer with such vigour that the executioner's hands 
ran with blood.® In December, 1792: 

The effigy of Thomas Paine was, with great solemnity, drawn on a 
sledge from Lincoln Castle to the gallows, and then hanged, amidst 
a vast multitude of spectators. After being suspended the usual time 
it was taken to the Castle-hill and there hung on a gibbet post 
erected for the purpose. In the evening a large fire was made under 
the effigy, which . . . was consumed to ashes, amidst the acclama-
tions of many hundreds of people, accompanied with a grand band 
of music playing "God Save the King". . . . 

Even at small market-towns like Brigg and Caistor branches of 
Reeves's Association were formed, among whose purposes (to 

1 Walker, op. c i t p. 55. See also the excellent account in Knight, op. cit., and 
A . Prentice, Historical Sketches of Manchester (1851), pp. 419 ff., 
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quote the Caistor Society) was the exertion of "Vigilance and 
Activity in discovering and bringing to Justice all Persons who 
shall, either by publishing or distributing seditious Papers or 
Writings, or by engaging in any illegal Associations or Con-
spiracies, endeavour to disturb the public Peace . . . " . 1 

If the distribution of Rights of Man was nation wide, so also 
was the promotion of anti-Jacobin societies. Hence in England 
the revolutionary impulse had scarcely begun to gather force 
before it was exposed to a counter-revolutionary assault backed 
by the resources of established authority. "Thenceforth", 
Georges Lefebvre has noted, 

whenever the people happened to stir, their leaders throughout 
Europe agreed that they must be brought to their senses, as tradition 
dictated. The very success of the French Revolution provoked 
outside its borders a development exacdy contrary to the series of 
events which had secured its victory in France.2 

But these carefully-fostered demonstrations of loyalty, however 
popular the momentary bribery and license may have made 
them, have an increasingly artificial air. Each bonfire of the 
effigy of Paine served to light up, in an unintended way, 
the difference between the Constitution of the gentry and the 
rights of the people. "Church and K i n g " actions signify less 
the blind pogrom of prejudice against an out-group and more a 
skirmish in a political civil war. Thomas Walker dismissed 
the mob which attacked him as "wretched tools of a most 
unprincipled faction". " A l l . . . will continue quiet if the people 
are left to themselves; or rather the Mob, as the people, in my 
opinion, are with us."3 

How far was Walker right ? O f all questions, it is the most 
difficult to answer. And we must address ourselves once again 
to a brief narrative ofthe events ofthe next two yćars. 

After each great shift in popular mood, a hardening and 
contraction commonly takes place. And this was reinforced in 
the first months of 1793 by three causes: the execution o f t h e 
French King, the opening of war, and the commencement of 
legal persecution of the reformers. Among the latter were a 
Dissenting minister, the Rev. William Winterbotham, im-
prisoned for four years for a sermon which scarcely went further 
than the views as to the Sovereign's accountability already 

1 Stamford Mercury, 8 December 1792, 11 January 1793. I a m indebted to M r . 
R e x Russell for this reference. 
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popularised by Dr. Price: and John Frost, the attorney, sen-
tenced to the pillory and to eighteen months imprisonment, 
in reality for serving as an English delegate to the French 
Convention, but on the pretext of his saying in a Marylebone 
coffee-house: " I am for equal i ty . . . . Why, no kings!" A printer 
named Holt, at Newark, was jailed for four years for reprinting 
an early address ofthe Constitutional Society. A t Leicester, the 
bookseller, Richard Phillips, who published the pro-reform 
Leicester Herald, was imprisoned for eighteen months, ostensibly 
for selling Rights of Man. And many humble men were harassed 
in a score of ways. The authorities exerted themselves, with 
great success, to post spies in the popular societies. Already, in 
the autumn of 1792, 186 Manchester publicans had signed a 
declaration refusing the use of their rooms to "any CLUB or 
societies . . . that have a tendency to put in force what for 
I N F E R N A L S SO ardently and devoutly wish for, namely, the 
DESTRUCTION OF THIS C O U N T R Y " . Those who failed to sign were 
visited and warned that their licences would not be renewed. 
Gilt signs were placed over the bars, "NO JACOBINS ADMITTED 

HERE". " T h e Enymies to Reform in this Town", wrote the 
Secretary ofthe Manchester Reformation Society to the L.C.S., 
"are exerting all their powers to depress the noble spirit of 
Liberty 

The same quasi-legal forms of intimidation were employed 
in London, where divisions o f t h e L.C.S. were harried from 
tavern to tavern. " A n official heresy hunt was soon on foot in 
almost every town from Portsmouth to Newcastle and from 
Swansea to Chelmsford."2 In Ipswich the magistrates dispersed 
a "Disputing Club" in an ale-house, "consisting of very In-
ferior People": in Wiltshire a schoolmaster was sacked for 
"traitorous expressions": in Northamptonshire villages a 
house-to-house loyalty canvass took place. Agents were ap-
pointed in various districts to visit bookshops and prosecute 
any found selling Rights of Man: at least one illiterate bill-
sticker was imprisoned for posting bills in favour of reform. 

Nor did external events make the work of the English 
Jacobins more easy. There can be little doubt that the French 

1 T . S . 11.3510 A (3)^ A . Prentice, Historical Sketches of Manchester (1851), pp. 7-8. 
For similar action against Leicester inn-keepers, see A . Temple Patterson, Radical 
Leicester (Leicester, 1954), p. 71. For provincial prosecutions, see R . Phillips, 
Original Papers Published in the Leicester Herald &c. (Leicester Goal , 1793); Account 
of the Trial of Alexander Whyte, Baker (Newcastle, 1793); Daniel H o l t , Vindication of 
the Conduct and Principles of the Printer of the Newark Herald (Newark, 1794). 

2 P. A . Brown, op. cit., p. 85. 



war, unpopular at its outset, reactivated the long tradition of 
anti-Gallic an sentiment among the people. Each fresh execu-
tion, reported with copious detail—the September massacres— 
the King—Marie Antoinette—added to these feelings. In 
September 1793, also, Paine's friends the Girondins were 
expelled from the Convention, and their leaders sent to the 
guillotine, while in the last week of 1793 Paine himself was 
imprisoned in the Luxembourg. These experiences provoked the 
first phase of that profound disenchantment, of which Words-
worth is representative, in an intellectual generation which had 
identified its beliefs in too ardent and Utopian a way with the 
cause of France. The unity between intellectual and plebeian 
reformers of 1792 was never to be regained. 

In 1794 the war fever became more intense. Volunteer corps 
were formed: public subscriptions raised: traditional fairs were 
made the occasion for military demonstrations. The Govern-
ment increased its subsidies to, and influence over, the news-
paper press: popular anti-Jacobin sheets multiplied. In Exeter 
a handbill was circulated: 

. . . as for them that do not like . . . the present CONSTITUTION, let 
them have their deserts, that is a HALTER and a GIBBET, and be 
burnt afterwards, not as PAJNE hath been, in effigy, but in body and 
person. To which every loyal heart will say Amen. 

In Birmingham a scurrilous anti-Jacobin pamphleteer, "Job 
Nott", addressed reformers: 

Do be off—only think of the New Drop—you may be recorded in 
the Newgate Calendar—transportation may reform you—you 
deserve to be highly exalted—Did you ever see the New Drop ? 

In London parishes, where the influence of Reeves' Association 
was strongest, house-to-house enquiries were made: in St. 
Anne's a register was kept with the "complexion, age, employ-
ment, &c. of lodgers and strangers": in St. James' inhabitants 
were called upon to denounce for "incivism" all housekeepers 
who would not oblige their servants, workmen and apprentices 
to sign a declaration of loyalty to the Constitution, no trades-
man was to be employed who had not been cleared by Reeves' 
agents, and publicans were refused licences who failed to 
report "suspected persons". Collections of flannel waistcoats 
for the troops were pressed forward by members of Reeves' 
Committee, as an auxiliary means of testing loyalty; and from 
waistcoats collections went on to "mitts, drawers, caps, shirts, 



Welch-wigs, stockings, shoes, trowsers, boots, sheets, great-
coats, gowns, petticoats, blankets. , 

The existence of a heresy-hunt of these proportions, in time 
of war, does not prove the widespread existence of heresy. 
"Loyalism" at such times always supposes the existence of 
"treason", if only as a foil to itself. And yet something more than 
"war fever", or the guilt and uneasiness of the propertied 
classes, is indicated by the outpourings of tracts and sermons, 
and the attacks on specific Jacobins in outlying parts. It was in 
April, 1794, that a gang of roughs, armed with cudgels, 
terrified young Samuel Bamford, as they passed through 
Middleton—with curses and broken windows for the "Pain-
ites"—on their way to Roy ton. Here they smashed up the 
"Light Horseman" public house, where reformers were 
meeting, and beat up those in attendance. Meanwhile the 
magistrate refused to stir from his home, a few score yards from 
the scene of the riot, and the parson stood on a hillock pointing 
out fugitives to the ruffians: "There goes one. . . . That's a 
Jacobin; that's another!"2 It is as if the authorities sensed some 
sea-change in the opinion of the masses, some subterranean 
alteration in mood—not such as to make the English nation 
Painite and Jacobin, but yet such as disposed it to harbour and 
tolerate the seditious. Some slight event might be enough to set 
all that "combustible matter" aflame. Reformers must be 
watched and intimidated, the societies isolated and ringed 
round with suspicion, the prejudices of the ignorant whipped 
up and given licence. In particular, professional men with 
access to printing-press, bookshop, pulpit or rostrum, who 
associated with plebeian reformers, were the subject of in-
timidation. 

A confirmation of this sea-change in the attitudes of the 
inarticulate—or in the structure of feeling of the poor—may 
be found in an unexpected place. 1793 and 1794 saw a sudden 
emergence of millennarial fantasies, on a scale unknown since 
the 17th century. Where Holcroft's "New Jerusalem" was a 
rational conceit, and Blake's "Jerusalem" was a visionary 
image (although owing more to the millennarial background 
than critics have noted), the poor and the credulous found a 

1 Several of the examples in this paragraph are taken from an anonymous pamph-
let, Peace and Reform; against War and Corruption (1794). For anti-Jacobin publications 
(including Job Nott) see also R . K . W e b b , The British Working Class Reader (1955}, 
pp. 41-51; M.J .Jones , Hannah More (Cambridge, 1952)? Ch. V I . 

2 Bamford, Early Days (1893 edn.), pp. 55-6. 



more literal prophet in Richard Brothers, a retired naval 
captain on half pay. His Revealed Knowledge of the Prophecies and 
Times was published early in 1794. His prophecies combined a 
great knowingness as to the intentions of the Almighty, with 
the usual paraphernalia from the Book of Revelation, in a 
language which-combined the "combustible matter" of poor 
men's dissent with that of a revolutionary era: 

All nations have drunk of the wine of the wrath of Babylon's 
fornication, and the kings of the earth have committed fornication 
with her, and the merchants of the earth are waxed rich through 
the abundance of her delicacies. . . . 

Among his visions was that of " a large River run(ning) through 
London. coloured with human blood". A prediction that 
London was to be destroyed on a certain date coincided 
fortuitously with a thunderstorm of1 exceptional severity; 
John Binns, on his way to a meeting of the L.G.S., took shelter 
in an ale-house where he found the people (to his amusement 
and surprise) awaiting the consummation of all things.1 Shortly 
afterwards Brothers announced that London had been spared 
only as the result of his personal last minute intervention; and 
since he obviously wielded such influence with the Almighty 
his following was doubled at a stroke. 

There was published—whether with or without his authority 
is unclear—an 8-page leaflet of Brother's Prophecy of all the 
Remarkable and Wonderful Events which will come to pass . . . fore-
telling the Downfall of the Pope; a Revolution in Spain, Portugal, 
and Germany; the Death of Certain Great Persons in this and other 
Countries. Also a dreadful Famine, Pestilence, and Earthquake. . . . 
In England there was to be "sorrow and great woe, mingled 
with joy unspeakable"; "the proud and lofty shall be humbled, 
even to the dust; but the righteous and poor shall flourish on 
the ruins of the wicked; the Palaces shall be and 
Cottages shall be . " As for the Famine, Pestilence, and 
Earthquake, these were to be seen as metaphorical: 

The Famine shall destroy none but the Caterpillars of Spain and 
. The Pestilence shall sweep away the Locusts that eat up the 

harvest of Industry; and the Earthquake shall swallow up the mon-
strous Leviathan, with all his train. In all these things the poor, the 
honest, the virtuous, and the patriotic, shall rejoice. 

"France must bleed afresh, but none but contaminated blood 
1 Binns, op. cit., pp. 47-8-



shall flow." "Italy shall hurl the Antechrist from his t h r o n e . . . . " 
Turkey and Russia will be plunged in war, ending in the 
destruction of the Ottoman Porte, the Mahometan Faith, the 
Russian Empire and the Greek Church. At the end of these 
signs of mercy, there will be an era of universal brotherhood. 
"Al l shall be as one people, and of one mind. . . . The Christian, 
the Turk, and the Pagan shall no longer be distinguished the one 
from the other": 

The time is come, and now is the whore of Babylon falling, and will 
fall to rise no more. Go forth, then, ye Sons of Eternal Light, and 
instiuct the Sons of Ignorance and Darkness. . . . 

Then shall there be no more war, no more want, no more wicked-
ness ; but all shall be peace, plenty, and virtue. 

The influence of Brothers may have been much greater than 
has been supposed.1 Some of his vague predictions could not 
fail to appear to be fulfilled, and they were recalled to mind 
whenever the French armies were victorious. Members of the 
L.C.S. used to visit him: they perhaps even prompted him. 
An M.P. was found (as there usually is) ready to testify as to the 
authenticity of Brothers's prophetic powers; William Sharp, 
the famous engraver and political reformer, became a disciple. 
The Privy Council regarded him seriously enough to arrest him 
in March 1795, and to ensure his confinement for the next 
few years in a lunatic asylum. His followers, like George Turner 
of Leeds, continued until the turn of the century to agitate for 
his release (threatening destruction upon the English Babylon 
if the Prophet remained confined), and they thereby pre-
pared the way for the even greater cult of Joanna Southcott.2 

Rival prophetic schools grew up, and there was much thumb-
ing through the Book of Revelation; while Methodist ajid 
Baptist Ministers tried to drive out this new heresy. In 1798 a 
"True Baptist" preacher was wrestling with his flock among the 
poor of Norwich, Wisbech and Liverpool, dealing out blow for 
blow from Revelation, and recalling them from too literal an 
encounter with Apollyon and back to the pilgrimage of the 
spirit: 

The gospel of Christ has no tendency to fraternize mankind in a 
state of worldly or political intercourse. It calls individuals out of 

1 See Cecil Roth, The Nephew of the Almighty (1933); G . R . Balleine, Past Finding 
Out (1956), Ch. I V ; R . Southey, Letters from England by Don Manual Alvarez (1808, 
and edn.), I l l , pp. 223 f. 

2 G . Turner, A Call to All the World (Leeds, 1800). For J o a n n a Southcott, see 
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the world, and considers them only as strangers and pilgrims on the 
earth. As well. . . might a traveller, who is hastening to his wife and 
family at a distance, and where all his felicity centres, interfere 
with the internal regulations of every town and village through 
which he passeth; as that a christian should intermeddle with the 
constitution. . . . 

As for the Millennium, that was put firmly forward into the 
next world, w h e n — 

The high and the low, the oppressor and the oppressed, shall be 
reduced to one perfect level. The pampered tyrant, and his indig-
ent vassal; the wealthy peer, and the neglected pauper, shall 
receive an equitable and impartial sentence. . . -1 

The millennarial spirit which visited Wisbech and Liverpool 
indicated a restiveness, which authority decried as "the spirit 
of innovation", an indefinite social optimism of the credulous 
which was kin to the revolutionary aspirations of the more 
sophisticated. "It's comin' yet, for a' that," Burns had written, 
"When man to man, the warld o'er,/Shall brithers be for a' 
that." "Nor Can Man Exist But By Brotherhood," echoed 
Blake; and the same spirit underlies his own "prophetic books" 
and his own beautiful vision of Jerusalem: 

In my Exchanges every Land 
Shall walk, & mine in every Land, 

Mutual shall build Jerusalem, 
Both heart in heart & hand in hand. 

The spirit, whether in its visionary or in its superstitious 
form, is a curious paradox of the advent of "The Age of 
Reason". But, in its modification of attitudes and nourishment 
of new aspirations, it was perhaps as long-lasting in its in-
fluence as the arguments of Tom Paine. 

Perhaps it is a testimony to the quality of elation aroused 
in 1792 tha{ the popular societies survived the shocks and the 
witch-hunting of the first months of 1793. Where the societies 
were well established in 1792, they held most of their ground 
and even improved their organisation: this was true of London, 
Sheffield and Norwich, and perhaps of Derby and Nottingham. 
Most societies suffered some loss in membership, and the 
withdrawal of many of their influential middle-class supporters. 

1 S. Fisher, Unity and Equality in the Kingdom of God (Norwich, 1798); The Chris-
tian's Monitor (Wisbech, 1798). 



Manchester (with Thomas Walker awaiting trial for high 
treason for defending his premises against the mob) was much 
weakened, while the Leicester Constitutional Society was 
disbanded when Phillips was imprisoned. But in both centres 
more plebeian societies continued after the respectable parent-
bodies had failed. (In Manchester the field was shared by 
Walker's Constitutional Society, and the Reformation and 
Patriotic Societies which were alleged to be made up of 
"mechanicks of the lowest class".)1 

Sheffield, the strongest society, which had recorded close on 
2,000 members in 1792, seems to have been little affected. In 
April it passed a series of outspoken resolutions condemning the 
war. In May it reported nearly 10,000 signatures collected for a 
national petition for manhood suffrage. Norwich, an ancient 
stronghold of Dissent, with an abundance of small masters and 
of artisans with strong traditions of independence, may even 
have surpassed Sheffield as the leading provincial centre of 
Jacobinism, although the records of the movement are im-
perfect. In August 1792, when the Norwich Revolution Society 
sponsored a cheap edition of Rights of Man, it claimed to have 
forty-eight associated clubs. By October it claimed that the 
"associated brethren" were not fewer than 2,000.2 In March 
1793 it remained at the centre of a constellation of small clubs, 
with "between 30 and 40 separate Societies" in the city, 
"besides many in the country villages".3 But the tone of a 
letter sent to the L.C.S. in June, suggests that they had en-
countered difficulties: 

. . . when we consider how many sweat and toil and starve to support 
it, how can we be persuaded but that there is a contrivance between 
the land owners and the merchant to hold the people in vassalage; 
for they eat up they people as they eat bread;—the influence of the 
aristocracy and hierarchy is become very alarming, for they have 
obsorbed and swallowed up the people; but a rumour is spread from 
the south, and it is terrible to tyrants. . . 

The position in London is more difficult to establish. The 
Constitutional Society appears to have fallen away seriously 
after the commencement of war; until the autumn of 1793 its 

1 M e m o r a n d u m in T . S , 11.3035. Walker's co-defendants included artisans 
f r o m these societies—William Paul, a paper-stainer, T a m a Cheetham, a hatter, 
Oliver Pearsall, a weaver ; see J. Gurney, The Whole Proceedings m the Trial . . . of 
T, Walker and Others (1794), Appendix, pp. 122-6. 

2 T . S . 11 .3510 A (3). 3 Report of the Committee of Secrecy (1794), p. 140. 
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activities went little further than the passing of formal motions. 
The L.C.S. also encountered great difficulties. In the last 
months of 1792 it had claimed a membership of some thousands. 
In January 1793 (according to a spy at Hardy's trial) measures 
were taken to subsidise the rent for the meeting-rooms of the 
divisions in Spitalfields and Moorfields, which, although poor, 
were "as many in number as the other divisions put together". 
But it proved necessary to re-form the Moorfields division in 
September, together with another which "appeared very 
violent . . . at the Grove in Bandy-legged-walk". The L.C.S. 
succeeded in collecting only 6,000 signatures to the national 
petition, despite the energy of the committee—Joseph Gerrald 
collecting 200 signatures and marks from inmates of the King's 
Bench (debtor's) prison.1 O n 30 May 1793 (according to the 
spy) " M r Hardy proposed to the society to break up for three 
months. The proposition negatived." " W e have made a stand 
against the place and pension clubs," Hardy wrote, more 
confidently, to a new Constitutional Society in Leeds in July; 

We have been abused in the senate, calumniated in public, perse-
cuted in private, and worried out of public houses, yet we continue 
meeting numerously entire . . . and our doctrine makes numerous 
proselytes. . . 

The confidence was not misplaced, for the summer saw a 
definite revival of provincial correspondence—old societies 
re-awakening or new societies formed—for which the L.C.S., 
rather than the Constitutional Society, served as a centre. A 
Birmingham society, formed in the last months of 1792, 
cautiously extended its activities in the early summer, and 
received an especial welcome: "the increase of your numbers 
will soon do away the stigma thrown on your town by the 
unjustifiable behaviour of a Church and King mob". From 
Leeds a new society of " a company of poor Mechanics" asked 
to. be admitted to "fraternisation" with the London Constitu-
tional Society: 

Aristocratic Tirany and Democratic Ignorance, seem to pervade 
and overawe the Town of Lećds to that Amazing Degree that in the 
General we are beheld more like Monsters than the friends of the 
People, and I believe that this six months past the Ignorant part of 

1 A n informer's report (in T . S . 11.3510 A (3)) lists twenty-nine divisions in 
Apri l 1793, of which at least sixteen were actively engaged in collecting signatur , 

2 Report from the Committee of Secrecy (1794) pp. »52) 154; A Studentin the T e m p l e , 
Trial of Thomas Hardy (1794), pp. 142, 144; F . Knight , op. cit., p. 134. 



the People (through the Insinuations of the Aristocracy and the 
priests) have expected us to fall upon them and destroy them. . . . 
Our numbers amount to near two hundred and we constandy keep 
increasing. . . . 

In July new societies were writing to the L.C.S. from Hertford-
shire and Tewksbury. "Your fellow citizen, and Co-operator in 
the glorious cause of liberty", as the Tewksbury secretary signed 
himself, described h o w — 

The burning of Thomas Pained Effigy, together with the blessed 
effects of the present war, has done more good to the cause than the 
most substantial arguments; 'tis amazing the increase of friends to 
liberty, and the spirit of enquiry that is gone abroad; scarcely an 
old woman but is talking politics. 

In August the L.C.S. was renewing correspondence with 
societies in Derby, Stockport, Manchester, Nottingham and 
Coventry—asking them to "point out a safer mode of con-
veyance for our letters than the post"—and had some plans 
(shelved for the time being) of asking them to adopt its title 
and to form a "Universal Society". The Society's minute-books 
show well-attended and well-conducted meetings, the formation 
of new divisions, and an influx of new members into the .old.1 

The popular societies had weathered their first storm. 
But they emerged from it with significant changes in emphasis 
and tone. Paine's name dropped into the background, and his 
outspoken republican tone gave way to renewed emphasis upon 
restoring the "purity" o f t h e Constitution. (InJune 1793, the 
L.C.S. went so far as to define this in terms of the 1688 settle-
ment.) But while this modification was made necessary by the 
evident intention of the authorities to prosecute any rhetoric 
which went beyond these limits, in other respects persecution 
led to a radicalisation of the societies. In the first place, the 
pace was now being set, not in London, but in Scotland, 
Sheffield, Norwich. In the second place, while a few ardent 
members ofthe professions were taking a leading part alongside 
artisans like Hardy and Baxter in London—Joseph Gerrald, 
Maurice Margarot, John Thelwall—the great majority of the 
reformers organised in the societies of 1793 were artisans, 
wage-earners, small masters and small tradesmen. And two 
new themes are emphasised with greater insistence—economic 

1 Report from the Committee of Secrecy (1794), pp. 148-57; Minutes of L . C . S . , A d d . 
M S S . 27812. 



grievances and social remedies, and the imitation of French 
example, forms of organisation and of address, 

Thomas Hardy, if we may judge from his minute books, was 
an able and conscientious organiser, an honourable prototype 
for those scores of voluntary secretaries who were to follow 
him. According to Binns he "dressed plainly, talked frankly, 
never at any time assuming airs or making pretentions". 
Maurice Margarot, the Chairman of the L.C.S., was the son 
of a wine merchant. He had spent much of his childhood in 
Portugal and Switzerland (where he had been educated at the 
University of Geneva) and was sometimes referred to as a 
"Frenchman". He was energetic and audacious, but badly-
bitten by the characteristic vice of the English Jacobins— 
self-dramatisation.1 Joseph Gerrald and John Thelwall were 
closer than any others to having the metal of national leaders 
and theorists. It was Gerrald, a brilliant pupil of Dr. Samuel 
Parr, the "Whig Johnson" and doyen of West Country learning, 
who advocated most forcefully the dangerous proposal of 
Paine—the calling of a National Convention of British reform-
ers.2 It was this threat, of a general combination of reformers, 
and—an even more serious, and growing, threat—of an alliance 
between English and Scottish reformers and the United Irish-
men, that determined the Government to act. 

The dilemma of the authorities arose out of the paradox of 
constitutionalism. While there was law enough for summary 
convictions by local magistrates, the Law Officers of the Crown 
were reluctant to advise major prosecutions. The law of sedi-
tion was indefinite, and the Attorney-General was faced with 
the choice of the appalling indictment of high treason or the 
lesser charge of seditious libel. But Fox's Libel Act had reached 
the statute book in the temperate early months of 1792, 
making the jury the judge of the matter as well as of the fact. 
It was, perhaps, Fox's greatest service to the common people, 
passed at the eleventh hour before the tide turned towards re-
pression.3 Thus, in England, the Government was faced with a 

1 Entries in D.N.B.; Binns, op. cit., p. 42; M . Roe , " M a u r i c e Margarot : A 
Radical in T w o Hemispheres", Bulletin of the Institute qf Historical Research, X X X I 
(1958), p. 68. 

* See Joseph Gerrald, A Convention the only Means of Saving Us from Ruin (1793), 
pp. 111 ff., and Henry Collins " T h e London Corresponding Society" in Democracy 
and the Labour Movement, ed. Saville (1954), pp . 117-18. For Thelwal l , see below 
pp. 157-60. 

® It passed its third reading in the Lords on 21 M a y 1792, the same day as the 
proclamation was issued against seditious writings. T h e Lord Chancellor, Lord 
Thurlow, predicted " the confusion and destruction o f t h e law of England". 



series of obstacles: an indefinite law, the jury system (which 
humiliated authority by twice acquitting Daniel Eaton and by 
acquitting Thomas Walker in 1794), a small but brilliant Foxite 
opposition among whose number was the great advocate 
Thomas Erskine (who led the defence in several trials), a 
public opinion saturated with constitutionalist rhetoric and 
willing to spring to the defence of any invasion of individual 
liberties. 

But Scottish law was different. Here the judges were docile or 
partisan, the juries could be picked with impunity. Here 
also the Scottish "Friends of the People" had held a National 
Convention in December 1792. The Scottish trials of 1793-4 
were aimed not only at the very vigorous Scottish Jacobin 
societies, but also at the societies in England. The first blow 
was struck in August 1793, when Thomas Muir, the most 
gifted Scottish leader, was sentenced to fourteen years trans-
portation after a scandalous mock trial. Braxfield, the Lord 
Justice-Clerk, was more virulent in his conduct than the 
prosecution: "Come awa', Maaster Horner, come awa', and 
help us to hang ane o' thae damned scoondrels," he whispered 
to a juror who passed behind the bench. In his charge to the 
jury he treated Muir's ability and his propaganda among 
"ignorant country people, and among the lower classes, 
making them leave off their work", as an aggravation: 

Mr. Muir might have known that no attention could be paid to 
such a rabble. What right had they to representation? . . . A Govern-
ment . . . should be just like a corporation; and, in this country, 
it is made up of the landed interest, which alone has a right to be 
represented. 

One thing, he informed the jury, required "no proof ' : "the 
British constitution is the best that ever was since the creation 
of the world, and it is not possible to make it better". His 
learned fellow judges concurred in all this, one of them—Lord 
S win ton—opining that the crime of sedition included "every 
sort of crime, murder, robbery, rapine, fire-raising. . . . If 
punishment adequate to the crime . . . were to be sought for, 
it could not be found in our law, now that torture is happily 
abolished."1 In September a second blow followed: the Rev. 
T . F. Palmer, an English Unitarian minister and Fellow of 
Queen's College, Cambridge, then ministering in Dundee, was 

1 Lord Gockburn, op. dt . , I, pp. 175 ff. Sec also Meikle, op. cit., ch. V I ; 
Th lift and Trial of Thomas Muir (Rutherglen, 1919). 



tried at Perth. His "crime" was that of encouraging the reading 
of Paine, and membership of the Dundee Friends of Liberty— 
described as a society of "low weavers and mechanics". A 
bench of crocodiles wept copiously as they sentenced him to 
their "mildest punishment" of seven years transportation to 
Botany Bay. 

The example was made upon two gifted professional men, 
who had been unreserved in their willingness to co-operate 
with plebeian reformers. Both men endured their trials with 
great firmness and dignity. And the Scottish reformers, over 
whose heads these sentences now hung, refused to be intim-
idated. It seemed to them possible that greater unity with the 
English societies might afford them some protection, and they 
urged an early National Convention. Hardy, Margarot and 
Gerrald assented, and a Convention was summoned to meet in 
Edinburgh on less than three weeks' notice. The L.C.S. 
appointed Margarot and Gerrald as delegates, confirming them 
at their first open-air demonstration, in Hackney, on 24 Oct-
ober 1793. Some thousands of supporters attended, together 
with the curious who were attracted by rumours that the 
French Jacobins had landed or that "Tom Paine was come to 
plant the tree of liberty". The Minutes faithfully record the 
expenses voted far the delegates (£10 for the fare there and 
back and £ 4 expenses on the journey, with 9s. per day expenses 
in Edinburgh), and the Society was hard pressed in the next 
few weeks to raise these "supplies". And yet it was fare enough 
to take their delegates as far as the antipodes. 

The invitation was at too short notice for the provincial 
societies to raise the money to send delegates. Sheffield was the 
exception. O n 1 November it sent a biting letter to the London 
Constitutional Society, criticising it for its inactivity: 

The measures lately adopted in the sister kingdom, measures as 
opposite to . . . a free Constitution, as fire and water . . . have 
hitherto been viewed only with a degree of apathy by the great 
bodies of the kingdom, which we little folks in the country look up 
to for examples, styling themselves patriotic, such as "The Society 
for Constitutional Information in London," "The Friends of the 
People," . > . that we begin almost to think here, it is time to nip 
those buds of freedom . . . lest they should be exposed to the danger 
of being blighted by those torpid frosts. . . . 

It appointed as its delegate to Edinburgh M. C. Brown, a 
"player" turned attorney, who was also deputed to represent 



the society at Leeds. The Norwich societies authorised Margarot 
to represent them, and assisted with "supplies". There is a 
new note of desperation in the air, to which the Scottish 
verdicts, the French victory at Valenciennes, rising prices and 
unemployment, and the actual bravado of calling a Con-
vention contributed. The Birmingham society regretted its 
inability to send a delegate, 

in consequence of Mr. Pitt's war of humanity having almost utterly 
annihilated our trade in this town, and driven a great number of 
our best members and mechanics across the Atlantic. . . . However, 
upon the whole . . . it has tended greatly to abate the pride, assuage 
the malice, and confound many of the devices of the enemies to 
reform . . . and has made many proselytes to the cause of liberty. 

Sheffield also was feeling the effects of the war: 

We have many thousands members, but a vast majority of them 
being working men, the war, which has deprived many of them of 
all employment, and almost every one of half bis earnings, we have 
been crippled more than any. other in the kingdom.1 

Margarot and Gerrald knew perfectly well the danger they 
were running. They were rushing "supplies" of moral solid-
arity to their Scottish comrades which—if witheld at that 
moment—would have resulted in the demoralisation of the 
Scottish and English movements. And they were challenging 
Braxfield's bench to treat Englishmen as they had treated Muir 
and Palmer. The supplies arrived only just in time. The Con-
vention in Edinburgh had met briefly, at the end of October, 
and broken up in the absence of the English delegates. Upon 
their arrival it was hastily re-convened, in greater strength 
than before, and Margarot, Gerrald, and the Scottish secretary, 
Skirving, dominated the proceedings. It met through the last 
two weeks of November and into the first week of December 
1793, when it was broken up and its leaders arrested. (Before 
this, Margarot and Gerrald had applied urgently to Hardy for 
more supplies to enable them to tour the main Scottish societies: 
"no excuse for recal can be valid, unless founded on fear, 
and that we must remind you is our concern, not yours".) 
The proceedings o f the Convention were moderate, i f somewhat 
histrionic; but a more revolutionary colour was given by 
certain circumstances—the fact of the Convention meeting 
at all—the presence of observers from the United Irishmen— 

1 Report of the Committee of Secrecy (1794), pp. 160-4. 



and the French forms of procedure and address (although the 
term "Citizen" had long been used in Sheffield) which bur-
geoned in the pro-Gallican climate of Edinburgh. Minutes were 
dated, "First Year of the British Convention", and a resolution 
was passed (whose terms were disputed at the ensuing trials) 
authorising the calling of an immediate emergency Convention 
at a secret place in the event of the suspension of Habeas 
Corpus, or the introduction of legislation against the reformers.1 

Trials followed, on the pattern of those of Muir and Palmer. 
Skirving and Margarot acquitted themselves well; they were 
sentenced to fourteen years transportation. " M y Lords, I 
know that what has been done these two days will be rejudged; 
—that is my comfort and all my hope," said Skirving, as he left 
the bar. Margarot, who was accompanied to his trial by a 
procession holding a "tree of liberty" in the shape of a letter M 
above his head, overplayed his hand and was too eager for the 
crown of martyrdom. But he challenged Braxfield with great 
audacity of having boasted at a dinner-party before the trial 
that he would have the reformers whipped before transporta-
tion, and that "the mob would be the better for losing a little 
blood". He was, Lord Cockburn (who saw him when he was a 
boy) recalled, " a little, dark creature, dressed in black, with 
silk stockings and white metal buttons, something like one's 
idea of a puny Frenchman, a most impudent and provoking 
body".2 

Joseph Gerrald secured bail, returned to London to report to 
the L.C.S. and to wind up his affairs, and went back to face 
trial in March 1794. He had no need to do so—his colleagues 
and friends implored him to jump his bail. His constitution had 
been weakened by illness when in the West Indies in the 1780s, 
and transportation was a probable sentence of death, as it 
proved to be. But he argued that his "honour was pledged", 
not to the Scottish Courts, but to humbler men who "have been 

1 According to t h e prosecution, in the event o f other circumstances, including 
the landing of French troops in Britain. See also " A M e m b e r " , Account, . . of the 
British Convention (1794), pp. 24, 34, 45; Meikle, op. cit., Oh. V I I . 

2 Cockburn, op. c i t . , I I , p. 25. T h e excess o f the histrionic in Margarot 's 
character appears to be borne out by his subsequent history. H e wrote a most 
injudicious letter to Norwich, while awaiting transportation in the hulks at Spit-
head: " R u m o u r . . . says there are 70 sail of French at sea; if so . . . a descent 
m a y probably be the consequence.—For God's Sake, m y worthy friends, do not 
relax. . . . " (10 M a r c h 1794, Committee of Secrecy, p. 81.) He quarrelled with his 
fellow prisoners on the w a y out, and suspicions-hung round his name. H e was the 
only victim to return—in J8IO—and he then resumed some part in Radica l poli-
tics, until his death in 1815. See M . R o e , " M a u r i c e M a r g a r o t " , op. cit. 



brought into similar peril by the influence of my own argu-
ments". He offered only one provocation, refusing to powder his 
hair in the "loyalist" fashion, and appearing at the bar "with 
unpowdered hair hanging loosely down behind—his neck 
nearly bare, and his shirt with a large collar, doubled over. 
This was the French costume of the day." For the rest, in the 
view of Lord Cockburn, "the manner and tone of no prisoner 
ever contrasted more strikingly with that of his judges". 1 When 
Gerrald urged that Jesus Christ had himself been a reformer, 
Braxfield chuckled to his fellow judges: "Muckle he made o' 
that; he was hanget." Gerrald, who had legal training, followed 
the example of the other reformers in conducting his own 
defence. Without withdrawing a syllable of the reformers' 
demands, he drew extensively upon Hooker, Locke and 
Blackstone in arguing the right to agitate for reform. It was 
a constitutionalist case which exposed the rhetoric of con-
stitutionalism: 

The word constitution, constitution! is rung in our ears with unceasing 
perseverance. This is the talisman wluch the enemies of reform wield 
over the heads ofthe credulous and the simple;, and, like old and 
wicked enchanters, having first bound them in the spell, take advan-
tage of the drowsiness which their arts have created. But to hear 
placemen and pensioners talking of a constitution, when their whole 
lives are one uniform violation of its principles is like a monk preach-
ing population. . . 

"When you see Mr Gerrald . . . making speeches such as you 
have heard to-day," observed Braxfield, in his "charge" to the 
jury, " I look upon him as a very dangerous member of society, 
for I dare say, he has eloquence enough to persuade the people 
to rise in arms." " O h my lord! M y lord," interjected the 
prisoner, "this is a very improper way of addressing a jury. . . . " 

Gerrald received fourteen years. He and Skirving died less 
than a year after their arrival in New South Wales.3 

Braxfield and the mysteries of "Scottish law" have received 
too much credit for these verdicts at the hands of English 
historians. It was as much a verdict of the English Government 
as of the Scottish Judiciary. Pitt, Dundas, Loughborough, 

1 Cockbum, op. cit., II, pp. 41-3. 
2 Trial of Joseph Gerrald (Edinburgh, 1794), pp. 197-8, 241. Gerrald may have 

practised in the Courts in Pennsylvania in the 1780s: see Trial of Gerrald (Glasgow, 
1835), p. 4-

8 Gerrald was held ior over a year in Newgate and other London prisons, and 
there is some reason to suppose that he was offered a pardon if he would renounce 
his principles. 



Thurlow, were at pains to defend every jot and iota of the 
proceedings in ensuing Parliamentary debates. Dundas thought 
the judges, in awarding sentence, had exercised a "sound 
discretion": Pitt, attempting to parry a most damaging assault 
from Fox, thought the judges would have been "highly 
culpable" if they had not employed their discretionary powers 
to punish "such daring delinquents" and to suppress "doctrines 
so dangerous to the country". (These doctrines, reformers were 
at pains to point out, were ostensibly little different from ones 
which Pitt himself had advocated in the 1780s.) And Wilber-
force "ridiculed the idea of humanity as applying to Mr Palmer 
although he had not read his trial"; "he declared upon his 
conscience that he did not conceive the sentence ought to be 
suspended".1 

Persecution, we know, is a two-edged weapon. Men in the 
next decade looked back, not to the times of Braxfield, but 
—like De Quincey—to the "times of Gerrald". The image of 
T o m Paine across the water, conspiring with the King's 
enemies, might inspire fear or hatred. But the image of a sick 
man, returning voluntarily to face this kind of "judgement", 
could not. Moreover, in a curious way, national prejudice 
helped the cause of the reformers. The guilt felt by the moderate 
"free-born Englishman" was allayed by the thought that such 
things might happen in Scotland but could not happen "here". 
T h e revulsion of feeling among "decent, respectable" English-
men is indicated by Eaton's third acquittal (February 1794) 
and Thomas Walker's acquittal in April. It was strong enough 
to stem the opposite sentiments of horror aroused by Robes-
pierre's Terror. Gerrald and his companions, by their example, 
contributed materially to the saving of the lives of Hardy, 
Tooke and Thelwall. By sacrificing themselves, they helped to 
save England from a White Terror. 

The example of the Scottish victims stiffened, rather than 
intimidated, the English societies. When John Frost (imprisoned 
in the previous year) was released from Newgate in a state of 
collapse on 19 December 1793, he was drawn through the 
London streets in triumph, the crowd stopping outside the 
house of the Prince of Wales to jeer. John Thelwall, who now 
replaced Gerrald as the most able theorist of the L.G.S., 
opened a series of lectures to provide funds for the prisoners' 
defence. On 17 January 1794, Gerrald (who was a member of 

1 Once again, a brilliant summary of the debates is in Cockbum, II, pp. 133-49. 



both societies, and who was now on bail) attended a meeting 
of the Constitutional Society, which was jolted back into 
activity, voted him with acclamation into the Chair, and 
passed a resolution "to oppose tyranny by the same means by 
which it is exercised". "Rebellion to Tyrants," Gerrald had 
already reminded English reformers, "is Obedience to God." 
Three days later the Globe Tavern was so packed at a General 
Meeting of the L.C.S. that the floor gave way. A new British 
Convention, to be held this time on English soil, was proposed. 
Citizen John Martin presented a defiant Address from the 
chair: 

We are at issue. We must now choose at once either liberty or slavery 
for ourselves and our posterity. Will you wait till BARRACKS are 
created in every village, and till subsidized Hessians and Hanoverians 
are upon us? 

Four days later the Constitutional Society resolved that "the 
London Corresponding Society have deserved well of their 
country", and ordered that 40,000 copies of its Address be 
printed and distributed. The effect of the Address was to rally 
provincial societies. On its receipt, wrote the Bristol secretary, 
"I collected as many friends as I conveniently could that 
evening—we read—we blushed—we took courage . . . your 
second epistle has quickened our courage, and vivified our 
patriotism . . . and more, our number is now considerably 
increased."1 

Letters came in from other inactive societies. From Newcastle 
(for long silent) it turned out that a number of "societies" were 
in existence, which "meet weekly, admitting none but known 
friends; and have assumed no name but thqt of newspaper 
companies". It is clear that very many other societies existed— 
or revived—which had no formal correspondence with 
London, such as the Royston society or the society at Halifax 
which came forward for the first time, in/April 1794, with an 
apology for the fact that they had "hitherto adopted the 
greatest prudence and circumspection î i our proceedings": 

We wish the public in general to know that in this town and parish 
there are number of men, who violently oppose . . . all free discus-

1 Report of Committee of Secrecy (1794), pp. 185 ff.; Joseph Gerrald, A Convention 
the Only Means of Saving Us from Ruin, p. 59; The Address published by the L.C.S. . . . 20 
January 1794- J o h n M a r t i n wrote to Margarot in Edinburgh's T o l b o o t h (22 
Januar 1794); " T h e Society is increasing rapidly both in spirit & in numbers, and 
the rich now begin to come among us and to sit down with pleasure among the 
honest men with the leathern aprons". T . S . 11.2510 (B). 



sion. . . . To see one of the advocates for Liberty in this town, fined, 
piloried, or imprisoned, would unspeakably gratify their rage. . . . 

In the same month an open-air demonstration was held at 
Halifax "at which were many friends from Leeds, Wakefield, 
Huddersfield, Bradford, and the adjacent neighbourhood" 
attended; plans for a general delegate meeting (at Bristol) 
and a National Convention were approved. In Leicester several 
clubs and "Democratical lectures" were being held in public 
houses. In London the L.C.S. and the Constitutional Society 
had formed a joint committee to call a Convention—although 
the latter wanted some other name. A successful open-air 
demonstration at Chalk Farm in April, addressed by Thelwall 
and others, resolved that any further attempts "to violate those 
yet remaining laws . . . ought to be considered as dissolving 
entirely the social compact between the English Nation and 
their Governors".1 

This was the harvest, not Only of persecution, but also of 
rising prices and of economic hardship. There is some evidence 
that the agitation was penetrating the poorer parts of the 
East End. Where the Hackney meeting in October had been a 
novelty, Francis Place recalled that the Chalk Farm meeting 
was attended by an "immense multitude . . . of all descriptions 
of persons—men and w o m e n - . . . in the greatest order I ever 
witnessed . . . although they received many insults and provoca-
tions from the Bow Street runners and different police officers 
and Government spies and reporters . . . they were thinking 
and reasoning men".2 At Sheffield, also in April, a meeting of six 
or seven thousand was held (the reformers claimed 12,000), to 
protest against the Scottish sentences; a very young, eloquent, 
and unstable gentleman from Derby, Henry Yorke, took the 
Chair and looked forward to the time when "the commanding 
voice of the whole people shall recommend the 558 Gentlemen 
in St Stephen's Chapel to go about their business". "Drunken 
fellows in the night" were attacking the houses of Sheffield 
reformers, and the Secretary ofthe society, Davison, encouraged 
a plan to furnish "a quantity of pikes to the patriots, great 
enough to make them formidable". Enormous weight was 

1 Report of the Committee of Secrecy (1794), pp. 185-9; Art Account of a Meeting of the 
Constitutional Society of Halifax (Halifax, 1794); P. A . Brown, op. cit., pp. 1 1 1 - 1 7 : 
A . Temple Patterson, op. cit., p. 74. 

2 Add. MSS. 27814. These meetings helped to establish important precedents, 
since the calling of public meetings by commoners without authority—and with-
out the specific intention of petitioning Parliament—was of doubtful legality: see 
Jephson, op. cit., I, p. 277.-



placed upon this in the subsequent trials of Hardy and of 
Yorke. The Prosecution offered it as proof of insurrectionary 
intent: the Defence witnesses denied the fact or pleaded that the 
furthest intent was self-defence from "Church and K i n g " 
thugs. In fact, both intentions were probably to be found within 
the societies. In Edinburgh a fragmentary committee left 
over from the British Convention was still meeting secretly, and 
had passed under the control of a former government spy, 
Robert Watt. A few pikeheads and battle-axes were made, and 
Watt, in a dying confession, claimed that he had become 
converted to the cause of reform, and was planning simultan-
eous insurrections in Edinburgh, Dublin and London. What-
ever Watt's own motives, a score of Scottish weavers and 
artisans were deeply implicated in his intrigues.1 

These were the circumstances which preceded Pitt's sudden 
assault, in May 1794, upon the societies. The leaders of the 
London Constitutional Society and L.C.S. were arrested, their 
papers impounded, and a Committee of Secrecy appointed by 
Parliament to examine them.2 Habeas Corpus was suspended. 
In Norwich Isaac Saint and other committee members were 
arrested. In Sheffield (whose delegate to the Edinburgh Con-
vention, M. C. Browne, was already awaiting trial) Henry 
Yorke and members of the committee were seized. The 
Secretary of the society, Richard Davison, evaded arrest, and 
the Editor of the Sheffield Register, Joseph Gales, was also 
indicted for conspiracy (in June) but escaped to America. In 
the immediate aftermath of these arrests, with sensational 
"disclosures" of conspiracy in the House, and rumours of 
insurrectionary plots and of liaison between the societies and 
the French, public opinion was stampeded against the societies. 
Ballad and broadsheet-vendors ran through the streets with 
sheets headed "TREASON! TREASON! TREASON!" Bills were posted 
throughout the city. It was in celebration of the naval victory 
of the "Glorious First of June" that a mob attacked Mrs. 
Hardy's house; and one London newspaper jeered that "the 
woman died in consequence of being haunted by visions of her 
dear Tommy's being hanged, drawn, and quartered". Some 
clubs broke up in alarm, while those who stood their corner 
were occupied in raising funds for the prisoners' dependants. 

1 Trial of Hardy, passim; Trial of Henry Yorke (1795), pp. 26, 80-1; Trial of Robert 
Watt (Edinburgh, 1795), p. 353; Meikle, op. cit., pp. 150-3, The Life and Character 
afRo ert Watt (Edinburgh, 1795), p, 76. 

2 For the circumstances of the arrest o f t h e London reformers, see pp. 18-1 g above. 



(Members of the L.C.S. were prosecuted when they sought to 
raise a fund for the prisoners' defence.) The Times published a 
mock account of an English Revolution, in which the prisoners 
were portrayed in enjoyment of sanguinary power.1 In Lin-
colnshire "ballad-singers were paid, and stationed at the end 
of streets, to chant the downfall of the Jacobins . . . " . In genteel 
company, even silence on the subject of the trials provoked 
suspicion.2 In Nottingham there was "Church and K i n g " 
Jacobin-baiting of exceptional violence. As in the previous year, 
the houses of reformers were "broken open and persons dragged 
out, halters were put round their necks, and they were plunged 
into the muddy brook by the side of the town". A loyalist 
committee paid the "navigators" employed in cutting a new 
canal to attack the Jacobins, to whom the Mayor refused to 
afford protection.® At Failsworth at about this time a leading 

Jacobin was "tied in the saddle of a dragoon's horse, whilst the 
mad and bigoted populace stuck pins into his legs".4 

The London Corresponding Society, however, was far from 
breaking up. A secret executive committee of nine was set up, 
whose most active members were Richard Hodgson, a hatter, 
John Bone, a bookseller, and "Citizen Groves". According to 
an official memorandum, which had perhaps influenced Pitt in 
his determination to act, the L.C.S. had been recruiting vigor-
ously throughout the spring. Not only did it number forty-
eight divisions in May 1794, but in addition to tradesmen and 
artisans "a new description of Persons has lately appeared 
among them: viz. several Persons from the Waterside Porters 
and Shopmen from Warehouses in the City and some Gentle-
men's Servants". Fifty Irishman had joined one section in a 
body, while divisions had been set up in Woolwich and 
Deptford.5 After the arrests of Hardy, Thelwall, and the other 
leaders, Hodgson, Bone and "Citizen Groves" were able to 
rally most of their new recruits. In July it was reported that 
"18 Divisions panicstruck do not meet", and that delegates 
had been sent to revive them; but the remaining thirty divisions 

1 [James Parkinson], A Vindication of the L.C.S. (1795), pp. 1-6; The Times, 5 
September 1794. 

2 W . Gardiner, Music and Friends (1838), I, p. 222. 
8 F. D. Cartwright, Life and Correspondence of Major Carttvright (1826), I, p. 312; 

Blackner, op. cit. pp. 396-401; Sutton, op. cit. pp. 193-9. 
* B. Brierley, Failsworth, My Motive Village (Oldham, 1895), p. 14. 
6 Memorandum re Corresponding Societies, especially in the "Eastern end of 

the T o w n and in the Ci ty" , 6 May 1794, in T .S . 11.3510 A (3). According to this, 
Sheffield, Bristol and Norwich reported a similar increase in the same period. 



continued to function. The consequence o f persecution was in 
fact to press further the process of radicalisation within the 
Society. If in August some divisions had "gone to sleep", and if 
members had withdrawn from others, in the result (an in-
former noted) "the Society, at present, consists" chiefly of the 
daring & the desperate". The language of meetings had 
formerly been confined to Parliamentary Reform; "Now 
the intention to overturn the Government of the Country is 
openly avowed." In the autumn, as the shock ofthe arrests wore 
off ", there was another change of popular mood. The treatment 
of the prisoners improved, and Hardy noted that the common 
felons at Newgate began to treat the reformers with respect. 
"The violent proceedings of the Government frightened away 
many," Place recalled: 

Many persons, however, of whom I was one, considered it 
meritorious and the performance of a duty to become members 
now. . . . This improved the character of the Society, as most of 
those who joined it were men of decided character, sober thinking 
men, not likely to be easily put from their purpose.1 

Meanwhile, the secret executive of the Society went through 
its own troubles. It had difficulty in finding "proper ways and 
means for safe conveyance" for its letters to provincial clubs. 
In August its most able member, Citizen Hodgson, would 
have been seized on a warrant for high treason if the Bow Street 
Runners had not "laid hold of a wrong person", which (when 
reported to the surviving members ofthe executive) "occasioned 
great mirth". Thereafter he could only communicate with his 
executive by letters headed " O n the Tramp." On September 
3rd the Bow Street Runners rudely intruded upon the executive 
and arrested the acting Secretary. "Citzen Groves" challenged 
their authority, and then led the others to a tavern to make a 
collection for the family of the arrested man. But on the next 
day there was a more remarkable occurrence. Groves was 
accused by Hardy's foreman of being a Government spy, and 
defended himself in a formal trial before the full General 
Committee of the Society. His speech was moving, if a trifle 

1 G . Wallas, Life of Place, p. 21. Place's M S . "His tory" must be treated with 
some reserve. Written many years after the event, when he was a lukewarm 
Benthamite reformer, it is in part a personal apologia, in which the "sober thinking 
men" (i.e. Francis Place) are elevated, and the less temperate denigrated. Thel-
wall's lectures are described as "loose declamation" which "entertained all the 
vulgar prejudices of the d a y " : a brief examination of The Tribune will reveal the 
bias of this judgement. 



histrionic, in its sincerity. H e brought forward many proofs of 
his devotion, as well as witnesses to his Jacobin character. He 
was triumphantly acquitted. 

But "Citizen Groves" was, in fact, a spy—one of the most 
able in the long line which runs through Oliver to the Chartist 
years and beyond. After each meeting of the secret executive, 
his full reports came in, for the perusal of Pitt or Dundas or 
the Treasury Solicitor. It is only thanks to his peculiar skill that 
we are able to describe the events of these months at all,1 

Hardy's trial came up at the Old Bailey on 25 October 1794. 
The charge was high treason. And as if to emphasise the horror 
of the charge, Robert Watt—the genuine conspirator and 
perhaps "double agent"—had been beheaded in Edinburgh 
only ten dgys before. The public, and the jury, knew that the 
prisoners were on trial for their lives. (The only man in the 
courtroom who refused to recognise the gravity of the proceed-
ings was John Home Tooke, who combined the affectation of 
boredom with irreverent wit, in the true Wilkes manner. 
When asked if he would be tried "By God and his Country" 
he "eyed the court for some seconds with an air of significancy 
few men are so well able to assume, and shaking his head, 
emphatically answered " I would be tried by God and my 

country, but - ! " ) As the trial dragged on, for eight days, the 
evidence of dangerous "conspiracy" seemed more and more 
pitiful, and Erskine's high-handed, even brutal, cross-question-
ing of the Prosecution's witnesses, made it appear even more 
flimsy than it was. The public found in Hardy once again one 
of those images of independence in which the "free-born 
Englishman" delighted: a firm and dignified commoner, 
defying the power of the State. The circumstances of Mrs. 
Hardy's death attracted further sympathy. Excitement rose: 
in the provinces travellers and posts were stopped in the roads 
and asked for news : on the eve of the day when the verdict 
came, it was rumoured that Hardy had been acquitted, and 
Erskine's horses were taken from his carriage and he was 
dragged in triumph through the streets. On the final d a y — 
as the jury retired for three hours—the streets around the Old 
Bailey were packed with excited crowds: a verdict of 'Guilty' 

1 Both the minutes of the "secret executive" and Grove's reports are preserved 
in T.S. 11.3510 A (3). Groves's reports run from May until mid-October 1794: I 
have heen unable to find outwhythey end—perhaps, despite his formal acquittal, he 
was no longer trusted after his "trial". For an example of his observant reporting, 
see below p. 156. On the question of spies more generally, see below pp. 488ff. 



would undoubtedly have provoked a riot. A delegate from the 
Norwich Patriotic Society, named Davey, was in London to 
watch the trials. O n the news of the acquittal, he posted back 
to Norwich, travelling all night, and arriving on the Sunday 
morning during the hours of divine service. He went directly 
to the Baptist meeting-house in St. Paul's, whose minister was 
an ardent reformer, Mark Wilks—one of the old-style Baptist 
ministers who combined an occupation (as a farmer) with his 
unpaid ministry. Wilks was in the pulpit when Davey entered, 
and he broke off to enquire: "What news, brother?" "Not 
guilty!" "Then let us sing, 'Praise God from whom all blessings 
flow'." 

The Government persisted with its case against Home Tooke. 
But the proceedings were a source of even greater humiliation. 
The Prime Minister, Pitt, was subpoenaed for the defence, and 
was forced to admit that he had attended Wyvill's county 
meetings for reform. Tooke's acquittal was followed by a last 
effort, in December, to secure a verdict against Thelwall. But 
the result was a foregone conclusion. Not perhaps quite so. 
Thelwall, who had a dash of the histrionic in his character, 
had occupied himself in Newgate by writing poems on the 
theme of Hampden, Sidney and Tyranny: 

Within the Dungeon's noxious gloom 
The Patriot still, with dauntless breast, 

The cheer fill aspect can assume— 
And smile—in conscious Virtue blest!1 

At the close of his trial he was seized with the desire to deliver 
a harangue to the jury himself. "I ' l l be hanged if I don't," he 
told Erskine. "You' l l be hanged if yon do," was Erskine's 
reply. O n Thelwall's acquittal the charges against the remain-
ing prisoners were dropped. 

One might expect to find an immediate access of membership 
to the societies. But it is difficult to untangle the events of the 
next year. In the first place, most of the provincial societies had 
dissolved themselves during the summer of 1794, or else 
they continued in "underground" forms which have left little 
trace. (The Committee of Secrecy had advertised clearly 
enough the danger of correspondence, and the trials advertised 
the widespread employment of Government spies.) At Sheffield 
the society remained quiescent, since Yorke was still in prison: 

l J . Thelwall , Poms Written in Close Ccnfinemmt in the Tower and Newgate . . . 
(1795). P- 9-



his trial did not take place until July 1795, and he was sentenced 
to two years imprisonment for conspiracy. Moreover, these 
trials were only the show-pieces. In the provinces the magis-
trates had considerable powers of summary jurisdiction, and 
humble reformers could expect no Erskines to come to the 
defence.1 

Moreover the costs of that defence still had to be met. (At 
Norwich, where influential citizens still supported the Patriotic 
Society, two thundering Jacobin Collection Sermons were 
preached in St. Paul's Chapel by Mark Wilks in April 1795 
to defray the expenses of the Trials.) If the acquittals had 
prevented a general Terror—Hardy was informed, on good 
authority, that no fewer than 800 warrants against reformers 
had been drawn up (and 300 actually signed) which were to be 
served immediately upon a verdict being obtained against him 
—the trials nevertheless revealed the length to which the 
Government was prepared to go. And the acquittals drove the 
publicists of the Establishment to the point of incoherence. 
Burke, who had taken a hand in the preparation of the Report 
of the Committee of Secrecy, and who was now in possession of 
a pension of £4,000 a year, became, after 1794, the intellectual 
analogue of James Reeves. He regarded one-fifth of the elector-
ate and most of the unenfranchised as "pure Jacobins; utterly 
incapable of amendment; objects of eternal vigilance". He 
implied that the acquitted men were "assassins", and urged 
that the diseases o f the body politic demanded the "critical 
terrors ofthe cautery and the knife".2 

In the second place, some among the reformers' leaders had 
had enough. The Constitutional Society never revived, and 
Home Tooke withdrew from public affairs, until the 1796 
election. Hardy was much preoccupied with his own affairs after 
the death of his wife, and did not resume an active part in the 
L.C.S. And the London society was now torn by dissension. 
Weeks were spent in wrangling over whether the society ought 

1 For example, James Hindley of Leeds was sentenced in »794 to two years 
imprisonment for selling seditious writings. At Leicester George Bownwas arrested 
in 1794, but released after several months without facing trial. A t Sheffield James 
Montgomery, who tried to continue Joseph Gales" work by publishing the more 
cautious Iris, was twice imprisoned (for three months and six months) in 1795. 
There has been no systematic research into the extent of such provincial prosecu-
tions. 

a Hardy, Memoir, pp. 42-3; Mark Wilks, Athaliah: or the Tocsin Sounded (Norwich, 
1795)> Thelwall, The Rights of Nature (1796), Letter I, pp. 40, 56-7; Sarah Wilks, 
Memoirs of the Reverend Mark Wilks (1821), pp. 78-9; E. Burke, Two Letters addressed 
to a Member of the Present Parliament, &c. (»796). " 



to have a new constitution, one section arguing that all con-
stitutions were an impediment to direct democracy, the other 
section arguing that persecution should be met by a stricter 
internal discipline. (Even the chance use, in a letter, of the 
words our "leaders", led to a democratical hue-and-cry within 
the society.) In a welter of personalities, two divisions seceded 
to form new societies. John Bone became Secretary of a London 
Reforming Society, which maintained friendly relations with 
the parent body. John Baxter appears to have initiated the 
other breakaway, a Society of the Friends of Liberty which 
specialised in grandiloquent libertarian histrionics. Described 
by a spy as a "mean-looking man . . . thin-faced, black hair 
queued, dark brown coat, black snuff waistcoat, about forty", 
Baxter appears to have been an advocate of more forceful 
measures, and he was delivering lectures on Resistance to 
Oppression: "While the whole Power of the State is confided to 
Men of Landed Property, it may be truly said, they have the 
means of LIFE and DEATH in their hands." A former Newcastle 
schoolmaster, Thomas Spence, was now gaining a following 
with "another Rights of Man... that goes farther than Paine's", 
T h e aristocracy must be expropriated of their land, and 
Spence's new co-operatives take their p lace—"Do you think 
Mankind will ever enjoy any tolerable degree of Liberty and 
Felicity, by having a Reform in Parliament, if Landlords were 
still suffered to remain ? . . . A Convention or Parliament of the 
People would be at eternal War with the Aristocracy."1 

These tensions were only to be expected. As early as October 
1793 the Minutes of the L.C.S. record a motion from one 
division calling for the expulsion of persons propagating 
levelling principles. As the cost of living rose—and as the society 
made headway in East and South London—the "social" 
question came more and more into the foreground. A charac-
teristic pamphlet of 1794 held up as the consequences of Reform 
a reduction of taxes and excise, reform of the Poor Laws and 
Game Laws, an end to restrictions upon trade unions, work for 
the unemployed, and an end to the press-gang and to the 
quartering of the military upon publicans.2 Such demands 

1 The Co respaukme of the J..CS. (1795), pp. 4, 20-1, 26, 42-3; Hardy, Memoir, 
passim; P.A. Bro n, op. cit., pp. 142, 151; J . Baxter, Resistance to Oppression, (1795); 
Anon. [T. Spence], The End of Oppression (1795). For Spence, see bel low pp. 161-3. 

g Anon. [James Parkinson], Revolutions without Bloodshed (1794). This admirable 
example of moderate Jacobin demands, forcefully stated, is printed in Cole and 
Filson, British Working Class Movements, pp. 48-52. 



might win universal acceptance in the society, where the more 
extreme views of Spence and of Baxter might not. But it is clear 
that the society was also divided upon tactics. T w o newcomers 
to the London leadership may be taken to exemplify the differ-
ent trends. Place himself, with his sober manner, his great 
capacity for organisation, his intellectual application, and his 
experience of trade union organisation was in the tradition of 
Hardy. In the summer of 1795 he was frequently Chairman of 
the weekly General Committee, and according to his own 
account he saw the main function of the society as that of 
political education among working men: 

I believed that Ministers would go on until they brought the Govern-
ment to a standstill—that was until they could carry it on no longer. 
It appeared to me that the only chance the people either had or 
could have for good and cheap government was in their being 
taught the advantages of representation . . . so that whenever the 
conduct of Ministers should produce a crisis they should be qualifi ed 
to support those who were most likely to establish a cheap and 
simple form of government. I therefore advised that the Society 
should proceed as quietly and privately as possible. 

This has too much of arriirespenseis about it: "cheap and simple 
government" is a phrase from Place's later Benthamite jargon, 
whereas the society in 1795 wanted an end to repression, and 
manhood suffrage, on grounds of liberty and equity. But Place 
is probably accurate in saying that, as early as 1795, he saw the 
role of the working-class reformers as accessories to middle-
class or aristocratic reformers in Parliament. Working men 
could not hope to bring about reform by and for themselves, 
but should give support to others "most likely" to win con-
cessions. This was in one sense a far-seeing tactical compromise; 
but it entailed attending on a crisis—awaiting, perhaps, finan-
cial dislocation, food riots and tumults among the populace— 
rather than a policy of hastening the crisis by popular agitation. 
It is the policy of those self-respecting tradesmen or artisans 
who preferred to build bridges towards the middle class than 
to try and bridge the gulf between themselves and the tumul-
tuous poor. As sufch, it represents a withdrawal from the 
agitation among "members unlimited", while at the same time 
embodying the strengths of self-education and painstaking 
organisation.1 

The other trend is represented by John Binns, a young man 
1 G. Wallas, op. cit., pp. 24-5. 



from a tradesman's family in Dublin, who was now working as 
a plumber in London. He also joined the L.G.S. in 1794, rose 
rapidly to the Chairmanship of committees and of demonstra-
tions. He belonged to the majority of members who argued 
thatv in the aftermath of the acquittals, the society should 
propagate its message more widely, and should organise 
large public demonstrations so that the Government might be 
"compelled to grant a reform". And the reform for which he 
was working was, in effect, reform by revolution; although 
reform was their avowed object (he noted in his Recollections) 
"the wishes and the hopes of many of [the society's] influential 
members carried them to the overthrow of the monarchy and 
the establishment of a republic".1 

By March 1795, the society had been reduced, as a result 
of the secessions, to only seventeen divisions.2 Even more 
serious, the provincial correspondence had fallen off, so that 
the movement lacked any national centre. John Thelwall also 
resigned, ostensibly because (he argued) it was better for him 
to serve as an independent lecturer and publicist, but more 
probably because he was wearied of the dissensions. But after 
the secessions, the society appeared more united and its 
activity revived. Against the arguments of Place—that public 
meetings would call down renewed persecution and suspension 
of Habeas Corpus—the policy of Gale Jones and Binns, for 
agitation on the widest scale, won the day after a referendum 
of all London divisions. As a consequence, a great meeting 
was held in St. George's Fields at the end of June in support of 
manhood suffrage and annual parliaments. It was certainly the 
largest reform demonstration ever held in London, even if we 
scale down the figure of 100,000 claimed by the L.C.S. Citizen 
John Gale Jones took the Chair, and presented an Address 
whose flamboyant language is far from the Benthamite recollec-
tions of Place: 

Are we Britons, and is not liberty our birthright? . . . Bring,forth 
your whips and racks, ye ministers of vengeance. Produce your 
scaffolds. . . . Erect barracks in every street and bastiles in every 
Corner! Persecute and banish every innocent individual; but you 

1 Binns, op. cit., p. 45. 
2 In the winter of 1794-5 there was another "Treason" scare, three members of 

the Society—Smith, Higgins, and Lemaitre—being held on the accusation of 
plotting to assassinate the King with a poisoned dart from an air-gun. The 
accusation arose from a malicious informer, and the accused were released without 
trial: see J. Smith, The Conspirators Exposed (1795); P. T . Lemaitre, Narrative of 
&™st (1795); P C. A.35/6. 



will not succeed. . . . The holy blood of Patriotism, streaming from 
the severing axe, shall carry with it the infant seeds of Liberty. . . . 

The demonstrators, reeling under these sanguinary mixed 
metaphors, were nevertheless peaceable and orderly, and 
quietly dispersed.1 

From this time until the end of the year, the society grew 
apace. It broke out from its fairly restricted circle of artisans 
and tradesmen, and commanded increasing support among the 
wage-earning population. Four hundred new members were 
claimed in June, 700-800 in July: the seventeen divisions of 
March had grown to forty-one at the end of July and seventy 
or eighty by October. Meanwhile the two seceding societies 
also prospered. Auxiliary discussion groups and reading clubs 
sprang up. Deism and free-thought gained ground, so that Gale 
Jones was writing in the next year, as a matter of course, 
"Although I do not profess to be a Christian . . .". The Society 
struck token coinage and medallions, in celebration of the 
acquittals of 1794 and on other occasions. Thelwall was 
regularly drawing audiences of some hundreds to his twice-
weekly lectures, and could not forbear to posture in his letters 
to his wife: 

Two nights I have had nearly six hundred persons. . . . Two lectures 
in particular . . . have shaken the pillars of corruption till every 
stone of the rotten edifice trembled. Every sentence darted from 
breast to breast with electric contagion, and the very aristocrats 
themselves—numbers of whom throng to hear me—were frequently 
compelled . . . to join in the acclamations. 

Moreover, around the societies there grew up other groups and 
tavern clubs with a new stridency of republican rhetoric. 
A "Citizen Lee" (sometimes described as a Methodist) 
issued from the "British Tree of Liberty, No. 98 Berwick-
Street, Soho" a series of inflammatory and provocative tracts 
whose titles included King Killing, The Reign of the English 
Robespierre, and The Happy Reign of George the Last. His emphasis 
(like that of Spence) was upon "parochial and village associations", 
and he was also one of the few English Jacobins who referred to 
the guillotine in terms of warm approval. It was probably his 
output of chapbooks, Jacobinical stories, and broadsheets, 
which inspired Hannah More to counter-attack with her Cheap 

1 Correspondence of L.C.S. (1795), PP- 4"5 e' passim; Tribune, 20 June 1795; Add. 
MSS. 27808; Anon., History of Two Acts, pp. 91 ff. 



Repository Tracts, although D . I. Eaton and several of the 
provincial societies also engaged in the cheap tract trade.1 

After June 1795 the provincial correspondence also revived. 
A n open-air meeting was held at Sheffield in August, with a 
Chairman sent down for the purpose from London. An 
attendance of 10,000 was claimed.2 But Norwich was, in other 
respects, by far the most impressive provincial centre. Nineteen 
divisions of the Patriotic Society were active in September, and, 
in addition to the weavers, cordwainers, artisans, and shop-
keepers who made up the society, it still carried the cautious 
support of the patrician merchant families, the Gurneys and 
the Taylors. Moreover, Norwich owned a gifted group of 
professional people, who published throughout 1795 a period-
ical—The Cabinet—which was perhaps the most impressive of 
the quasi-Jacobin intellectual publications of the period. Its 
articles ranged from close analysis of European affairs and the 
conduct of the war, through poetic effusions, to disquisitions 
upon Machiavelli, Rousseau, the Rights of Women and God-
winian Socialism. Despite the many different degrees of 
emphasis, Norwich displayed a most remarkable consensus of 
anti-Ministerial feeling, from the Baptist chapels to the aspiring 
philosophes of The Cabinet, from the "Weavers Arms" (the 
headquarters of the Patriotic Society) to the House of Gurney, 
from the Foxite Coke of Holkham to the labourers in the 
villages near the city.8 The organisation extended from Nor-
wich to Yarmouth, Lynn, Wisbech and Lowestoft. Some similar 
movement was arising in the Medway towns, Chatham, 
Rochester, Maidstone, extending from the surgeons and pro-
fessional men to the artificers in the docks. Nottingham wit-
nessed a revival, with (once again) some alliance between the 
manufacturers and the stocking-weavers. And the published 
Correspondence of the L.C.S. shows activity in Leeds, Bradford, 
Birmingham, Leominster, Whitchurch (Salop), Melbourne 
(near Derby), Sunbury (Middlesex), High Wycombe, Truro, 
and Portsmouth. 

" A new instructor was busy amongst the masses—WANT" : 
the words are those of the Manchester historian, Prentice. 
1795 was the year of crisis, in France and in England alike. The 

1 Correspondence of the L.C.S. (1795), pp. 4-5, 29, 35; J. G. Jones, Sketch of a Political 
Tour , . . (1796), p. 33; Mrs. Thelwall , Life of John Thelwall (1837), p. 367. 

4 Proceedings of the Public Meeting on Crooke's Moor at Sheffield (Sheffield, 1795). 
* Correspondence, op. cit., pp. 27-8, 63-4; Cabinet (Norwich, 1795), 3 volumes; 

Sarah Wilks, Memoirs of the Reverend Mark Wilks (1821). 



exceptionally severe winter of 1794-5, war dislocation, crop 
failures,—all sent the price of provisions soaring. May 1795, 
is the date of the famous Speenhamland decision, regulating 
the relief of wages in relation to the price of bread. The price of 
Wheat reached impossible heights: io8i\ a quarter in London, 
i6oi\ in Leicester, while in many places it was unobtainable. 
During the unprecedented rash of food rioting which swept the 
country in the summer and autumn, there were several 
occasions when the Militia took the part of the rioters.1 

There were signs of disaffection in the armed forces; Ireland 
was moving towards rebellion; manufacturers in Norwich, 
Manchester, the West Riding, petitioned for peace. John 
Thelwall addressed several of his most cogent lectures to the 
theme of want. In Jacobin Norwich (he declared) no fewer than 
25,000 workers were claiming relief: the poor rates had reached 
I2J. or 13J. in the pound. The great Spitalfields silk industry, 
he claimed, was derelict: 

Even in my short remembrance, bare-foot ragged children . . . in 
that part of the town were very rare. . . . I remember the time . . . 
when a man who was a tolerable workman in the fields, had gener-
ally, beside the apartment in which he carried on his vocation, a 
small summer house and a narrow slip of a garden, at the outskirts 
of the town, where he spent his Monday, either in flying his pidgeons, 
or raising his tulips. But those gardens are now fallen into decay. 
The little summer-house and the Monday's recreation are no more; 
and you will find the poor weavers and their families crowded 
together in vile, filthy and unwholesome chambers, destitute of the 
most common comforts, and even of the common necessaries of life. 

Here is a picture of the passing of old England which—even 
more than the theme of the "Deserted Village" (which Thel-
wall also drew upon)—touched deep sources of feeling in the 
memories of Jacobin journeymen and artisans.® 

On 26 October 1795 the L.C.S. called a further great demon-
stration, in Copenhagen Fields, Islington, with Citizen John 
Binns (aged twenty-two) in the Chair. "An injudicious proceed-
ing," in the view of Place, who refused to take any official part 
in the meeting. There was actual starvation in London and 
tempers were high. Thelwall was one of the main speakers, 

1 For the riots of 1795, see above pp. 65-6. See also Morning Post, 20 M a y 1795, 
reporting "riot" in Oakhampton (Devon) when the Staffordshire Militia " a l l . . . 
to a man joined the People"; T.S. 11.3431; Hammonds, Town Labourer (1920 
edn,), pp. 85-6; Maccoby, op. cit. p. 90; J, H. Rose, William Pitt and the Great War 
( » 9 1 0 . PP- 282-8. 

2 Tribune, X X I X , 23 September 1795. 



using his considerable powers of oratory to keep the crowd 
in peaceable mood. He was now entertaining a vision of "the 
whole nation . . . combined in one grand political Association, 
or Corresponding Society, from the Orkneys to the Thames, 
from the Cliffs of Dover to the Land's End"; and the meeting 
passed a resolution to send deputies to the principal towns 
throughout the kingdom. (Thelwall himself rejoined the 
society in November.) The claim that 100,000 to 150,000 
attended cannot be dismissed.1 Despite the use of three plat-
forms, or "tribunes", "not half of the spectators could get near 
enough to hear a single word". This time a "Remonstrance" 
was addressed to the King—"Wherefore, in the midst of 
apparent plenty, are we thus compelled to starve? Why, 
when we incessantly toil and labour, must we pine in misery 
and want ? . . . Parliamentary Corruption . . . like a foaming whirl-
pool, swallows the fruit of all our labours." "The utmost 
harmony, regularity, and good order prevailed," declares the 
anonymous historian of the T w o Acts: "it was a day sacred to 
liberty."* 

Three days later there was a day which—if not sacred to 
liberty—most certainly scared authority. The King, going in 
state to open Parliament, was hissed, hooted, and his carriage 
pelted: "Down with Pitt!", "No war!", "No King!" , " N o 
Pitt!", "Peace!". Perhaps 200,000 Londoners thronged the 
streets. Some brandished small loaves on sticks, decorated with 
black crepe. A hawker in the crowd who was selling " T h e 
Rights of Man for a penny" was taken in custody, rescued, and 
chaired in triumph. The King's carriage window was fractured, 
probably by a pebble, but he is alleged to have gasped out as he 
reached the House of Lords: " M y Lord, I, I, I've been shot 
at !"8 O n the next day, when the King insisted on attending the 
theatre, the streets were cleared and he was attended by 100 
foot, 200 horse, and 500 constables. 

The London Corresponding Society disclaimed all responsi-
bility. But it may well have intended some such demonstration, 
and in any case could not hope to control the anger of its follow-
ers. (In a tavern, on the evening after the riots, a member of 

1 Place, who was generally willing to deflate rhetorical claims, and who was 
writing (in 1824) out of a wide experience of political agitation, would only say 
that 150,000 "may be an exaggeration". 

2 L .C .S . , Account of the Proceedings of a Meeting . . . 36 October ifgj; Add. M S S . 
27808; J. Thelwall, An Appeal to Popular Opinion against Kidnapping and Murder 
(1796), p. 8; Thelwall, Life, pp. 379 ff.; The History of Ttvo Acts, pp. 97 ff. 

® Anon., Truth and Treason! or a Narrative of the Royal Procession (1795). 



the society boasted to John Binns that he had climbed on the 
carriage and attempted to assault the King.) In any case, the 
response of the authorities was immediate. A proclamation was 
issued against seditious assemblies, and Pitt at once introduced 
the T w o Acts. By the first of these it became a treasonable 
offence to incite the people by speech or writing to hatred or 
contempt of King, Constitution or Government. By the second 
no meetings of over fifty persons could be held without notifying 
a magistrate, who had wide powers to stop speeches, arrest 
speakers, and disperse the meetings. Yet one more capital 
offence was added to the statute book—defiance of the magist-
rate's orders was punishable by death. A special clause, aimed in 
particular at Thelwall, enabled reformers' lecture-rooms to be 
closed as "disorderly houses". 

T h e interval between the introduction of this Act (10 Nov-
ember 1795) and its receipt of the Royal Assent (18 December) 
was the last, and greatest, period of popular agitation. The small 
Foxite opposition fought every stage of its passage, and for the 
first and last time campaigned in the country alongside the 
popular societies. The L.G.S. called an emergency demonstra-
tion on 12 November (200,000 claimed this time)1 in Copen-
hagen Fields: "the meeting, as is usual on such occasions," 
recalled Place, "was attended by men, women and children." 
But neither the occasion o f t h e meeting, nor the practice of 
bringing children, were "usual"; and the latter is an indication 
of peaceable intent which became traditional in the later 
working-class movement. In December, in Marylebone Fields, 
the society held a final great demonstration, of which there is 
an account in Joseph Farington's diary. The speakers at the 
several "tribunes" included William Frend, Thelwall, and 
John Gale Jones. Jones, the "shabby, genteel" surgeon, who 
had some "paralytic affection" with an "almost constant 
convulsive twitching of his head, shoulders & arms", neverthe-
less had "an excellent voice; sharp, clear, and distinct. . . . " 
His speech included a threat that Pitt would be brought to 
"publick execution": 

No tumult took place: nor was any offence given to such as did not 
hold up hands, or join in the plaudit.2 

1 In fact, one Account published by the L.G.S. claimed "upwards of 300,000" 
Britons! 

2 TheParingttm Diary (ed. J. Greig, 1922), I, pp. 118-19. 



In the rest of the country great demonstrations were held, 
nearly all in opposition to the Acts. " M y head would be off in 
six months, were I to resign," said Pitt. The major setback was 
in Yorkshire. Wilberforce, one of the county Members had 
worked privately with Pitton "the Sedition Bill—altered it much 
for the better by enlarging". (He was careful to uphold his 
reputation for "independence" by opposing one clause in the 
House.) Meanwhile in Yorkshire Christopher Wyvill, true to his 
moderate principles, requisitioned a county meeting to protest, 
and issued a call, on four days notice—a Friday—to all free-
holders of the West Riding to attend at York the next Tuesday: 
"Come forth from your looms, ye honest and industrious 
clothiers; quit the labours of your fields for one day, ye stout 
and independent yeomen: come forth in the spirit of your 
ancestors. . . . " Wilberforce, on his way to church in London 
("Let me remember the peculiar character of a Christian; 
gravity in the House, cheerfulness, kindness and placability, 
with a secret guard and hidden seriousness," he had noted in 
his diary a few days before), was intercepted by an express 
message from Yorkshire. Overcoming, without difficulty, his 
scruples against travelling on the Sabbath, he drove to see 
Pitt. Pitt said he must attend the county meeting. But Wilber-
force's carriage was not ready. "Mine," said Pitt, "is ready, 
set off in that." ("If they find out whose carriage you have got," 
said someone in the group, "you will run the risk of being 
murdered.") In Pitt's borrowed carriage, he made the "forced 
march" up to the north. The whole county seemed to be pour-
ing into York, the clothiers, or "Billy-men", riding on their 
pack-horses. The meeting, once started, was going strongly 
against the Government when Wilberforce drove into York. 
He addressed "the largest assemblage of gentlemen and 
freeholders ever met in Yorkshire" with an eloquence "never 
exceeded", breathing "energy and vigour into the desponding 
souls of timid loyalists". Wilberforce's great reputation for 
independence and Christian philanthropy won over the Non-
conformist yeomen and clothiers. The assembly broke apart, 
the vast majority of the 4,000 freeholders supporting Wilber-
force's address in favour of King and Constitution, while "that 
mad fellow Colonel Thornton stood up in his regimentals", and 
addressed the "York rabble . . . in favour of the Jacobins. . . . 
He told them that many of the soldiers were ready to join 
them whenever they should rise." Thornton concluded by 



"throwing off his regimentals to the rabble", who chaired him 
in triumph to the Guildhall.1 

It is one of those moments in history which seems to reveal a 
crisis between epochs. Elections apart, the next massive West 
Riding meeting to be held in York was to be Oastler's "Pil-
grimage" of the factory slaves (1832). As the York meeting 
split into loyalist freeholders and seditious non-electors, so 
igth-century society was to be split, until 1850, between the 
electors and the workers on the hustings. And it symbolises 
another division. "Yorkshire and Middlesex between them 
make all England," Fox said. The Nonconformist conscience of 
Yorkshire had proved itself to be vulnerable: where Church 
and King might fail, Wilberforce and the Methodists could 
reach. But in Middlesex the traditional Dissent of tradesmen and 
artisans now swung more markedly towards free-thought. And 
this also was a consequence of the T w o Acts, and of the 
declarations of "loyalty" by leaders of the Church and chapel 
alike. 

It has been argued that the bark of the T w o Acts was worse 
than their bite. The death penalty was never exacted under 
their provisions. Although Habeas Corpus remained suspended 
for eight years, it seems that only a few score were detained for 
any period without trial.8 It was, of course, the bark which Pitt 
wanted: fear, spies, watchful magistrates with undefined 
powers, the occasional example. Between the bark and the 
bite of the Two Acts there remained, in any case, the barrier of 
an English jury;, and Place's judgement (in 1842) that "the 
mass of the shopkeepers and working people may be said to 
have approved them [the Acts] without understanding them"® 
is highly problematical. 

The Acts, in any case, succeeded. The L.C.S. at first risked 
a policy of defiance: delegates were sent into the provinces in 
the hope of rebuilding a national organisation. John Binns was 
sent to Portsmouth, the principal naval station, but was recalled 
when the London committee learned that he was being 
shadowed and was liable to arrest. John Gale Jones toured the 
Kent towns—Rochester, Chatham, Maidstone, Gillingham, 

* Wilberforce, op. cit. II , pp. 112-33; Wyvil l , Political Papers, V , passim. 
2 Among the Place MSS. is a "Narrative of John Oxlade", a member ot the 

L C S seized in M a y 1798, in which it is estimated that during the peak years 
(1708-1800) about forty members of the L.C.S. were confined without trial, and 
about thirty-five United Englishmen. See also " l i s t s of Suspects in P.O. A . 15a. 

3 Wallas, op. cit., p. 25. 



Gravesend; a t Rochester h e found a society nine or ten divisions 
strong, at Chatham when someone in the audience enquired 
whether the meeting did not exceed the fifty permitted in the 
Act "he was angrily desired by another to leave the room and 
contribute by his absence to the diminution". He learned that 
the Chatham dockers had refused to sign an address to the 
King in support of the Acts, and had signed a petition in protest 
instead. The attention of the society to these naval stations 
throws doubt upon Place's vehement denial (many years later) 
that any members looked with favour upon "the formation of a 
Republic by the assistance of France". These visits to the dock-
yards may be one among the threads which link the Jacobins 
to the naval mutineers at Spithead and the Nore in 1797.1 

Jones and Binns then went as delegates to Birmingham, 
where they were arrested, while addressing a meeting on 11 
March 1796. They were tried separately, Jones being im-
prisoned in 1797, but Binns securing an acquittal. (Dr. Samuel 
Parr, Gerrald's old master, contributed materially to the 
verdict, by sitting directly in front of the jury throughout 
the trial, scowling ferociously and unbelievingly during the 
evidence for the prosecution, and nodding benignly at every 
point made by the defence.) Meanwhile, Thelwall, after con-
tinuing his lectures under the disguise of "Roman history", 
lost his lecture-rooms and was forced to end publication of The 
Tribune. He toured East Anglia, delivering a series of twenty-two 
lectures in Norwich; but at Yarmouth he and his audience were 
brutally assaulted by ninety sailors, armed with cutlasses and 
bludgeons, who had been sent for this purpose from a naval 
frigate lying in harbour. The London society, with its leaders 
absent or under arrest, and with only a sketchy correspondence 
with the provinces, turned in upon itself and entered into a 
phase of internal dissension and disintegration.2 

The dissension was not uncreative. It arose in part from 
religious—or anti-religious—issues. These men had pitted them-
selves against the State: now many of them were eager to pit 
their minds against the State religion. Place took a hand in the 
publication of a cheap edition of The Age of Reason. The support 
given to this by a majority of the society's committee resulted in 

1 John Binns, op. cit., pp. 63-4; J. G . Jones, Sketch of a Political Tour through 
Rochester, Chatham, Maidstone, Gravesend. . , (1796), pp. 27, 81; Wallas, op. cit., 
pp. 27-8. 

2 Binns, op. cit., passim; Thelwall , Narrative of the late Atrocious Proceedings al 
Yarmouth (1796); C. Gcstre, John Thelwall (1906), pp. 127-9. 



secessions by the religious.1 A Jacobin "renegade", William 
Hamilton Reid, published an account of the society in these 
years which bears the mark of authenticity. In choosing 
delegates from the divisions to the general committee, it became 
common to recommend men as " A good Democrat and a 
Deist", or "He is no Christian". Clubs and reading-groups 
had a fugitive existence, hounded from tavern to tavern. O n e 
debating society originated in the "Green Dragon" in Cripple-
gate in 1795 and moved successively to Finsbury Square, 
Fetter Lane, the "Scots Arms" in Little Britain, thence to two 
public houses in Moorfields, and finally, in 1798, to Hoxton 
"beyond the limits of the city-officers": until its last days the 
meetings were crowded. A more ambitious venture was the 
opening of a Temple of Reason in the spring of 1796, at 
Nichol's Sale Room in Whitecross Street. Its members furnished 
it and built up a library. It did not prosper, but it was prepar-
ing the soil in which Owenism, a generation later, was to 
strike.2 

Before we conclude the narrative, we may pause to take stock 
of the societies and examine what kind of bodies they were. 
We may take the Sheffield and London societies as examples 
since they were the strongest, and about them most is known. 

The Sheffield Society originated, like the L.C.S., from a 
gathering of "five or six mechanics . . . conversing about the 
enormous high price of provisions". It grew so rapidly that by 
January 1792, it comprised eight societies "which meet each at 
their different houses, all on the same evening". "None are 
admitted without a ticket . . . and perfect regular good order 
kept up." The societies met fortnightly, the General Meeting, 
"at which some hundreds attend", monthly. There were 1,400 
subscribers for a pamphlet edition (at 6d.) of the First Part of 
Rights of Man, which was "read with avidity in many of the 
workshops of Sheffield". In March 1792, after four months in 
existence, the society claimed nearly 2,000 members. In M a y a 
new method of organisation was adopted: 

1 James Powell, another spy who secured election to the General Committee 
(and on occasion to the executive) in 1795-6, reported that on 24 September 1795 
" a letter was read from a numerous meeting of Methodists, belonging to the 
Society, requesting the expulsion of Atheists & Deists from the Society". When 
their resolution was rejected, they seceded to form " T h e Friends of Religious & 
Civi l Liberty". Powell thought that six entire divisions and several hundred 
individual members would follow them. P.C. A.38. 

2 W . H. Reid, The Rise and Dissolution of the Infidel Societies of this Metropolis 
(1800), pp. 5, 9-12, 22-3. 



viz. dividing them into small bodies or meetings of ten persons each, 
and these ten to appoint a delegate: Ten of these delegates form 
another meeting, and so on . . . till at last are reduced to a proper 
number for constituting the Committee or Grand Council. 

These divisions were described, in the Saxon manner, as 
tythyngs. From the outset local gentry were alarmed at a 
society composed of "persons of the lowest order", but the 
reports of outsiders well-disposed to moderate reform, in these 
early months, laid emphasis on the members' sober and orderly 
behaviour. A correspondent tried to reassure Wyvill, in May 
1792, that it was composed of "persons of good characters . . . 
men of sound understanding, with their minds open to in-
formation". A few Quakers were members (although not 
acknowledged by the body) and "a number of Methodists": 

One of the Meetings, at which a person was accidentally present, 
was conducted with order and regularity, it began with the Chair-
man's reading the minutes . . . and afterwards several Members 
in succession read selected passages . . . for the instruction of the 
Meeting, all in favour of Liberty and peaceable Reforms. . . 

O f all societies, in the years 1792-4, Sheffield was most 
painstaking and prompt in its correspondence. (Since it 
was technically illegal to form a national society, correspon-
dence—together with the formal admission of members to 
honorary membership in each others* societies—was the means 
by which national association was maintained.) Although, as we 
have seen, the members had a preference for histrionic talent 
on the platform—M.G. Brown and Henry Yorke—their own 
officers were all journeymen or craftsmen in the Sheffield 
industries. Sheffield was a town of small masters and of highly 
skilled—and relatively well-paid—craftsmen; and (the Deputy 
Adjutant-General complained) "no civil power". In 1792 the 
two magistrates lived out of town, one at a distance of fourteen 
miles, the other "having made some efforts during the riots 
last year relative to some enclosures, the populace burned part 
of his property, and since that time he has been very little in 
the country".2 It was thus an ideal centre for the Jacobin 

1 Fitzwilliam Papers (Sheffield Reference Library), F.44 (a); Wyvi l l , Political 
Papers, V , pp. 43-50; H. McLachlan, Letters of Theophilus Lindsay (1920), p. 13a; 
A Complete Refutation of the Mslemlent Charges Exhibited against the Friends of Reform 
in and about Sheffield (Sheffield, 1793); Report of the Committee oj Secrecy (1794) pp. 
85, 116, 119; W. A. L. Seaman, "Reform Politics at Sheffield", Trans, Hunter 
Arch. Soc. V I I , pp. 215 ff. 

2 Aspinall, op. cit., pp. 4-5. 



agitation, with little aristocratic influence, many skilled and 
literate workers, and a tradition of democratic independence. 
Among the few professional men, there were several who were 
well-disposed; a "Quaker physician", was among the first 
members, and two Dissenting ministers gave evidence for the 
defence at Yorke's trial; while some substantial master cutlers 
were reformers. Outstanding in organisation, the Sheffield 
cutlers do not appear to have found a notable orator among 
their own ranks. But the witnesses, drawn from their com-
mittee, at the trials of Hardy and of Yorke are impressive in 
their solidarity and their refusal to be brow-beaten or tricked in 
cross-questioning. A witness at Hardy's trial defined the object 
of the society: 

To enlighten the people, to show the people the reason, the ground 
of all their sufferings; when a man works hard for thirteen or four-
teen hours of the day, the week through, and is not able to maintain 
his family; that is what I understood of it; to show the people the 
ground of this; why they were not able. 
"I did not come here to learn my lesson, but to tell the truth," 
another expostulated when cross-examined at the trial of 
Yorke. It is possible that some of them meditated armed 
rebellion in the depression (and repression) of 1793-4. Certainly 
they were intransigent in their opposition to the war, and 
they were the first to come to the support of Palmer and Muir. 

Sheffield had one outstanding advantage; a capable pub-
lisher and editor, Joseph Gales, with a weekly newspaper, the 
Sheffield Register which supported the society. (A more in-
tellectual journal, The Patriot, was also published in Sheffield 
for a time.) Founded in 1787, it achieved the high circulation 
(for that time) of 2,000 weekly in 1794. The "democratic" 
spirit of the time affected manners as much as politics: "demo-
crats" were dress reformers, rambled instead of hacked in the 
countryside, abrogated all formal titles, including " M r . " or 
"Esquire", and—if they were Jacobins—wore their hair short-
cropped. In the same way, the democratic journals in the 
provinces—the Sheffield Register, Manchester Herald, Cambridge 
Intelligencer (edited by Benjamin Flower, a Unitarian reformer) 
and Leicester Herald—set new standards in provincial journalism, 
abandoning the paste-and-scissors copying of the London 
press, and presenting original editorial articles. The policy 
which Gales pioneered was also expressed in the opening 
number of the Manchester Herald (31 March 1792): 



We shall spare little room for articles of fashionable intent—for 
accounts of Court Dresses or Court Intrigues—of Hunting Parties, 
Drinking Parties or "Visiting Parties— interesting only to the Butter-
flies of Society. . . . 

Gales' journal, his bookshop, and his pamphlet press were an 
integral part of the Sheffield movement.1 

T h e Sheffield society was from its inception based on "the 
inferior sort of Manufacturers & Workmen" in the cutlery 
industry.2 (Although there is mention of propaganda in the 
surrounding villages, no collier or rural labourer appears to 
figure in any committee role.) The membership of the London 
society was, of course, very much more diverse. It drew its 
members from scores of societies, in the tradition of Coach-
maker's Hall and the "Society for Free Debate" (in which 
Thelwall served an apprenticeship) or the later societies of 
"infidels" described by Reid. The L.G.S. was by far the strong-
est of these, but many groups always continued on its periphery. 

The society was organised into "divisions", each to be 
thirty strong, and to form new divisions at either forty-five 
or sixty. A delegate from each division attended the weekly 
General Committee (as well as a sub-delegate without voting 
powers); and divisions could recall their delegate and had the 
right to be consulted on questions of principle. The well-kept 
minute books reveal a lively interchange between the com-
mittee and the divisions, resolutions continually coming up 
from the membership, who jealously watched the committee's 
powers. O n the other hand, fear of spies after 1794. led to the 
delegation of considerable powers to an executive, or committee 
of correspondence of the General Committee, composed of 
about five members.8 

It is exceedingly difficult to offer an accurate estimate of the 
society's membership. Its peaks were achieved in the autumn of 
1792, the spring of 1794., and (probably the highest of all) the 
last six months of 1795. The society itself made large claims, 
at times in scores of thousands, while historians have made 
claims which appear a great deal too modest. (It is often 

1 See Donald Read, Press and People (1961), pp. 69-73; also F. Knight, op. cit., 
p. 72 and J. Taylor, " T h e Sheffield Constitutional Society", Trans. Hunter Arch. 
Soc., V., ip39-

2 Fitzwilliam papers, F.44 (a). 
3 For a fuller account see H . Collins, op, cit., p, 110, and for a thorough investi-

gation of procedures, see Dr. Seaman's unpublished thesis. T h e rules were changed 
on several occasions, and the account above is based largely upon impressions 
gained from the minute books of the first two or three years. 



suggested that the membership never exceeded the figure of 
2,000, which, there is good reason to suppose, was exceeded both 
in Sheffield and in Norwich.) The position is not made easier by 
the fact that two leading members of its committee of 1795-6 
flatly contradict each other in their reminiscences. Francis 
Place, who was occasional Chairman of the General Com-
mittee, said that in the summer of 1795 there were seventy 
divisions and 2,000 actually meeting weekly. John Binns goes 
into more detail. The income of the society (in his account) was 
for some time over £50 per week: and at id. per week this 
would have required "the regular attendance of 12,000 
members". Since many members seldom contributed, or 
attended only occasionally, he suggests an overall average 
attending membership of 18,000 to 20,000, "the great mass . . . 
shopkeepers, artisans, mechanics, and labourers". When he 
was occasional Chairman of the General Committee (in 
1795-6) the average attendance of divisional delegates and sub-
delegates, at Thelwall's lecture-ropm in Beaufort's Buildings, 
was 160 to 180. 

Both accounts were written some decades after the event. 
Place's account is more reliable, but it is biased by his desire to 
underplay the role of the "agitators" in the society. The bias 
of Binns was in the direction of throwing a romantic colour 
over his Jacobin youth. One of the problems is in estimating 
the numbers in each division. The rule that divisions should 
divide at forty-five was not kept in the first years. Surviving 
records of divisions from the years 1792-4. show extremes of 17 
and 170 members, while Hardy, in his sober and reserved 
replies before the Privy Council (1794), claimed that his own 
division numbered 600 members. But only 50 or 60 of these 
actually met each week—a not unusual proportion of non-
attending members in a popular movement. Margarot claimed 
at the British Convention (December 1793) that the society had 
12,000 to 13,000 members—almost certainly an exaggeration. 
In M a y 1794 a well-informed spy (probably "Citizen Groves'') 
reported: "They themselves say that they amount to above 
18,000 . . . but this appears perfectly incredible." At this time 
(he reported) the society's income of £280 per quarter would 
indicate (at 13d. per quarter per member) a paying membership 
of around 5,500. In the autumn of 1795 another spy (Powell) 
reported regularly the weekly divisional statements of new 
members and of members meeting in divisions. These show that 



while Place's estimate of rather fewer than 2,000 regular 
weekly attenders is accurate, several times that number must 
have been on the society's books. At the end of 1795 (Powell 
reported) "a General State of the Society has been made out 
from the Division Books, it appears there are actually upwards 
of 10,000 set down". But he regarded this as a "false account" 
as it included many who had lapsed since 1794 as well as 
"numbers who enter their names, pay the 13d & never come 
to the Society again". Thus Place and Binns are brought a 
little closer to each other. Pitt was many things, but not a fool; 
he would scarcely have sanctioned unpopular treason trials 
and the T w o Acts for fear of a body never more than 2,000 
strong. An active membership of at least that number, a paying 
membership of 5,000, and a paper membership of above 10,000 
appear credible for early 1794 and late 1795.1 

The business and finances of the society were conducted with 
great punctiliousness, and severe attention to democratic 
principle. At the fateful October meeting which nominated 
Margarot and Gerrald to attend the British Convention (1793), 
objection was made to a delegate who volunteered to attend 
without reward (i.e. at his own expense) as "contrary to the 
principles of our Society". This—at a time when the society 
was short of funds—was in emphasis of the principle of payment 
for services, to prevent the taking over of its affairs by men of 
means or leisure. On the other hand, Binns recalled, "while I 
was their deputy, travelling on their business, they paid my 
expenses liberally".2 

Accounts of the work of the divisions are various. Place, who 
was most interested in tracing a sober constitutional pedigree, 
put most emphasis on educational activities: his L.C.S. 
was not Pitt's at all, it was a premature Worker's Educational 
Association. His division met in a private house: "I met with 
many inquisitive, clever, upright men. . . , We had book 
subscriptions... . We had S.unday evening parties . . . readings, 
conversations, and discussions." 

The usual mode of proceeding at these weekly meetings was this. 
The chairman (each man was chairman in rotation) read from some 

1 Divisional records and Powell's reports in P.O. A.38; "Examinations before 
the Privy Council", T.S. 11.3509; Grove in T.S. 11.3510(A); Place's account, Add. 
MSS 27808; Binns, Recollections, pp. 45-6; A Member, Account of the British Con-
vention, p. 40; Correspondence of the L.CS, (r 795), PP- 29, 35. 2,600 new members were 
made between June and November 1795. 

2 Minutes of L.C.S. , Add. MSS. 27812; Binns op. cit., p. 36. 



book . . . and the persons present were invited to make remarks 
thereon, as many as chose did so, but without rising. Then another 
portion was read and a second invitation given. Then the remainder 
was read and a third invitation was given when they who had not 
before spoken were expected to say something. Then there was a 
general discussion. 

"The moral effects of the Society were very great indeed. It 
induced men to read books instead of spending their time at 
public houses. It taught them to think, to respect themselves, 
and to desire to educate their children. It elevated them in their 
own opinions."1 

All this is very well: it is a splendid account o f t h e first 
stages in the political self-education of a class: and, containing 
an important part of the truth, it is partly true. But we cannot 
fail to be aware that Place was also sitting to James Mill for 
his own portrait, as the White Man's Trusty Nigger. The 
contemporary reports of spies have a touch of animation which 
Place has missed. "Almost everybody speaks," said a London 
porter, "and there is always a very great noise, till the delegate 
gets up. People grow very outrageous and won't wait, then the 
delegate gets up and tries to soften them." Moreover, we know 
that the divisions did not always meet on Sundays in private 
houses: many divisions, in the poorer districts, were harried 
from tavern to tavern. And W. H. Reid's account of club 
meetings in the later 1790s—with "songs, in which the clergy 
were a standing subject of abuse", "pipes and tobacco", "the 
tables strewed with penny, two-penny, and three-penny 
publications"—seems as credible as (and not incompatible with) 
the account of Place.2 

O f the social composition of the society there need be no 
doubt. It was, above all, a society of artisans. Surviving divi-
sional registers show silk-weavers, watchmakers, cordwainers, 
cabinet-makers, carpenters, tailors. The register of one division, 
with ninety-eight members, shows 9 watchmakers, 8 weavers, 
8 tailors, 6 cabinet-makers, 5 shoemakers, 4 cordwainers, 3 
carpenters, dyers, hairdressers, 2 merchants, ribbon-dressers, 
butchers, hosiers, carvers, bricklayers, frame-work cutters, 
breeches-makers, bedstead-makers, and china burners, and one 

1 A d d . MSS. 27808; G . Wallas, op. cit., p. 22; R . Birley, The English Jacobins 
(1924), Appendix II, p. 5. 

2 P. A. Brown, op. cit., p. 73; Reid, op. cit., p. 8. Place's account may describe 
artisans and tradesmen in Central London, the other accounts divisions in the 
East and South. 



stationer, hatter, baker, upholsterer, locksmith, wire-worker, 
musician, surgeon, founder, glazier, tinplate-worker, japaner, 
bookseller, engraver, mercer, warehouseman, and labourer, 
with the remainder unclassified.1 If several ofthe society's most 
active propagandists, like Gale Jones and Thelwall, were medical 
men and journalists, most of the committeemen were artisans or 
tradesmen: Ashley, a shoemaker, Baxter, a journeyman silver-
smith, Binns, a plumber, John Bone, a Holborn bookseller, 
Alexander Galloway, a mathematical machine-maker (later to 
become the leading engineering employer in London), Thomas 
Evans, a colourer of prints and (later) patent brace-maker, 
Richard Hodgson, a master hatter, John Lovett, a hairdresser, 
Luffman, a goldsmith, Oxlade, a master book-binder, while 
others can be identified as shoemakers, bakers, turners, book-
sellers and tailors. In June 1794 "Citizen Groves" gave to his 
employers a revealing account of the society' s social composition: 

There are some of decent tradesmanlike appearance, who possess 
strong, but unimproved faculties, and tho' bold, yet cautious. The 
delegates of this description are but few. There are others of an 
apparent Lower order—no doubt journeymen, who though they seem 
to possess no abilities and say nothing, yet they appear resolute . . . 
and regularly vote for every motion which carries with it a degree 
of boldness. The last description... and which is the most numerous, 
consist of the very lowest order of society—few are ever decent in 
appearance, some of them are filthy and ragged, and others such 
wretched looking blackguards that it requires some mastery over 
that innate pride, which every well-educated man must necessarily 
possess, even to sit down in their company; and I have seen at one 
Oyer & Terminer at the Old Bailey much more decent figures 
discharged by proclamation at the end of the Session, for want of 
prosecution. T h e e appear very violent & seem ready to adopt 
every thing tending [to] Confusion & Anarchy.2 

These English Jacobins were more numerous, and more closely 
resembled the menu peuple who made the French Revolution, 
than has been recognised. Indeed, they resemble less the Jaco-
bins than the sans-culottes of the Paris "sections", whose zealous 
egalitarianism underpinned Robespierre's revolutionary war 
dictatorship of 1793-4.® Their strongholds were not yet in the 
new mill towns, but among urban craftsmen with longer 

1 P .C. A.38. 2 T.S. 11.3510 A (3). 
* Cf. A . Soboul, Les sans-culottes parisiensen I'an II (Paris, 1958), Book II , and the 

valuable discussion of the social basis of the sectionaires in R . Cobb, " T h e People in 
the French Revolution", Past and Present, X V , Apr i l 1959. 



intellectual traditions; in the old industrial city of Norwich, 
which had not yet lost its pre-eminence in the worsted industry 
to the West Riding: in Spitalfields, where the silk industry, 
with its notoriously turbulent apprentices, was suffering from 
competition with Lancashire cottons: and in Sheffield, where 
many journeymen cutlers were half-way to being little masters. 
Just as in Paris in the Year II, the shoemakers were always 
prominent. These artisans took the doctrines of Paine to their 
extreme,—absolute political, democracy: root-and-branch oppo-
sition to monarchy and the aristocracy, to the State and to 
taxation. In times of enthusiasm, they were the hard centre of a 
movement which drew the support of thousands of small 
shopkeepers, of printers and booksellers, medical men, school-
masters, engravers, small masters, and Dissenting clergy at one 
end; and of porters, coal-heavers, labourers, soldiers and 
sailors at the other. 

The movement produced only two considerable theorists; 
and they reveal the tensions at its heart. John Thelwall, the 
son of a silk mercer, was the most important—he straddled 
the world of Words worth and of Coleridge, and the world of the 
Spitalfields weavers. After the decline of the movement it 
became customary to disparage "poor Thelwall": in the early 
19 th century he was a figure of pathos—vain, haunted by a not 
unjustifiable sense of persecution, earning his living as a teacher 
of elocution. He also had the misfortune to be a mediocre 
poet—a crime which, although it is committed around us every 
day, historians and critics cannot forgive. De Quincey, who 
was brought up "in a frenzied horror of jacobinism . , , and to 
worship the name of Pitt" was only -expressing the opinion 
current amongst the next generation of intellectual radicals 
when he referred to "poor empty tympanies of men, such as 
Thelwall". The opinion has followed him to this day. 

But it required more than an empty tympany to stand 
forward, in the aftermath of the trials of Gerrald and of Mar-
garot, as the outstanding leader of the Jacobins; to face trial 
for high treason: and to continue (as Tooke and Hardy did not 
do) until—and beyond—the time of the T w o Acts. T o do this 
required, perhaps, a dash of the actor in his temperament; the 
vice of the English Jacobins (except for Hardy) was self-
dramatisation, and in their histrionic postures they sometimes 
seem ridiculous. But it was an age of rhetoric, and the rhetoric 
of a parvenu is bound to be Jess composed than the rhetoric of a 



Burke. The flourishes of the Tribunes of Liberty (who really 
were tribunes of real liberty) can surely be forgiven if they served 
to give them courage. Moreover, in the press of political 
engagement, between 1793 and 1795, Thelwall was both 
courageous and judicious. Throughout 1793 he fought a public 
battle with the London authorities to secure the right to lecture 
and debate: after being driven from hall to hall, he eventually 
secured (with the help of a committee of patrons) the premises 
at Beaufort Buildings which served both as a centre for his 
lectures and for the general activities of the society in 1794 and 
1795.1 On Hardy's arrest, he immediately rallied the society. 
When spies attended his lectures, he turned the tables by 
lecturing on the spy system; when an attempt was made to 
provoke riot, he led the audience quietly out of the hall. He 
modified intemperate resolutions and was watchful fra: provo-
cations. His command over crowds was great, and when at the 
final demonstration against the Two Acts the cry went up of 
"Soldiers, soldiers I" he is said to have turned a wave of panic 
into a wave of solidarity, by preaching the society's doctrine of 
fraternisation with the troops. 

In 1795 and 1796 his lectures and writings have a depth and 
consistency much in advance of that in any other active Jacobin. 
He defined clearly an English estimate of events in France: 

That which I glory in, in the French Revolution, is this: That it has 
been upheld and propagated as a principle of that Revolution, that 
ancient abuses are not by their antiquity converted into virtues . . . 
that man has rights which no statutes or usages can take away. . . 
that thought ought to be free . . . that intellectual beings are entitled 
to the use of their intellects . . . that one order of society has no 
right, how many years soever they have been guilty of the pillage, 
to plunder and oppress the other parts ofthe community.. . . These 
are the principles that I admire, and that cause me, notwithstanding 
all its excesses, to exult in the French Revolution. 

He stood up during Robespierre's Terror to declare that "the 
excesses and violences in France have not been the consequence 
of the new doctrines of the Revolution; but of the old leaven 
of revenge, corruption and suspicion which was generated by 
the systematic cruelties of the old despotism". He identified 
his support neither with the ineffective Girondins nor with the 
Mountain, criticising "the imbecility of the philosophic and 
the ferocity of the energetic party". But on the death of 

1 Sec C. Cestre, op. cit., pp. 74 ff. 



Robespierre he immediately lectured "on a parallel between 
the characters of Pitt and of Robespierre": 

Robespierre unjustly oppressed the rich, that he might support his 
popularity among the poor. Pitt has neglected, and by his wars and 
consequent taxes, oppressed the poor, to secure his popularity among 
the rich. . . . Robespierre set up a free constitution, and tyrannized in 
direct opposition to it. Pitt praises another free constitution, and 
tramples all its provisions under foot.1 

This also required courage. 
His twice-weekly lectures, published in The Tribune, 

combine political education with commentary upon events in a 
way which looks forward to Gobbett. He expressed a generous 
spirit of internationalism, arousing his audience with descrip-
tions of the suppression of Poland's struggle for national 
independence under Kosciuszco. His Radicalism was generally 
confined within the area defined by Paine; but his emphasis, 
far more than Paine's, was upon economic and social questions. 
He voiced the claim of the artisan for an independent livelihood 
by moderate labour; denounced legislation which penalised 
"the poor journeymen who associate together . . . while the rich 
manufacturers, the contractors, the monopolists . . . may 
associate as they please".2 He disclaimed "levelling" notions 
arid criticised as "speculative" and remote schemes of land 
nationalisation or Pantisocracy, He upheld the independent 
manufacturer, who might raise himself by "the sweat of his 
own brow". But "production was a mockery, if it was not 
accompanied with just distribution. . . . A small quantity of 
labour would be sufficient to supply necessaries and comforts, 
if property was well distributed." Enemies to wise distribution 
were "land monopoly" and enclosures, and the "accumulation 
of capital". The Rights of Man he extended to The Rights of 
Nature: 

I affirm that every man, and every woman, and every child, ought to 
obtain something more, in the general distribution of the fruits of 
labour, than food, and rags, and a wretched hammock with a poor 
rug to cover it; and that, without working twelve or fourteen hours 
a day . . . from six to sixty..—They have a claim, a sacred and 
inviolable claim . . . to some comfort and enjoyment . . . to some 
tolerable leisure for such discussions, and some means of or such 
information as may lead to an understanding of their rights. . . . 

1 Tribune, 25 April, 33 May 1795; C. Cestre, op. cit., p. 173. 
2 Although the Combination Actwasnotpassed until 1799, thisonlystrengthened 

existing legislation against trade unions. 



These "rights" included " a right to the share ofthe produce . . . 
proportionate to the profits of the employer", and the right to 
education through which the labourer's child might rise to the 
"Jiighest station of society". And, among a score of other ideas 
and proposals which entered into the stream of igth-century 
working-class politics (for The Tribune and The Rights of Nature 
were still found in the library of i gth-century Radicals), 
Thelwall tried to trace the ancestry of the eight-hour day as 
the traditional "norm" for the labouring man. 

We can say that Thelwall offered a consistent ideology to 
the artisan. His further examination of The Rights of Nature 
consisted in the analysis of the "Origin and Distribution of 
Property" and the "Feudal System". While, like Paine, he 
stopped short at the criticism of private capital accumulation 
per se, he sought to limit the operation of "monopoly" and 
"commercial" exploitation, seeking to depict an ideal society 
of smallholders, small traders and artisans, and of labourers 
whose conditions and hours of labour, and health and old age, 
were protected,1 

Thelwall took Jacobinism to the borders of Socialism; he 
also took it to the borders of revolutionism. The dilemma 
here was not in his mind but in his situation: it was the dilemma 
of all Radical reformers to the time of Chartism and beyond. 
How were the unrepresented, their organisations faced with 
persecution and repression, to effect their objects? As the 
Chartists termed it, "moral" or "physical" force? Thelwall 
rejected Place's policy of educational gradualism, as the 
auxiliary of the middle class. He accepted an unlimited agita-
tion; but rejected the extreme course of underground revolu-
tionary organisation. It was this predicament which was to 
face him (and subsequent reformers) with the choice between 
defiant rhetoric and capitulation. Again and again, between 
1792 and 1848, this dilemma was to recur. The Jacobin or 
Chartist, who implied the threat of overwhelming numbers but 
who held back from actual revolutionary preparation, was 
always exposed, at some critical moment, both to the loss of the 
confidence of his own supporters and the ridicule of his 
opponents. 

It is clear that some members of the L.C.S. were prepared to 
go further. It goes without saying that much will always 

1 Tribune, 3 Volumes,passim; Cestre, op, cit., pp. 175 f.; J. Thelwall , The Rights 
of Nature (1706), Letters I to I V . 



remain obscure about groups engaged in illegal actions, who 
took care to commit little to paper. But the revolutionists in the 
L.C.S. are persistently connected in some way with the name of 
Thomas Spence. Spence, a poor schoolmaster from Newcastle 
(where he had developed his theories of land nationalisation as 
early as 1775), came to London in December 1792. He was 
arrested almost at once for selling Rights of Man, but acquitted. 
He published and sold tracts, at first from a shop in Chancery 
Lane, then from 8 Little Turnstile, later still from 9 Oxford 
Street and finally from a barrow which also sold saloop (hot 
sassifras). He was, Place recalled, "not more than five feet 
high, very honest, simple, single-minded, who loved mankind, 
and firmly believed that a time would come when men would 
be virtuous, wise and happy. He was unpractical in the ways of 
the world to an extent hardly imaginable." Throughout the 
1790s he was a source of handbills, chalked notices, broadsheets, 
and a periodical, Pig's Meat (1793-6). Between May and 
December 1794, he was imprisoned under the suspension of 
Habeas Corpus. Between 1795 and 1797 he supplemented his 
sale of tracts by dealing in Jacobin token coinage. He was 
imprisoned again in 1801. O n his release, the small Spencean 
society continued to be a centre for agitation until, and beyond, 
his death in 1814. 

It is easy to see Spence, with his peripheral panaceas and 
his phonetic alphabet (in which he published an account of his 
own trial of 1801) as little more than a crank. But there is some 
sketchy evidence of arming and drilling connected with his 
shop, adduced at the treason trials of 1794; while in the later 
stages of the L.C.S. several of its leading members, including 
Thomas Evans and Alexander Galloway, were undoubted 
Spenceans. Spence took up Paine's arguments against heredi-
tary aristocracy and carried them to their conclusion: "we must 
destroy not only personal and hereditary Lordship, but the 
cause of them, which is Private Property in Land": 

The public mind being suitably prepared by reading my little. 
Tracts . . . a few Contingent Parishes have only to declare the land 
to be theirs and form a convention of Parochial Delegates. Other 
adjacent Parishes would . . , follow the example, and send also 
their Delegates and thus would a beautiful and powerful New 
Republic instantaneously arise in full vigour. The power and 
resources of War passing in this manner in a moment into the hands 
of the People.. . their Tyrants would become weak and harmless 



And being , . . scalped of their Revenues and the Lands that pro-
duced them their Power would never more grow to enable them to 
overturn our Temple of Liberty. 

Whether Spence was himself directly implicated in insurrec-
tionary conspiracy (as distinct from general incitement) is not 
clear. But he certainly believed in the methods of the under-
ground—the secret press, the anonymous handbill, the char-
coaled pavement, the tavern club, perhaps the food riot. At his 
trial he described himself as "the unfee'd Advocate o f t h e dis-
inherited seed of Adam". His propaganda was scarcely likely to 
win any massive following in urban centres, and never appears 
to have reached any rural districts. But it was one of his 
followers, Thomas Evans, who was the first to give to Spence's 
agrarian socialism a more general application. In his Christian 
Policy the Salvation of the Empire, published at the close of the 
Wars, he demanded: 

All the land, the waters, the mines, the houses, and all permanent 
feudal property, must return to the people . . . and be administered 
in partnership, like that ofthe church. 

The emphasis is still upon "feudal", as opposed to commercial 
or industrial wealth. But the definition of class is clearer than 
any offered by Paine: 

First, settle the property, the national domains, of the people, 
on a fair and just foundation, and that one settlement will do for 
all. . . and produce a real radical reform in everything; all attempts 
to reform without this are but so many approaches to actual ruin . . . that 
will not disturb the relative classes of society. 

Evans's writing really belongs to the post-War years. But 
he was one of the last Secretaries o f t h e L.G.S. and this reminds 
us of the importance of the Spenceans as the only English 

Jacobin grouping to succeed in maintaining an unbroken con-
tinuity throughout the Wars. And one other tradition is 
particularly linked with this grouping. The Rights of Women, and 
the cause of sexual liberation, were, in the main, championed 
within a small intellectual coterie—Mary Wollstonecrafit, God-
win, Blake (and, later, Shelley). Spence was one of the only 
Jacobin propagandists to address his writing to working women 
themselves. The Rights of Infants; or, the Imprescriptable RIGHT of 
MOTHERS to such share of the Elements as is sufficient to enable them 



to suckle and bring up their Young is the title of a critique of Paine's 
Agrarian Justice, published in the form of a dialogue between a 
woman and an aristocrat. Since women have found their 
husbands "woefully negligent and deficient about their own 
rights", the woman is made to say, "we women mean to take 
up the business ourselves". And in a later pamphlet, Spence 
championed the right of the common people to easy divorce: 

This subject is so feelingly understood in this country, that it is 
supposed the Chains of Hymen would be among the first that would 
be broken . . . in case of a Revolution, and the family business of 
life turned over to Cupid, who though he may be a little whimsical, 
is not so stem an jailor-like Deity. 

"What signifies Reforms of Government or Redress of Public 
Grievances, if people cannot have their domestic grievances 
redressed ?" x 

After the Two Acts, "some thought it dangerous, others 
thought it useless, to meet again," wrote Place. " T h e whole 
matter fell rapidly to decay. . . . The business of the Society 
increased after its members fell off." Deputations from the 
General Committee had to visit inactive or sluggish divisions: 
"I remember having to attend in this way as many as three 
divisions on one evening, and having to harangue each of them 
on their neglect. . . . The correspondence with the country was 
also very considerable."2 

T h e society felt itself to be surrounded by spies: if Thelwall 
went into an oyster-house, or an i la mode beef shop (said Binns), 
"he would conceit that one-half of the boxes in the room had 
Government spies in them". " N o news," wrote Blake's friend 
and fellow engraver, George Cumberland, "save that Great 
Britain is hanging the Irish, hunting the Maroons, feeding the 

1 Materials fer the life of Spence in Place Collection, Add. MSS. 27808; O . D. 
Rudkin, Thomas Spence and his Connections (1927); A . W . Waters, Trial of Spence on 
1801, &c. (Leamington S p a , 1917); A . Davenport, The Life, Writings and Principle:; 
of Thomas Spence (1836); T . Spence, Pig's Meat: The Rights of Infants (1797): The 
Restorer of Society to its Natural State (1801): Cole and Filson, op cit., pp. 124-8; 
T . Evans, Christian Polity the Salvation of th Empire (1816), pp. 14, 33, and Life of 
Spence (Manchester, 1821). 

2 A d d M S S . 27808. I n the summer o f 1796 Place resigned from the Executive, in 
M a r c h 1797 from the General Committee, and in June 1797 from the society, 
Powell's reports (P.C, A.38) show that the intake of new members almost stopped 
after the passing of the T w o Acts: 16 divisions failed to meet in January 1796: 
1094 were still meeting regularly in divisions in February: 826 in March; 626 in 
M a y : 439 in June: and only 209 in November. Place was still named as Assistant 
Secretary in December 1796. 



Vendee, and establishing the human flesh trade". He had only 
to enter a coffee-room and order breakfast when "some strange 
but well-dressed man would seat himself on the opposite side 
of my box" . 1 Thelwall, after being attacked by the sailors in 
Yarmouth, continued his lecture tour. He was again attacked 
by "sailors, armed associators, and the Inniskilling dragoons" 
(and was refused protection by the magistrates) at meetings in 
Lynn, Wisbech, Derby, Stockport and Ashby-de-la-Zouch. 
For a fortnight he was made Editor of the Derby Courier, but he 
was forced out o f the post. 

He had at last reached his breaking-point. The "artisans, 
shopkeepers, dissenting ministers, schoolmasters" who enter-
tained him during his tour of East Anglia and the north were 
intimidated from every side. In 1797 the invasion scare was 
growing, armed loyal associations and volunteer corps were 
formed, as much against internal conspiracy as against the 
French.2 Thelwall had started to correspond, in 1796, with 
young Coleridge, who had been lecturing on Pantisocracy in 
Bristol, and who liked his Rights of Nature. "He is intrepid, 
eloquent, and honest", Coleridge was writing to a friend in 
1797: and " I f the day of darkness and tempest should come, it 
is most probable that the influence of Thelwall would be great 
on the lower classes." But in the summer of 1797 Thelwall's 
spirits were subdued; he visited Coleridge at Stowey in July, 
tramped with him and Wordsworth in the countryside, and 
envied their peace; 

. . . it would be sweet 
With kindly interchange of mutual aid 
To delve our little garden plots, the while 
Sweet converse flow'd, suspending oft the arm 
And half-driven spade, while, eager, one propounds 
And listens one, weighing each pregnant word, 
And pondering fit reply . . . 

It was the year of the germination of Lyrical Ballads, and the 
poets were themselves the subject of the attentions of a Govern-
ment spy, who reported their excited converse with the Jacobin 
— " a little stout man with dark crop of hair and wore a white 
hat". Thelwall determined to renounce public life: 

1 Binns, op. cit., p. 44; D. V , Erdman, op. cit., p. 272. 
18 In February 1797 the French actually made a small landing near Fishguard, 

on the Pembrokeshire coast; see E. H. S. Jones, The Last Invasion of Britain 
(Cardiff, 1950). 



Ah! let me then, far from the strifeful scene? 
Of public life (where Reason's warning voice 
Is heard no longer, and the trump of Truth 
Who blows but wakes The Ruffian Grew of Power 
To deeds of maddest anarchy and blood). 
Ah! let me, far in some sequester'd dell, 
Build my low cot; most happy might it prove, 
My Samuel! near to thine, that I might oft 
Share thy sweet converse, best-belov'd of friends! 

But Coleridge was tiring of the "trump of Truth", and was 
preparing to break his own "squeaking trumpet of sedition". 
His reply to Thelwall was friendly but firm: " a t present I 
see that much evil and little good would result from your settling 
here". 1 

Meanwhile the L.C.S., with Binns and Jones awaiting trial, 
refused to give up. In the General Election of 1796, there was 
an informal Whig-Radical alliance in Westminster, where Fox 
declared on the hustings: " A more detestable [Government] 
never existed in British History. . . . This Government has 
destroyed more human beings in its foreign wars, than Louis the 
Fourteenth; and attempted the lives of more innocent men at 
home, than Henry the Eighth." And throughout the next ten 
years the Foxite opposition (so incomprehensible to historians 
of the Namier School) was, together with the jury system, the 
last defence of English liberties. Fox himself carried West-
minster without difficulty; and one of Burke's "assassins", 
H o m e Tooke, polled nearly 3,000 votes.2 In Norwich, the 
patrician Quaker, BartlettGurney, stood with thesupport ofthe 
Patriotic Society against the War Minister, Windham. As in 
Westminster there was a wide franchise, and he secured a 
majority of the resident freemen, but was swamped by out-
voters imported from London. In Thelwall's view the "labour-
ing freemen" would have carried the day if Gurney had not 
been an ineffectual absentee candidate, who even failed to 
appear on the hustings. In Nottingham, Dr. Crompton, with 
Jacobin support, achieved a respectable poll.8 

1 J . Thelwall , Poems Chiefly written in Retirement (Hereford, 1801), pp. xxx, 
129; Cestre, op. cit., p. 142 ff,; H . O . 42.41; E. Blunden (ed.), Coleridge Studies 
(1934)-

2 C . J . Fox, 5160, Sir A . Gardner, 4814 (elected). John H o m e Tooke, 2819 (not 
elected). 

3 Thelwall, The Rights of Nature, Letter I, pp. 25-9. Norwich: Hon. H . Hobart, 
1622, W , Windham, 1159 (elected). Bartlett Gurney, 1076 (not elected). 
Nottingham: Lord Carrington, 1211, D. P. Coke, 1070 (elected). Dr. Crompton, 
560 (not elected). 



The collapse came at the end of 1796. In the autumn of that 
year the society was still strong enough to publish a weighty 
Moral and Political Magazine, although Place wisely warned that 
this would overstrain its finances, and it appears to have drawn 
almost wholly upon Thelwall for its intellectual resources. 
Eighteen divisions of the society still paid subscriptions in 
January 1797, although in the same month the new Secretary, 
John Bone (reconciled from the Reforming Society), issued a 
printed circular to all members, reproving them for their non-
attendance. In the summer the society inaugurated the long 
tradition of open-air political propaganda, taking their 
example from the Dissenting and Methodist field-preachers: 
every Sunday they spoke near the City Road, and at Islington, 
Hoxton, Hackney, Hornsey, Bethnal Green, mixing Jacobin 
propaganda with the advocacy of Deism and Atheism. They 
also (says Reid) began the systematic penetration of benefit 
societies—a development of great importance for the history of 
trade unionism during the years of illegality. In July 1797 
they attempted to defy the T w o Acts, by calling a public 
demonstration in St. Pancras: a considerable crowd attended, 
was dispersed by the magistrates, and six members of the 
platform (including Binns) arrested. A provincial correspond-
ence still continued, the Norwich Patriotic Society writing in 
July: " W e continue firm at our Post . . . prepared rather to 
make a Public exit than to abandon . . .". But it was more 
difficult to pass letters: five new addresses were given, of shop-
keepers whose mail was unlikely to be suspected, and "we think 
it would be as well to change the address sometimes as above". 
After the July arrests, Thomas Evans the Spencean, became 
Secretary: a meeting of the General Committee, in November, 
issued a declaration denouncing "weak minded persons" who 
propagate the view that popular associations are fruitless: it 
pledged the continuance of the L.C.S. to the uttermost end, 
but it was signed by only seven persons.1 

But there is some evidence that there were now at least 
two sections of the L.C.S., one attempting a quasi-legal 
existence (and still publishing openly its proceedings), the 
other committed to illegal organisation. Some persons—John 
Binns, his brother, Benjamin, and John Bone—were probably 
members of both. Historians have scoffed at the evidence of 

1 Moral and Political Magazine of the L.C.S., November 1796; P. C. A. 38; 
H.O. 65.1; L.C.S. Letter-book, Add. MSS. 27815; Reid, op. cit., pp. 17-20, 



underground activity, and yet, in the circumstances of 1796-
1801, it would have been more surprising if this development 
had not taken place. Working men were not, after all, strangers 
to these forms of activity; couriers passed regularly, on illicit 
trade union business, between all parts of Britain. And while 
the authorities tampered with papers and presented them in 
selective and sensational manner, there is no evidence to suggest 
that such documents as those presented in the Report of the 
Committee of Secrecy of 1799 were forgeries. 

The Jacobin "underground" would lead us to the colony of 
English emigres in Paris, to the insurrection of Scottish weavers 
(Tranent 1797), and most of all to relations between the English 

Jacobins and the United Irishmen, whose smouldering rebellion 
broke into open war in 1798. But the greatest revolutionary 
portents for England were the naval mutinies at Spithead and 
the Nore in April and May 1797. There is no doubt that 
appalling conditions of food, pay and discipline precipitated 
the mutinies, but there is also some evidence of direct Jacobin 
instigation. There were Corresponding Society members among 
the mutineers; Richard Parker himselfj the unwilling "Admiral" 
of the "Floating Republic" of the Nore, exemplifies the role of 
educated "quota-men" who brought into the fleet the language 
of Rights of Man and some experience in committee organisation. 
The presence of 11,500 Irish sailors, and 4,000 Irish Marines 
added another revolutionary ingredient, " D a m m y eyes i f l under-
stand your lingo or long Proclamations," wrote one mutineer to 
the "Lords Commissioners ofthe Board of Admiralty", 

but in short give us our Due at Once and no more at it, till we go in 
search of the Rascals the Eneymes of our Country. 

This may have been the language of the majority. But for a 
critical week, when the Thames was blockaded, there was talk 
among the mutineers of removing the fleet to France (where 
indeed several ships, in desperation, finally sailed). What is 
remarkable about the conduct of the sailors is neither their 
"fundamental loyalty" nor their Jacobinism but the "wild and 
extravagent nature" of their changes in mood. It was this 
volatility against which Richard Parker, in a dying testament, 
warned his friends: 

Remember, never to make yourself the busy body of the lower 
classes, for they are cowardly, selfish, and ungrateful; the least 
trifle will intimidate them, and him whom they have exalted one 



moment as their Demagogue, the next they will not scruple to 
exalt upon the gallows. I own it is with pain that I make such a re-
mark to you, b u t . . . I have experimentally proved it, and very soon 
am to be made the example of it. 

But in the same breath he declared that he died "a Martyr in 
the cause of Humanity". 1 

These great mutinies, and the Irish rebellion of the following 
year, were indeed events of world-wide significance, and they 
show how precarious was the hold of the English ancien regime. 
For the British fleet—the most important instrument of 
European expansion, and the only shield between revolutionary 
France and her greatest rival—to proclaim that "the Age of 
Reason has at length revolved", was to threaten to subvert 
the whole edifice of world power. It is foolish to argue that, 
because the majority of the sailors had few clear political 
notions, this was a parochial affair of ship's biscuits and arrears 
of pay, and not a revolutionary movement. This is to mistake 
the nature of popular revolutionary crises, which arise from 
exactly this kind of conjunction between the grievances of the 
majority and the aspirations articulated by the politically-
conscious minority. But at the same time the attitude adopted 
by the L.C.S. towards the mutinies remains problematical. 
There is evidence that sailors attended Jacobin meetings at 
Chatham and Portsmouth, and that individual L.C.S. mem-
bers made contact with the ships' delegates and even harangued 
groups of mutineers. A shadowy "gentleman in black" is 
supposed to have been in contact with Parker and his fellows; 
and this may have been Dr. Watson who was certainly at this 
time working for a French invasion, but who (according 
to a later deposition) was disowned by the L.C.S.2 

W e must see that the mutinies posed in the most acute form 
possible the conflict between the republican sympathies and 
the national loyalties of the members of the L.C.S. It is at 
about this time that a pro-Gallican and revolutionary party 

1 G . E. Manwaring and B. Dobrće, The Floating Republic (Penguin e d n j , esp. 
pp. 200, 246, 265-8. This account underplays the evidence as to Jacobin influence 
in the fleet, which is very much more folly examined in C , Gill, The Nasal Mutinies 
of 1797 ( I9 I3)* 

2 C . Gill , op. ext., pp. 301, 319, 327, 339 et. seq., and Appendix A; and, for 
Watson, deposition of Henry Hastings in P.O. A.152, and entry in D.N.B. Sensa-
tional stories as to a European-wide secret conspiracy of illuminism and Jacobinical 
freemasonry appear to be baseless in their relation to England, although they may 
have some bearing on Jrish events: see Abb<5 Barruel, Memoirs Illustrating the 
History of Jacobinism, translated and annotated by Hon. R. Clifford (1798), IV. , 
PP- 529 f-



(which included many Irish emigrants) can be distinguished 
from the more constitutionally-minded reformers, many of 
whom (like Place) were now falling away. In June 1797, 
shortly after the mutiny, a certain Henry Fellowes was appre-
hended at Maidstone distributing handbills to the troops. He 
was an emissary of the London society, and a letter addressed 
to John Bone in London reported two divisions ofthe Maidstone 
society active (with sixty in attendance), and ordered more 
handbills (particularly for the Irish soldiers), as well as copies of 
"Bonaparte's Address" and Paine's Agrarian Justice. Following 
these events, two further Acts were passed, imposing the death 
penalty for illegal oaths and for attempts to seduce the armed 
forces from their allegiance.1 Immediately afterwards a Richard 
Fuller was apprehended and condemned to death for giving an 
inflammatory address to a member of the Coldstream Guards. 

The London society itself had adopted a new constitution, 
better adapted to underground organisation and to the preven-
tion of penetration by spies. Side by side with this, a secret 
committee was meeting in Furnival's Inn Cellar, in Holborn. 
This was quite possibly a centre of the United Englishmen, 
an organisation which was in the main an auxiliary to the 
United Irishmen—indeed, in England the two appear to be 
almost indistinguishable. Its communications were by word of 
mouth or by cypher: its emissaries had pass-words and signs: 

. . ..you reached out your left hand to shake hands with his left 
hand, then pressing with your Thumb the first joint of the fore 
finger and he pressing the same with you was a sure token—one 
saying Unity, the other answering, Truth—one saying, Liberty, 
the other saying Death. . . . 

In London, John Binns, Benjamin Binns, and Colonel Despard 
were among the initiates. O f one ofthe divisions, which met at 
the "Cock and Neptune" in Well Close Square, an informer 
reported it was "chiefly attended by Coal Heavers". If its 
strength here was among the Irish labourers on the Thames, it 
was also alleged to have no fewer than fifty divisions in Liver-
pool and Manchester, with further divisions in the south-east 
Lancashire weaving villages:2 In Manchester some success was 

1 This Act against illegal oaths was that used against the Luddites and the 
"Tolpuddle Martyrs". 

2 A prisoner examined in May 1798 deposed that the Manchester Society "had 
much fallen off ' ' in 1796 "owing to a quarrel between the Gentlemen who 
belonged to it & the Mechanics of the Society". It would seem that the mechanics 
proceeded to form branches of the United Englishmen, 29 divisions of which are 
listed in another deposition in H.O. 42.45. 



gained in penetrating the Army, where oaths were administered 
to members of the Light Dragoons: 

In a ful Presence of God. I a.b. doo swear not to abey the Cornall 
but the . . . Peapell. Not the officers but the Committey of United 
Inglashmen . . . and to assist with arms as fare as Use in my power 
to astablish a Republican Government in this Country and others 
and to asist the french on ther Landing to free this Contray. 

(The Irish lilt is betrayed even in the orthography.) But while 
secret organisation undoubtedly extended beyond the ranks of 
the Irish, it seems that in the spring of 1798 there were differ-
ences of outlook among the conspirators. On the one hand, the 
native Jacobins appear to have been continuing their work 
under various disguises. The "Friends of Freedom" in Rochdale 
and in Royton (summer 1*797) appear to have been linked 
with a centre in Manchester calling itself the "Institute for the 
Promulgation of Knowledge amongst the Working People of 
Manchester and its Vicinity". In Bolton (February 1798) a spy 
succeeded in gaining admission (by means of an oath) to the 
United Englishmen; the local leader "recommended a Book 
Club as useful to make Proselytes". At Thornley in February 
1798 an Irish priest was approached by a fellow countryman 
and freemason (a "Knight Templar") who boasted of 20,000 
United Englishmen in Manchester: "as I was a Hdy Father" 
(he wrote to the authorities) the man felt that he could safely be 
entrusted with his secrets. " I t appears," a Bolton clergyman 
wrote to the Duke of Portland in the same month, "that they 
are not wholly agreed in their wishes of French interference— 
Some say they can manage their own business themselves... , " 1 

In the winter of 1797-8 an Irish priest, Father O'Goigly, 
passed between Lancashire, Ireland and France, under the 
name of "Captain Jones". Early in 1798 he came to London, 
and John Binns was attempting to find a smuggler in one of the 
Kent ports who would carry O'Coigly and Arthur O'Connor 
to France when all three men were arrested. A paper was found 
on O'Coigly, discussing the possible reception of the French in 
England in the event of an invasion. Although Englishmen had 
many grievances, they were also anxious lest the French should 
reduce Britain to a province. Therefore the French were advised 
that, upon landing, they should issue a proclamation: 1. That 
the British islands should form "distinct republicks"; 2. That 

1 Report of Committee of Secrecy (1799), passim; various sources in T .S . 11.333 a n d 
4406; P.C. A.152, A.158, A . i 6 i ; H . O . 42.43/6-



each should choose its own form o f government;^, That all 
who joined the invaders would be given arms; 4. That no con-
tributions would be levied, beyond those necessary for meeting 
the cost of the invasion; 5. That France would limit her acquisi-
tions to ships and to overseas possessions taken from her by the 
allies. O'Goigly, who refused, with great heroism, to reveal his 
associates, was executed. Binns, who bore a charmed life, was 
acquitted of high treason and—before a lesser charge could be 
preferred—took refuge under an assumed name in the "counties 
of Derby and Nottingham, where I had many friends".1 

Sympathy with the Irish rebellion was certainly not confined 
to Irishmen like Binns. The L.G.S. published, on 30 January 
1798, an Address to the Irish Nation, signed by R. T. Crossfield, 
President, and Thomas Evans, Secretary: 

GENEROUS, GALLANT NATION 
May the present Address convince you how truly we sympathise 
in all your Sufferings. . . . May Nations . . . learn that "existing 
circumstances" have been the Watchword of Despotism in all Ages 
and in all Countries; and that when a People once permits Govern-
ment to violate the genuine Principles of Liberty, Encroachment 
will be grafted upon Encroachment; Evil will grow upon Evil; 
Violation will follow Violation, and Power will engender Power, 
till the Liberties of ALL will be held at despotic command. . . . 

It is a moving address, which redeems the English from the 
charge of total complicity in the Irish repression, and which 
included an appeal to English soldiers in Ireland to refuse to 
act as "Agents of enslaving Ireland". And it dignified the 
"public exit" of the society. Evans and the surviving committee 
members of the L.G.S. were rounded up in April 1798, in the 
course of a heated discussion as to what action they should take 
in the event of a French invasion. Thomas Evans took the view 
that th^ French Government had betrayed the revolutionary 
cause, and seemed to be "more desirous of establishing an 
extensive military despotism, than of propagating republican 
principles". He therefore proposed that members of the society 
should join the Volunteers. Dr. Crossfield agreed with his stric-
tures, but declared that the L.C.S. could not defend the bad 
against the worse. The Bow Street Runners ended the argument.2 

1 Committee of Secreiy (1799), passim; T .S . 11.333; P .C. A , 1 5 2 ; Binns, op. cit., 
Ch. I V to VI.* 

2 See H. Collins, op. cif., p. 132; R . Hodgson, Proceedings of General Committee 
of L.C.S. (Newgate, 1798); Committee qf Secrecy (1799), Appendix, pp. 70-3; H, C . 
Davis , op. cit., pp. 92-3. 



O n the previous day, Colonel Despard and three members of 
the United Englishmen had been rounded up. The alarmist 
reports as to the strength of this organisation given by the 
Committee of Secrecy of 1799 can certainly be discounted: 

Most ofthe societies through England, which had used to correspond 
with the London Corresponding Society had . . . adopted the same 
plan of forming societies of United Englishmen... and the influence 
of the destructive principles from which they proceeded, was still 
further extended by the establishment of clubs, among the lowest 
classes ofthe community... in which songs were sung, toasts given, 
and language held, of the most seditious nature. 

But, at the same time, there is no reason why historians 
should have accepted without hesitation Place's account, 
according to which the United Englishmen was stillborn, and 
never had more than a dozen members.1 Place had long been 
opposed, not only to illegal organisation, but to any form of 
open agitation, and had favoured a policy of educational 
quietism. He had withdrawn from the society in 1797, and 
would certainly not have been in the confidence of conspirat-
ors. The evidence as to its existence in Lancashire is strong; 
and there are informers' reports in the Treasury Solicitor's 
and Privy Council papers on the activities of several London 
divisions. Two spies claimed to be on a General Committee, 
with delegates from a scatter of branches in Shoreditch, Hoxton, 
Bethnal Green; delegates were instructed in military drill 
(September 1798) in Epping Forest; there was a competing 
body known as the "Sons of Liberty."2 "Fortunately we have 
no Leader," proclaimed the "Address from the Secret Com-
mittee of England to the Executive Directory in France", 
which was found upon O'Coigly: 

Some few of the opulent have indeed, by Speeches, professed them-
selves the Friends of Democracy, but they have not acted they have 
considered themselves as distinct from the People, and the People 
will, in its turn, consider their Claims to its Favour as unjust and 
frivolous. . . . 

We now only wait with Impatience to see the Hero of Italy, 
and the brave Veterans of the great Nation. Myriads will hail 
their Arrival with Shouts of Joy. . . . s 

1 Add. M S S . 35142 ff. 62-6. Possibly Place's account has gained acceptance 
because an underground organisation by its nature, leaves almost no papers 
behind it, and therefore has, for the historian, no existential reality. 

s Reports of John Tunbridge and Gent, P . C . A. 144. 
8 Report of Committee of SeCregi (i799). P- 74-



The truth would appear to be complex. On the one hand, the 
"myriads", so far from adopting the stance claimed by the 
"Secret Committee of England", were caught up by 1798 in the 
wave of patriotic feeling aroused by the expectation of a French 
invasion. Indeed, the Volunteer Movement in these years may 
not have alarmed the French, but it was a very powerful 
auxiliary force to the other resources of Church and State in 
repressing native Jacobins.1 Place is probably right that in 
extremist London circles there were now some congenital 
conspirators, who lived in a tavern world of paranoiac fantasies, 
who had few real contacts, and whose Addresses (if they had 
been believed in France) would have been wholly misleading. 
One such man was (it seems) Dr. Richard Watson, a former 
member of the L.C.S. whom we have already noted as having 
been associated in some manner with the naval mutinies. In 
1797 he was arrested for smuggling information to France by 
way of Hamburg. Released in 1799, "le Citoyen Watson" 
addressed a memorial to the French Directory, describing 
himself as "President of the Executive Committee of the London 
Corresponding Society, Member of the British Union, and 
Representative of the Associations of Bath, Bristol, & c . " 
Escaping to France, he began to address the British nation in 
the same grandiloquent tone.® 

But other conspirators were more serious, as Colonel Despard 
was to testify on the scaffold in 1803.3 By 1797 it is clear that 
some of the extreme Jacobins had come to despair of constitu-
tional agitation. From this time forward, for more than twenty 
years, there was a small group of London democrats (Spencean 
or republican) who saw no hope but in a coup d'itat, perhaps 
aided by French arms, in which some violent action would 
encourage the London "mob" to rise in their support. It was 
this tradition which was inherited by Arthur Thistlewood and 
by another Dr. Watson in 1816. Several of the group, including 
Richard Hodgson and John Ashley (shoemaker and former 
Secretary of the L.C.S.) took refuge in France in the late 
1790s, where they still remained in 1817. Indeed, the return 
of two members of this group to London in this year was 

1 See J. R . Western, " T h e Volunteer Movement as an Anti-Revolutionary 
Force, 1793-1801", English Hist. Rev., 1956, p. 603; and, for the deficiencies of the 
Volunteers, The Town Labourer, pp. 87-9. 

2 Various papers in P.C. A. 152; Meikle, op. cit., pp. 171, 191-2 ; Clef clu Cabinet 
des Souverains, 2 Frimaire, an V I I ; D.N.B. 

3 For Despard, see below pp. 478-84. 



sufficient to provoke an alarmist report to Lord Sidmouth 
himself.1 

Thus the Jacobin conspirators did exist. And they were in 
earnest enough to risk their lives and to endure imprisonment 
and exile. But their kind of conspiracy had a certain stridency 
and abstract republican zeal which did not run with the grain 
of the times. Moreover, with the execution of O'Goigly, the 
defeat ofthe Irish rebellion, and the arrest ofthe leading men at 
London and at Manchester, the conspiracy ceased to have a 
national existence. In the provinces, where underground organ-
isation existed, it either withered in isolation or struck a new 
kind of root in its own industrial context. In 1799 special 
legislation was introduced "utterly suppressing and prohibit-
ing" by name the L.G.S. and the United Englishmen. Even 
the indefatigable conspirator, John Binns, felt that further 
national organisation was hopeless, and attempted to enter 
into a non-aggression pact with the Privy Council, although 
this only resulted in his serving a sentence as its guest in 
Gloucester gaol. When arrested he was found in possession of a 
ticket which was perhaps one of the last "covers" for the old 
L.G.S.: "Admit for the Season to the School of Eloquence".2 

By 1799 nearly all the old leaders were in gaol or in exile: 
among the prisoners were Evans, Hodgson, Bone, Binns, 
Galloway, Despard, John Baxter. Their entertainment in 
prison, when contrasted with that of Wilkes thirty years before, 
left a great deal to be desired. Thomas Evans, by his own 
account, 

was conveyed to the Bastile, and there confined many months in a 
cell, with the accomodation of a bog of straw, a blanket, and rug; 
denied books, pen, ink, paper, candle, and much of the time access 
to fire. 

His house was seized by the Bow Street magistrates and his 
wife and baby confined. He was held for two years arid eleven 
months. The treatment of the prisoners by Governor Aris in 
Goldbath Fields provoked a scandal, in the exposure of which 
Sir Francis Burdett took a leading part. T h e libertarian dis-
position of the London crowd is shown by the fact that his 
campaign on behalf of the prisoners won him a popularity 
only comparable to that formerly enjoyed by Wilkes. For years 
London's most popular slogan was "Burdett and No Bastille!" 

1 G . Sangster to Sidmouth, 13 April 1817, H.O. 42.163. 
2 P.C. A.15a; Binns, op. cit., pp. 140-1. 



One of the prisoners whose release he helped to secure was 
Colonel Edmund Despard. The story of 19 th-century Radicalism 
commences with these two men.1 

What is the price of Experience? do men buy it for a song? 
Or wisdom for a dance in the street? No, it is bought with the price 
Of all that a man hath, his house, his wife, his children. 
Wisdom is sold in the desolate market where none come to buy, 
And in the wither'd field, where the farmei plows for bread in vain. 

Thus William Blake, writing Vala, or the Four £oas in 1796-7. 
As the Jacobin current went into more hidden underground 
channels, so his own prophecies became more mysterious and 
private. Through the years the imprisonment went on: K y d 
Wake, a Gosport bookbinder, sentenced at the end of 1796 to 
five years hard labour, and to the pillory, for saying " N o 
George, no war" (in 1803 Blake was himself to escape narrowly 
from such a charge) ; Johnson, the bookseller and friend of 
Godwin, imprisoned; prosecutions for sedition in Lancashire 
and Lincolnshire; a Somerset basket-maker imprisoned for 
saying " I wish success to the French".2 The Duke of Portland, 
at the Home Office, himself sent out instructions to shut down 
tavern societies, and to commit to the House of Correction 
little children selling Spence's i\d. sheets.8 At Hackney the 
eccentric classical scholar, Gilbert Wakefield, looked out from 
his books and offered the opinion that the labouring classes had 
little to lose by a French invasion: "Within three miles o f t h e 
house, where I am writing these pages, there is a much greater 
number of starving, miserable human beings . . . than on any 
equal portion of ground through the habitable globe."4 Fox's 
friendship and his own scholarship did not save him from 
prison. "The Beast and the Whore rule without control," Blake 
noted on the title-page of Bishop Watson's Apology for the Bible; 
" T o defend the Bible in this year 1798 would cost a man his 
life." K y d Wake indeed died in prison, while Wakefield was 
released only in time to die. 

The persecution tore the last Jacobin intellectuals apart from 
the artisans and labourers. In France, as it seemed to Words-
worth, 

1 T . Evans, Christian Polity, p. iv; Reasmer, 26 March 1808; "Narrative of John 
Oxlade" , Add. MSS. 27809; P.C. A . 161. 

2 T . S . 11.5390. 
3 H . O . 119.1; H . O . 65.1. 
* G . Wakefield, Reply to the Bishop of Llandaff (1798), p . 36. 



. . . all was quieted by iron bonds 
Of military sway. The shifting aims, 
The varied functions and high attributes 
Of civil action, yielded to a power 
Formal, and odious, and contemptible. 
— I n Britain ruled a panic dread of change; 
The weak were praised, rewarded, and advanced; 
And, from the impulse of a just disdain, 
Once more did I retire into myself. 

There commenced, for an intellectual generation, that pattern 
of revolutionary disenchantment which foreshadows the 
shoddier patterns of our own century. Balked of their pantiso-
cratic fantasies, the penitents accused the Jacobins of their own 
intellectual follies. Walking with Thelwall in the Quantocks in 
the summer of 1797, the poets came to a beautiful secluded dell. 
"Citizen John," said Coleridge, "this is a fine place to talk 
treason in." "Nay, Citizen Samuel," replied Thelwall, "it is 
rather a place to make a man forget that there is any necessity 
for treason." The anecdote foreshadows the decline of the 
first Romantics into political "apostasy"—most abject in 
Southey, most complex in Coleridge, most agonising and self-
questioning in Wordsworth. " I wish you would write a poem in 
blank verse," Coleridge wrote to Wordsworth, in 1799, 
"addressed to those who, in consequence of the complete failure 
of the French Revolution, have thrown up all hopes for the 
amelioration of mankind, and are sinking into an almost 
epicurean selfishness, disguising the same under the soft titles 
of domestic attachment and contempt for visionary philosophes 
. . . " By this time Thelwall had retired to an isolated farm in 
South Wales. (Arriving there he was astonished to find himself 
trailed by a spy. O r was this persecution mania?) It was here 
that Wordsworth paid him a last visit; and it was in such 
isolated surroundings as these that he was to depict the Solitary 
in The Excursion, meditating upon the delusions of those 
millennarial yean. 1 

At the other pole, we have the disorganised and persecuted 
working men, without national leadership, struggling to 

1 Thelwall , unlike the Solitary, remained in radical politics. Subsisting during 
the Wars as a teacher of elocution, he reappeared on a radical platform at West-
minster in November 1818, " t o the no small astonishment of the Company," 
noted the Gorgon, "like a man risen from the dead" (21 November 1818). There-
after he edited the Champion, was harrassed by the prosecuting societies, and took 
part in the Reform Bill agitation of 1831-2. But he was not in tune with the new 
movement, and his work lacked his early originality and challenge. 



maintain some kind of illegal organisation. Their predicament 
is well expressed in a letter to the L.G.S. from a Leeds society, 
written on behalf of about a hundred members in October 
1 7 9 7 : 

We are chiefly Working Mecanicks as those tradesmen hear who are 
friends to our cause have few of them Virtue enough to come 
Publickley forward as the Aristocratic influence is so great that they 
have got all the trade under their own hand so that they have got 
Power to distress any tradesman who exposes the Villany of a 
Corrupt System. There was a very good Society hear about 3 years 
since but the arbitrary proceedings of our Justices operated in so 
terrifying a manner on our Friends in general that their spirits 
have been sunk under the Standard of Moderation & the Sacred 
flame which had been kindled in their Breasts was almost extin-
guished . . . 

No publican dare take them in, and they are "quite fast" for 
membership tickets "as there is not a printer in the town who 
dare do anything for us". 1 

It is wrong to see this as the end, for it was also a beginning. 
In the 1790s something like an "English Revolution" took 
place, of profound importance in shaping the consciousness of 
the post-war working class. It is true that the revolutionary 
impulse was strangled in its infancy; and the first consequence 
was that of bitterness and despair. The counter-revolutionary 
panic of the ruling classes expressed itself in every part of social 
life; in attitudes to trade unionism, to the education of the 
people, to their sports and manners, to their publications and 
societies, and their political rights. And the reflex of despair 
among the common people can be seen, during the war years, 
in the inverted chiliasm of the Southcottians and the new 
Methodist revival. In the decades after 1795 there was a 
profound alienation between classes in Britain, and working 
people were thrust into a state of apartheid whose effects—in the 
niceties of social and educational discrimination—can be felt 
to this day. England differed from other European nations in 
this, that the flood-tide of counter-revolutionary feeling and 
discipline coincided with the flood-tide of the Industrial Revolu-
tion ; as new techniques and forms of industrial organisation 
advanced, so political and social rights receded. The "natural" 
alliance between an impatient radically-minded industrial 
bourgeoisie and a formative proletariat was broken as soon as it 

1 L. C. S. Letter-book, Add. MSS. 27815. 



was formed. The ferment among the industrialists and the 
wealthy Dissenting tradesmen of Birmingham and the northern 
industrial towns belongs in the main to 1791 and 1792; the 
peak of "disaffection" among artisans and wage-earners in 
London, Norwich and Sheffield—whether caused by Jacobin 
agitation or by starvation—belongs to 1795. Only for a few 
months in 1792 do the two coincide; and after the September 
massacres all but a small minority of the manufacturers 
had been frightened from the cause of reform. If there was 
no revolution in England in the 1790s it was not because of 
Methodism but because the only alliance strong enough to 
effect it fell apart; after 1792 there were no Girondins to 
open the doors through which the Jacobins might come. 
If men like Wedgwood, Boulton and Wilkinson had acted 
together with men like Hardy, Place and Binns—and if W y vill's 
small gentry had acted with them—then Pitt (or Fox) would 
have been forced to grant a large instalment of reform. But 
the French Revolution consolidated Old Corruption by uniting 
landowners and manufacturers in a common panic; and the 
popular societies were too weak and too inexperienced to 
effect either revolution or reform on their own.1 

Something of this was felt even by Thelwall, when he 
visited Sheffield in 1796. He rejoiced at the intelligence and 
political awareness of the Sheffield "Sanscullotterie"\ "But it is a 
body without a head. They have unfortunately no leader." 
While several people "of considerable property and in-
fluence . . . think with them", none had the courage to take their 
part: 

If any three or four persons of weight and pecuniary consequence 
in that place, would but take these honest, intelligent manufac-
turers and their cause fairly and publicly by the hand (as persons 
of that description . . . have done in Norwich), in Sheffield, as in 
Norwich, the petty tyranny of provincial persecution would 
presently be at an end, . . .2 

Nor was this a symptom of Jacobin apostasy on ThelwalPs part. 
He was faced, in 1796, with a real dilemma: on the one hand, 
the reformist paternalism which when he met it in practice— 

1 For studies of the connections between reformers and the manufacturing 
interest in the early 1790s, see E. Robinson, " A n English Jacobin: James Watt" , 
Camb. Hist. Journal, X I (1953-5), p. 351; W . H. Chaloner, " D r . Joseph Priestley, 
John Wilkinson, and the French Revolution", Trims. Royal Hist. Soc. 5th Series 
V I I I (1958), p, 25. 

2 Thelwal l , The Rights of Nature, Letter I, p. 20. 



as in the case of Gurney at Norwich—he disliked; on the other 
hand, the exposure of plebeian reformers to victimisation on a 
scale which was destroying the movement or driving it under-
ground. 

•Moreover, the movement badly needed the intellectual 
resources of those men o f t h e educated middle class, some of 
whom had been most afflicted by revolutionary disenchant-
ment. It had early lost, through forcible and voluntary emigra-
tion, two of its most able propagandists and organisers, Gerrald 
and Cooper.1 It could not surive for, ever on Rights of Man, 
and the imitation of French forms, or in Roman togas and 
Saxon smocks. But at its peak, in 1795, the movement was 
scarcely of four years' growth; its thinking had to be done in the 
press of organisation, amongst alarms and accusations of 
treason, with supporters defaulting and with Robespierre 
punctuating the florid periods of their Addresses with the more 
taciturn guillotine. ThelwalPs lectures were thought out on 
his feet, to an audience which always included one of His 
Majesty's informers. His best work (significantly) was not done 
until the comparative calm of 1796 when the movement began 
to fall apart. It is scarcely surprising that the English Jacobins 
were guilty of immaturities and suffered through their inex-
perience, and that many of .their speakers made themselves 
look foolish by their exaggerated postures. 

So far, it would seem, it is a record of frustration and of 
failure. But the experience had another, and an altogether 
more positive side. Not one, but many, traditions find their 
origin in these years. There is the intellectual tradition of 
Godwin and of Mary Wollstonecraft, which Shelley was to 
reaffirm. There is the tradition of Deism and of free-thought; the 
Wars had scarcely ended before Richard Carlile commenced 
the re-publication of all of Paine's works. There is the tradition 
of the advanced Unitarians and "free-thinking Christians", 
carried forward by such men as Benjamin Flower and William 
Frend, to the Monthly Depository of W. J . Fox.2 There is the 
tradition of Place, and of the sober, constitutionally-minded 
tradesmen and artisans (some of whom, like Hardy, Galloway 
and Place himself later prospered as small or large employers) 

1 T w o of the most cogent pamphlets on their side w e r e Gerrald's, A Convention 
the Only Means of Saving Us from Ruin (1793) and T . Cooper, Reply to Mr. Burke's 
Iwective against Mr. Cooper and Mr. Watt (Manchester, 1792). For ooper's emi-
gration to America , see D. Malone, The Public Life of Thomas Cooper (New H a v e n , 
1926). 

2 S e e F. E. Mineka, The Dissidence of Dissent (1944). 



who re-emerged in the Westminster Election of 1807, in support 
of Tooke's disciple Sir Francis Burdett, and who from that 
time remained in active association. 

These traditions are embodied not only in ideas but in 
persons. While some Jacobins retired and others—John 
Gales, Thomas Cooper, "Citizen Lee", John Binns, Daniel 
Isaac Eaton and many others—emigrated to America,1 

others watched for every new opportunity to re-open the 
propaganda. John Gale Jones and John Frost were members of 
London debating clubs during the Wars, where they influenced 
a younger Radical generation; and Jones remained prominent 
in London Radical circles until the 1820s.2 And in many 
provincial centres the same continuity can be witnessed. Few 
centres can boast a record as long as that of Geofge Bown of 
Leicester, who was Secretary of its Constitutional Society in 
1792, was arrested in 1794, and who was still writing as an 
advocate of "physical force" Chartism in i848,s But in many 
towns like-minded tradesmen and artisans, opponents of the 
Wars, continued to meet together. The great engraver, Thomas 
Bewick, recalls the "set of staunch advocates for the liberties of 
mankind", who met in Newcastle at the "Blue Bell", the 
"Unicorn", and the News Room. These were "men of sense 
and consequence", "tradesmen of the genteel sort", "bankers' 
clerks, artisans, and agents". Bewick's particular associates 
included a shoemaker, a builder, a founder, a white-smith, an 
editor, a fencing-master, a radical gentleman, and several 
actors. All were united in condemnation of the war and of its 
social consequences: 

T h e shipping interest wallowed in riches; the gentry whirled about 
in aristocratic pomposity, they forgot w h a t their demeanour and 
good, kind, behaviour used to be to those in inferior stations of life; 
and seemed now far too often to look upon them like dirt. T h e 
character of the farmers was also changed. T h e y acted the gentle-

1 Eaton was the only one of these who returned. See below, p. 605. There was 
also a small colony of English Jacobin ćmigrčs in Paris, including Sampson Perry, 
Ashley, Goldsmith, Dr. Maxwell , and John Stones, who published the anti-Pitt 
Argus, and most of w h o m became profoundly disillusioned with Bonapartism, 
See S. Perry, Argus {1796), p. 257; J . G . Alger, Englishmen in the French Revolution 
(1889). 

2 A m o n g those influenced by Gale Jones and John Frost was Frost's namesake, 
the former M a y o r of Newport, who led the Chartist insurrection of 1839 in Wales; 
see D. Williams, John Fmt (Cardiff, 1939), pp. 13-1^.. 

3 A . T . Patterson, op. cit., pp. 70, 74; J . F. C. Harrison, "Chartism in Leicester", 
Chartist Studies, ed. A. Briggs (1959), p. 132; G. Bown, Physical Force (Leicester, 
1848). 



m a n very awkwardly, and could not, i n these times, drink anything 
but wine. . . . W h e n these upstart gentlemen left the market, they 
were ready to ride over all they m e t . . . on the w a y ; but this was as 
nothing compared to the pride and folly w h i c h took possession of 
their empty or fume-charged heads, when they got dressed in scar-
l e t . . , and were called "yeomanry cavalry". . . . N o t so with the 
industrious labourer. His privations were great. . . - 1 

If many among the small masters, clerks, and tradesmen felt 
hostility to the gentry, capitalists, and large farmers, and 
sympathy with the "industrious labourer" (and this is an ex-
tremely important feature of Radical consciousness for fifty 
years after 1795), nevertheless they were, like the Leeds trades-
men, intimidated by "Aristocratic influence". Even Bewick, 
with his puritanical zeal, was careful during the Wars to 
associate only with those who might "set the example of 
propriety of conduct to those of a more violent turn of mind", 
and whose indignation with "the political enormities of the 
times" was kept "within bounds". Hence, the plebeian Jacobins 
were isolated and driven back upon themselves, and forced to 
discover means of independent quasi-legal or underground 
organisation. (In Bewick's Newcastle, scores of tavern friendly 
societies were formed during the Wars, many of which were 
undoubtedly covers for trade union activity, in which former 
Jacobins contributed to the "warm debate and violent 
language" of club meetings.)2 Isolated from other classes, 
radical mechanics, artisans and labourers had perforce to 
nourish traditions and forms of organisation of their own. 
So that, while the years 1791-5 provided the democratic 
impulse, it was in the repression years that we can speak of a 
distinct "working-class consciousness" maturing. 

Even in the darkest war years the democratic impulse can 
still be felt at work beneath the surface. It contributed an 
affirmation of rights, a glimpse of a plebeian Millennium, which 
was never extinguished. The Combination Acts (1799-1800) 
served only to bring illegal Jacobin and trade union strands 
closer together.3 Even beneath the fever of the "invasion" 
years, new ideas and new forms of organisation continue to 
ferment. There is a radical alteration in the sub-political 
attitudes of the people to which the experiences of tens of 
thousands of unwilling soldiers contributed. By 1811 we can 

1 T . Bewick. A Mmtir, ed. M . Weekley (Cresset, 1961), pp. 146-8, 153. 
* See below, pp. 419-22. * See below, pp. 500-2. 



witness the simultaneous emergence of a new popular Radical-
ism and of a newly-militant trade unionism. In part, this was the 
product of new experiences, in part it was the inevitable response 
to the years of reaction: "I have not forgot the English Reign of 
Terror; there you have the source of my political tendencies," 

wrote Ebeneezer Elliott, the "Corn-Law Rhymer", whose 
father was a Jacobin clerk at an ironworks near Sheffield, with 
whom "the yeomanry used to amuse themselves periodically 
by backing their horses through his windows".1 

The history of reform agitation between 179a and 1796 
was (in general terms) the story of the simultaneous default of 
the middle-class reformers and the rapid "leftwards" movement 
of the plebeian Radicals. The experience marked the popular 
consciousness for fifty years, and throughout this time the 
dynamic of Radicalism came not from the middle class but 
from the artisans and labourers. T h e men of the popular 
societies are rightly designated Jacobins. Several of their 
leaders, including Thelwall, were willing to accept the term: 

I adopt the term Jacobinism without hesitation—1. Because it is fixed 
upon us, as a stigma, by our enemies. . . . 2. Because, though I 
abhor the sanguinary ferocity of the late Jacobins in France, yet 
their principles. . . are the most consonant with my ideas of reason, 
and the nature of man, of any that I have met with . . . I use the 
term Jacobinism simply to indicate a large and comprehensive system 
of reform, not professing to be built upon the authorities and principles of 
the Gothic customary,2 

The particular quality of their Jacobinism is to be felt in 
their emphasis on egalite, "Equality" is too negative a term (in 
its usual English connotations) for the sharp, positive doctrines 
as to the erasure of all-distinctions of status which informed their 
proceedings. The working-class movement of later years was to 
continue and enrich the traditions of fraternity and liberty. 
But the very existence of its organisations, and the protection 
of its funds, required the fostering of a cadre of experienced 
officials, as well as a certain deference or exaggerated loyalty 
towards its leadership, which proved to be a source of bureau-
cratic forms and controls. The English Jacobins of the 1790s 
initiated quite different traditions. There was a piquancy in 
egalite, in the outrage- to i8th-century forms, as when the 

1 Cited in Poor Man's Guardian, 17 November 1832, which adds (of the memory 
of the Terror) "this holds in thousands of instances besides that of M r . Ell iott". 

*'J. Thelwal l , Rights of Mature (1796), II, p. 32. 



Jacobin Lord Daer sat with artisans and weavers as plain 
"Citizen Daer". But the belief that " a man's a man, for a' 
that" found expression in other ways which may still be recalled 
in criticism of the practices of our own day. Every citizen on a 
committee was expected to perform some part, the chairman-
ship of committees was often taken in rotation, the pretentions 
of leaders were watched, proceedings were based on the deliber-
ate belief that every man was capable of reason and of a growth 
in his abilities, and that deference and distinctions of status 
were an offence to human dignity. These Jacobin strengths, 
which contributed much to Chartism, declined in the move-
ment o f t h e late 19 th century, when the new Socialism shifted 
emphasis from political to economic rights. The strength of 
distinctions of class and status in 20th-century England is in 
part a consequence of the lack, in the 20th-century labour 
movement, of Jacobin virtues. 

It is unnecessary to stress the evident importance of other 
aspects of the Jacobin tradition; the tradition of self-education 
and of the rational criticism of political and religious institu-
tions; the tradition of conscious republicanism; above all, the 
tradition of internationalism. It is extraordinary that so brief an 
agitation should have diffused its ideas into so many corners of 
Britain.1 Perhaps the consequence of English Jacobinism which 
was most profound, although least easy to define, was the 
breaking-down of taboos upon agitation among "members 
unlimited". Wherever Jacobin ideas persisted, and wherever 
hidden copies of Rights of Man were cherished, men were no 
longer disposed to wait upon the example of a Wilkes or 
a Wyvill before they commenced a democratic agitation. 
Throughout the war years there were Thomas Hardys in 
every town and in many villages throughout England, with a 
kist or shelf full of Radical books, biding their time, putting in a 
word at the tavern, the chapel, the smithy, the shoemaker's 
shop, waiting for the movement to revive. And the movement 
for which they waited did not belong to gentlemen, manu-
facturers, or rate-payers; it was their own. 

As late as 1849 a shrewd Yorkshire satirist published a 
sketch of such a "Village Politician" which has the feel of 
authenticity. He is, typically, a cobbler, an old man and the 
sage of his industrial village: 

1 W . A . L . Seaman, op. cit., p. 20 notes evidence of societies m over 100 places 
in England and Scotland. 



H e has a library that he rather prides himself upon. 11 is a strange 
collection. . . . T h e r e is the "Pearl of Great Price" and " C o b b e t t ' s 
T w o p e n n y T r a s h . " T h e "Pilgrim's Progress" . . . and " T h e G o - a -
head Journal." " T h e Wrongs of Labour" and " T h e Rights of 
M a n . " " T h e History of the French Revolution" and Bunyan ' s 

" H o l y W a r " . . . " T h e A g e of R e a s o n " and a superannuated Bible. 

He is "of course a great admirer of Bonaparte". " I t warms his 
old heart like a quart of mulled ale, when he hears of a success-
ful revolution,—a throne tumbled, kings flying, and princes 
scattered abroad. He thinks the dreams of his youth are about 
their fulfilment." He indulges in grandiloquent metaphors 
about the "sun of freedom" rising above "the horizontal 
atmosphere", and professes knowledge of Russian affairs. 

H e recollects the day when he durst scarcely walk the streets. H e 
can tell h o w he was hooted, pelted and spurned . . . and people 
told him he m i g h t be thankful if he was not burned alive some 
night, along with an effigy of T o m Paine. . . . H e makes younkers 
stare when he tells them about a time when there was no Habeas 
C o r p u s . . . and the Attorney General went up and d o w n the country 
like a raging lion. . . . H e tells of a m a n who said . . . that the king 
was born without shirt, and was in consequence transported for 
sedition. . . - 1 

The Revolution of which he had dreamed never took place, 
but there was a revolution of a sort, none the less. It was the 
loyalists, James Watt the younger complained in 1793, who 
— b y stirring up the mob against reformers—had "tampered" 
with the "lower order of-people:" 

T h e y little think how dangerous i t is t o let the people know their 
power and that the d a y will come when they shall curse the senseless 
cry of C h u r c h & K i n g , & feel their own weapons turned upon 
themselves.2 

After the near-famine year of 1795, the change can be sensed in 
a score of places. In Nottingham, where Jacobins had been 
ducked in 1794, they were strong enough to meet and defeat 
their opponents in open combat in the election of I7g6.s " A t 
most of the entrances into this town, wrote a scandalised 
loyalist in 1798, "a post is set up with a board fixed upon it, on 
which is written 'All Vagrants will be apprehended and 
punished as the Law directs'." Now, over the word "Vagrants" 

1 E. Sloane, Essays, Tales and Sketches (1849), p. 61 ff. 
2 See E. Robinson, op. cit. p 355. 
3 J . F. Sutton, Dale-Book of Nottingham (1880), p. 212. 



the word "Tyrants" had been pasted, and no-one stirred to take 
it down.1 "Long have we been endeavouring to find ourselves 
men," declared the mutineers o f t h e fleet in 1797: "We now 
find ourselves so. We will be treated as such."2 

In 1812, looking round him in dismay at the power of Scottish 
trade unionism and of Luddism in England, Scott wrote to 
Southey: "The country is mined below our feet." It was Pitt 
who had driven the "miners" underground. Men like our 
"Village Politician" were scarcely to be found in the villages 
of 1789. Jacobin ideas driven into weaving villages, the shops 
of the Nottingham framework-knitters and the Yorkshire 
croppers, the Lancashire cotton-mills, were propagated in 
every phase of rising prices and of hardship. It was not Pitt 
but John Thelwall who had the last word. " A sort of Socratic 
spirit will necessarily grow up, wherever large bodies of men 
assemble": 

. . . M o n o p o l y , and the hideous accumulation of capital in a few 
hands . . . carry in their o w n enormity, the seeds of cure. . . . W h a t -
ever presses men together . . . t h o u g h it m a y generate some vices, 
is favourable to the diffusion of knowledge, and ultimately promo-
tive of h u m a n liberty. H e n c e every large workshop and manufactory 
is a sort of political society, which no act of parliament can silence, 
and no magistrate disperse.8 -

1 J . W. Cartwright to Duke of Portland, 19 June 1798, H.O. 42.43. 
2 C . Gill, The Naval Mutinies of 1797, p. 300. 
3 Thelwall, Rights of Nature, I. pp. 21, 24. 



Part Two 

T H E C U R S E O F A D A M 

" I n the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou 
return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: 
for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return." 

GENESIS, I I I , 1 9 



C H A P T E R SIX 

E X P L O I T A T I O N 

J O H N T H E L W A L L WAS not alone in seeing in every "manu-
factory" a potential centre of political rebellion. An aristo-
cratic traveller who visited the Yorkshire Dales in 1792 was 
alarmed to find a new cotton-mill in the "pastoral vale" of 
Aysgarth—"why, here now is a great flaring mill, whose back 
stream has drawn off half the water of the falls above the 
bridge": 

With the bell ringing, and the clamour of the mill, all the vale is 
disturb'd; treason and levelling systems are the discourse; and 
rebellion may be near at hand. 

The mill appeared as symbol of social energies which were 
destroying the very "course of Nature". It embodied a double 
threat to the settled order. First, from the owners of industrial 
wealth, those upstarts who enjoyed an unfair advantage over the 
landowners whose income was tied to their rent-roll: 

If men thus start into riches; or if riches from trade are too easily 
procured, woe to us men of middling income, and settled revenue; 
and woe it h&s been to all the Nappa Halls, and the Yeomanry of 
the land. 

Second, from the industrial working population, which our 
traveller regarded with an alliterative hostility which betrays a 
response not far removed from that of the white racialist 
towards the coloured population today: 

The people, indeed, are employ'd; but they are all abandon'd to 
vice from the throng. . . . At the times when people work not in the 
mill, they issue out to poaching, profligacy and plunder... 

The equation between the cotton-mill and the new industrial 
society, and the correspondence between new forms of produc-
tive and of social relationship, was a commonplace among 
observers in the years between 1790 and 1850. K a r l Marx was 

1 The Torrington Diaries, ed. C . B. Andrews (1936), I II , pp. 81-9. 



only expressing this with unusual vigour when he declared: 
" T h e hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord: the 
steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist." And it was 
not only the mill-owner but also the working population 
brought into being within and around the mills which seemed to 
contemporaries to be "new", " T h e instant we get near the 
borders of the manufacturing parts of Lancashire," a rural 
magistrate wrote in 1808, "we meet a fresh race of beings, 
both in point of manners, employments and subordina-
tion . . , " ; while Robert Owen, in 1815, declared that "the 
general diffusion of manufactures throughout a country gener-
ates a new character in its inhabitants . . . an essential change 
in the general character of the mass of the people." 

Observers in the 1830s and 1840s were still exclaiming at the 
novelty of the "factory system", Peter Gaskell, in 1833, spoke 
of the manufacturing population as "but a Hercules in the 
cradle"; it was "only since the introduction of steam as a power 
that they have acquired their paramount importance". The 
steam-engine had "drawn together the population into dense 
masses" and already Gaskell saw in working-class organisations 
an " 'imperium in imperio' of the most obnoxious descrip-
tion".1 Ten years later Cooke Taylor was writing in similar 
terms: 

The steam-engine had no precedent, the spinning-jenny is without 
ancestry, the mule and the power-loom entered on no prepared 
heritage: they sprang into sudden existence like Minerva from the 
brain of Jupiter. 

But it was the human consequence of these "novelties" which 
caused this observer most disquiet: 

As a stranger passes through the masses of human beings which 
have accumulated round the mills and print works . . . he cannot 
contemplate these "crowded hives" without feelings of anxiety 
and apprehension almost amounting to dismay. The population, 
like the system to which it belongs, is NEW; but it is hourly increasing 
in breadth and strength. It is an aggregate of masses, our conceptions 
of which clothe themselves in terms that express something porten-
tous and fearful . . . as of the slow rising and gradual swelling of an 
ocean which must, at some future and no distant time, bear all the 
elements of society aloft upon its bosom, and float them Heaven 

1 P. Gaskell, The Manifaeturing Population of England (1833), p. 6; Asa Briggs, 
" T h e Language of 'Class' in Early Nineteenth-century England" , in Essays in 
Labour History, ed. Briggs and Saville (1960), p. 63. 



knows whither. There are mighty energies slumbering in these 
masses. . . . The manufacturing population is not new in its forma-
tion alone: it is new in its habits of thought and action, which 
have been formed by the circumstances of its condition, with little 
instruction, and less guidance, from external sources... -1 

For Engels, describing the Condition of the Working Class in 
England in 1844 it seemed that "the first proletarians wefe 
connected with manufacture, were engendered by it . . . the 
factory hands, eldest children of the industrial revolution, have 
from the beginning to the present day formed the nucleus of 
the Labour Movement." 

However different their judgements of value, conservative, 
radical, and socialist observers suggested the same equation: 
steam power and the cotton-mill = new working class. The 
physical instruments of production were seen as giving rise 
in a direct and more-or-less compulsive way to new social 
relationships, institutions, and cultural modes. At the same 
time the history of popular agitation during the period 1811-
50 appears to confirm this picture. I t is as if the English 
nation entered a crucible in the 1790s and emerged after the 
Wars in a different form. Between 1811 and 1813, the Luddite 
crisis; in 1817 the Pentridge Rising; in 1819, Peterloo; through-
out the next decade the proliferation of trade union activity, 
Owenite propaganda, Radical journalism, the Ten Hours 
Movement, the revolutionary crisis of 1831 -2; and, beyond that, 
the multitude of movements which made up Chartism. It is, 
perhaps, the scale and intensity of this multiform popular 
agitation which has, more than anything else, given rise 
(among contemporary observers and historians alike) to the 
sense of some catastrophic change. 

Almost every radical phenomenon of the 1790s can be found 
reproduced tenfold after 1815. T h e handful of Jacobin sheets 
gave rise to a score of ultra-Radical and Owenite periodicals. 
Where Daniel Eaton served imprisonment for publishing Paine, 
Richard Carlile and his shopmen served a total of more than 
200 years imprisonment for similar crimes. Where Correspond-
ing Societies maintained a precarious existence in a score of 
towns, the post-war Hampden Clubs or political unions struck 
root in small industrial villages. And when this popular agita-
tion is recalled alongside the dramatic pace of change in the 

1 W . Cooke Taylor^ Motes of a Tour in the Manufacturing Districts of Lancashire 
(1842), pp. 4-6. 



cotton industry, it is natural to assume a direct causal relation-
ship. The cotton-mill is seen as the agent not only of industrial 
but also of social revolution, producing not only more goods but 
also the "Labour Movement" itself. The Industrial Revolu-
tion, which commenced as a description, is now invoked as 
an explanation. 

From the time of Arkwright through to the Plug Riots and 
beyond, it is the image of the "dark, Satanic mill" which 
dominates our visual reconstruction of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. In part, perhaps, because it is a dramatic visual image 
—the barrack-like buildings, the great mill chimneys, the 
factory children, the clogs and shawls, the dwellings clustering 
around the mills as if spawned by them. (It is an image which 
forces one to think first of the industry, and only secondly of the 
people connected to it or serving it.) In part, because the 
cotton-mill and the new mill-town—from the swiftness of its 
growth, ingenuity of its techniques, and the novelty or harsh-
ness of its discipline—seemed to contemporaries to be dramatic 
and portentous: a more satisfactory symbol for debate on the 
"condition-of-England" question than those anonymous or 
sprawling manufacturing districts which figure even more often 
in the Home Office "disturbance books". And from this both a 
literary and an historical tradition is derived. Nearly all the 
classic accounts by contemporaries of conditions in the In-
dustrial Revolution are based on the cotton industry—and, in 
the main, on Lancashire: Owen, Gaskell, Ure, Fielden, Cooke 
Taylor, Engels, to mention a few. Novels such as Michael 
Armstrong or Mary Barton or Hard Times perpetuate the tradition. 
And the emphasis is markedly found in the subsequent writing 
of economic and social history. 

But many difficulties remain. Cotton was certainly the pace-
making industry of the Industrial Revolution,1 and the cotton-
mill was the pre-eminent model for the factory-system. Yet we 
should not assume any automatic, or over-direct, correspond-
ence between the dyamic of economic growth and the dynamic 
of social or cultural life. For half a century after the "break-
through" of the cotton-mill (around 1780) the mill workers 
remained as a minority of the adult labour force in the cotton 
industry itself. In the early 1830s the cotton hand-loom weavers 
alone still outnumbered all the men and women in spinning 

1 For an admirable restatement of the reasons for the primacy of the cotton 
industry in the Industrial Revolution, see E. J . Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution 
(1962), Ch. a. 



and weaving mills of cotton, wool, and silk combined.1 Still, 
in 1830, the adult male cotton-spinner was no more typical of 
that elusive figure, the "average working man", than is the 
Coventry motor-worker of the 1960s. 

T h e point is of importance, because too much emphasis upon 
the newness of the cotton-mills can lead to an underestimation 
of the continuity of political and cultural traditions in the 
making of working-class communities. The factory hands, so far 
from being the "eldest children of the industrial revolution", 
were late arrivals. Many of their ideas and forms of organisation 
were anticipated by domestic workers, such as the woollen 
workers of Norwich and the West Country, or the small-ware 
weavers of Manchester. And it is questionable whether factory 
hands—except in the cotton districts—"formed the nucleus 
of the,Labour Movement" at any time before the late 1840s 
(and, in some northern and Midland towns, the years 1832-4, 
leading up to the great lock-outs). Jacobinism, as we have seen, 
struck root most deeply among artisans. Luddism was the work 
of skilled men in small workshops. From 1817 onwards to 
Chartism, the outworkers in the north and the Midlands were 
as prominent in every radical agitation as the factory hands. 
And in many towns the actual nucleus from which the labour 
movement derived ideas, organisation, and leadership, was 
made up of such men as shoemakers, weavers, saddlers and 
harnessmakers, booksellers, printers, building workers, small 
tradesmen, and the like. The vast area of Radical London 
between 1815 and 1850 drew its strength from no major heavy 
industries (shipbuilding was tending to decline, and the 
engineers only made their impact later in the century) but 
from the host of smaller trades and occupations.2 

Such diversity of experiences has led some writers to question 
both the notions of an "industrial revolution" and of a "working 
class". The first discussion need not detain us here.* The term 
is serviceable enough in its usual connotations. For the second, 
many writers prefer the term working classes, which emphasises 
the great disparity in status, acquisitions, skills, conditions, 
within the portmanteau phrase. And in this they echo the 
complaints of Francis Place: 

1 Estimates for U . K . , 1833. Total adult labour force in all textile mills, 191,671. 
Number of cotton hand-loom weavers, 213,000. See below, p . 311 . 

a Cf. Hobsbawm, op. cit., Ch. 11. 
3 There is a summary of this controversy in E . E . Lampard, Industrial Revolution, 

(American Historical Association, 1957). See also Hobsbawm, op. cit., C h . 2. 



If the character and conduct ofthe working-people are to be taken 
from reviews, magazines, pamphlets, newspapers, reports of the 
two Houses of Parliament and the Factory Commissioners, we shall 
find them all jumbled together as the 'lower orders', the most skilled 
and the most prudent workman, with the most ignorant and im-
prudent labourers and paupers, though the difference is great 
indeed, and indeed in many cases will scarce admit of comparison.1 

Place is, of course, right: the Sunderland sailor, the Irish navvy, 
the Jewish costermonger, the inmate of an East Anglian village 
workhouse, the compositor on The Times—all might be seen by 
their "betters" as belonging to the "lower classes" while they 
themselves might scarcely understand each others' dialect. 

Nevertheless, when every caution has been made, the out-
standing fact of the period between 1790 and 1830 is the 
formation of "the working class". This is revealed, first, in the 
growth" of class-consciousness: the consciousness of an identity 
of interests as between all these diverse groups of working 
people and as against the interests of other classes. And, second, 
in the growth of corresponding forms of political and industrial 
organisation. By 1832 there were strongly-based and self-
conscious working-class institutions—trade unions, friendly 
societies, educational and religious movements, political 
organisations, periodicals—working-class intellectual tradi-
tions, working-class community-patterns, and a working-class 
structure of feeling. 

The making of the working class is a fact of political and 
cultural, as much as of economic, history. It was not the 
spontaneous generation of the factory-system. Nor should we 
think of an external force—the "industrial revolution"— 
working upon some nondescript undifferentiated raw material 
of humanity, and turning it out at the other end as a "fresh 
race of beings". The changing productive relations and work-
ing conditions of the Industrial Revolution were imposed, not 
upon raw material, but upon the free-born Englishman— 
and the free-born Englishman as Paine had left him or as the 
Methodists had moulded him. T h e factory hand or stockinger 
was also the inheritor of Bunyan, of remembered village rights, 
of notions of equality before the law, of craft traditions. He was 
the object of massive religious indoctrination and the creator of 
new political traditions. The working class made itself as much 
as it was made. 

1 Cit . M . D. George, London Life in the 18th Century (1930). p. 210. 



T o see the working class in this way is to defend a "classical" 
view of the period against the prevalent mood of contemporary 
schools of economic history and sociology. For the territory of 
the Industrial Revolution, which was first staked out and 
surveyed by Marx, Arnold Toynbee, the Webbs and the 
Hammonds, now resembles an academic battlefield. At point 
after point, the familiar "catastrophic" view of the period has 
been disputed. Where it was customary to see the period as one 
of economic disequilibrium, intense misery and exploitation, 
political repression and heroic popular agitation, attention is 
now directed to the rate of economic growth (and the difficulties 
of "take-off" into self-sustaining technological reproduction). 
T h e enclosure movement is now noted, less for its harshness in 
displacing the village poor, than for its success in feeding a 
rapidly growing population. The hardships of the period are 
seen as being due to the dislocations consequent upon the Wars, 
faulty communications, immature banking and exchange, 
uncertain markets, and the trade-cycle, rather than to exploita-
tion or cut-throat competition. Popular unrest is seen as con-
sequent upon the unavoidable coincidence of high wheat prices 
and trade depressions, and explicable in terms of an elementary 
"social tension" chart derived from these data.1 In general, it 
is suggested that the position of the industrial worker in 1840 
was better in most ways than that of the domestic worker of 
1790. The Industrial Revolution was an age, not of catastrophe 
or acute class-conflict and class oppression, but of improve-
ment.2 

T h e classical catastrophic orthodoxy has been replaced by 
a new anti-catastrophic orthodoxy, which is most clearly 
distinguished by its empirical caution and, among its most 
notable exponents (Sir John Glapham, Dr. Dorothy George, 
Professor Ashton) by an astringent criticism of the looseness of 
certain writers of the older school. The studies of the new 
orthodoxy have enriched historical scholarship, and have 
qualified and revised in important respects the work of the 
classical school. But as the new orthodoxy is now, in its turn, 
growing old and entrenched in most of the academic centres, 

1 See W , W , Rostov.', British Economy in the Nineteenth Century (1948), esp. pp. 122-5. 
2 Some of the views outlined here are to be found, implicitly or explicitly, in 

T . S. Ashton, Industrial Revolution (1948) and A. Radford, The Economic Historf of 
England (2nd edn. 1960). A sociological variant is developed by N. J . Smelser, 
Social Change in the Industrial Revolution (1Q59), and a knockabout popularisation is 
in John Vaizey, Success Story (W.E. A., n.d,). 



so it becomes open to challenge in its turn. And the successors 
of the great empiricists too often exhibit a moral complacency, 
a narrowness of reference, and an insufficient familiarity with 
the actual movements of the working people of the time. They 
are more aware of the orthodox empiricist postures than of the 
changes in social relationship and in cultural modes which the 
Industrial Revolution entailed. What has been lost is a sense of 
the whole process the whole political and social context ofthe 
period. What arose as valuable qualifications have passed by 
imperceptible stages to new generalisations (which the evidence 
can rarely sustain) and from generalisations to a ruling attitude. 

T h e empiricist orthodoxy is often defined in terms of a 
running critique o f t h e work of J. L. and Barbara Hammond. 
It is true that the Hammonds showed themselves too willing 
to moralise history, and to arrange their materials too much in 
terms of "outraged emotion".1 There are many points at which 
their work has been faulted or qualified in the light of sub-
sequent research, and we intend to propose others. But a defence 
of the Hammonds need not only be rested upon the fact that 
their volumes on the labourers, with their copious quotation 
and wide reference, will long remain among the most important 
source-books for this period. We can also say that they displayed 
throughout their narrative an understanding of the political 
context within which the Industrial Revolution took place. T o 
the student examining the ledgers of one cotton-mill, the 
Napoleonic Wars appear only as an abnormal influence 
affecting foreign markets and fluctuating demand. The 
Hammonds could never have forgotten for one moment that it 
was also a war against Jacobinism. " T h e history of England at 
the time discussed in these pages reads like a history of civil 
war." This is the opening of the introductory chapter of The 
Skilled Labourer. And in the conclusion to The Town Labourer, 
among other comments of indifferent value, there is an insight 
which throws the whole period into sudden relief: 

At the time when half Europe was intoxicated and the other half 
terrified by the new magic of the word citizen, the English nation 
was in the hands of men who regarded the idea of citizenship as a 
challenge to their religion and their civilisation; who deliberately 
sought to make the inequalities of life the basis of the state, and to 
emphasise and perpetuate the position ofthe workpeople as a subject 
class. Hence it happened that the French Revolution has divided the 

1 See E. E. Lampard, op. cit, p. 7. 



people of France less than the Industrial Revolution has divided the 
people of England, . . . 

"Hence it h a p p e n e d . . , " . T h e judgement may be questioned. 
And yet it is in this insight—that the revolution which did 
not happen in England was fully as devastating, and in some 
features more divisive, than that which did happen in France 
—that we find a clue to the truly catastrophic nature of the 
period. Throughout this time there are three, and not two, 
great influences simultaneously at work. There is the tremen-
dous increase in population (in Great Britain, from 10-5 millions 
in 1801 to 18-1 millions in 1841, with the greatest rate of 
increase between 1811-21). There is the Industrial Revolution, 
in its technological aspects. And there is the political counter-
revolution, from 1792-1832. 

In the end, it is the political context as much as the steam-
engine, which had most influence upon the shaping conscious-
ness and institutions of the working class. The forces making for 
political reform in the late 18th century—Wilkes, the city 
merchants, the Middlesex Small gentry, the " m o b " — o r Wyvill, 
and the small gentry and yeomen, clothiers, cutlers, and trades-
men—were on the eve of gaining at least some piecemeal 
victories in the 1790s: Pitt had been cast for the role of reform-
ing Prime Minister. Had events taken their "natural" course 
we might expect there to have been some show-down long 
before 1832, between the oligarchy of land and commerce and 
the manufacturers and petty gentry, with working people in 
the tail of the middle-class agitation. And even in 1792, when 
manufacturers and professional men were prominent in the 
reform movement, this was still the balance of forces. But, 
after the success of Rights of Man, the radicalisation and terror 
of the French Revolution, and the onset of Pitt's repression, 
it was the plebeian Corresponding Society which alone stood 
up against the counter-revolutionary wars. And these plebeian 
groups, small as they were in 1796, did nevertheless make up an 
"underground" tradition which ran through to the end of the 
Wars. Alarmed at the French example, and in the patriotic 
fervour of war, the aristocracy and the manufacturers made 
common cause. The English ancien regime received a new lease of 
life, not only in national affairs, but also in the perpetuation 
of the antique corporations which misgoverned the swelling 
industrial towns. In return, the manufacturers received im-
portant concessions: and notably the abrogation or repeal 



of "paternalist" legislation covering apprenticeship, wage-
regulation, or conditions in industry. The aristocracy were 
interested in repressing the Jacobin "conspiracies" of the 
people, the manufacturers were interested in defeating their 
"conspiracies" to increase wages: the Combination Acts 
served both purposes. 

Thus working people were forced into political and social 
apartheid, during the Wars (which, incidentally, they also had to 
fight). It is true that this was not altogether new. What was 
new was that it was coincident with a French Revolution: with 
growing self-consciousness and wider aspirations (for the 
"liberty tree" had been planted from the Thames to the Tyne): 
with a rise in population, in which the sheer sense of numbers, 
in London and in the industrial districts, became more im-
pressive from year to year (and as numbers grew, so deference 
to master, magistrate, or parson was likely to lessen): and with 
more intensive or more transparent forms of economic exploita-
tion. More intensive in agriculture and in the old domestic 
industries: more transparent in the new factories and perhaps in 
mining. In agriculture the years between 1760 and 1820 are the 
years of wholesale enclosure, in which, in village after village, 
common rights are lost, and the landless and—in the south— 
pauperised labourer is left to support the tenant-farmer, the 
landowner, and the tithes of the Church. In the domestic 
industries, from 1800 onwards, the tendency is widespread for 
small masters to give way to larger employers (whether manu-
facturers or middlemen) and for the majority of weavers, 
stockingers, or nail-makers to become wage-earning outworkers 
with more or less precarious employment. In the mills and in 
many mining areas these are the years of the employment of 
children (and of women underground); and the large-scale 
enterprise, the factory-system with its new discipline, the mill 
communities—where the manufacturer not only made riches 
out ofthe labour ofthe "hands" but could be seen to make riches 
in one generation—all contributed to. the transparency of the 
process of exploitation and to the social and cultural cohesion 
of the exploited. 

W e can now see something of the truly catastrophic nature 
of the Industrial Revolution; as well as some of the reasons why 
the English working class took form in these years. The people 
were subjected simultaneously to an intensification of two 
intolerable forms of relationship: those of economic exploitation 



and of political oppression. Relations between employer 
and labourer were becoming both harsher and less personal; 
and while it is true that this increased the potential freedom of 
the worker, since the hired farm servant or the journeyman in 
domestic industry was (in Toynbee's words) "halted half-way 
between the position of the serf and the position of the citizen", 
this "freedom" meant that he felt his anfreedom more. But at 
each point where he sought to resist exploitation, he was met 
by the forces of employer or State, and commonly of both. 

For most working people the crucial experience of the 
Industrial Revolution was felt in terms of changes in the nature 
and intensity of exploitation. Nor is this some anachronistic 
notion, imposed upon the evidence. We may describe some 
parts of the exploitive process as they appeared to one remark-
able cotton operative in r8i8—the year in which Marx was 
born. The account—an Address to the public of strike-bound 
Manchester by " A Journeyman Cotton Spinner"—commences 
by describing the employers and the workers as "two distinct 
classes of persons": 

"First, then, as to the employers: with very few exceptions, 
they are a set of men who have sprung from the cotton-shop 
without education or address, except so much as they have 
acquired by their intercourse with the little world of merchants 
on the exchange at Manchester; but to counterbalance that 
deficiency, they give you enough of appearances by an ostenta-
tious display of elegant mansions, equipages, liveries, parks, 
hunters, hounds, &c. which they take, care to shew off to the 
merchant stranger in the most pompous manner. Indeed their 
houses are gorgeous palaces, far surpassing in bulk and extent 
the neat charming retreats you see round London . . . but the 
chaste observer of the beauties of nature and art combined will 
observe a woeful deficiency of taste. They bring up their 
families at the most costly schools, determined to give their 
offspring a double portion of what they were so deficient in 
themselves. Thus with scarcely a Second idea in their heads, 
they are literally petty monarchs, absolute and despotic, in 
their own particular districts; and to support all this, their whole 
time is occupied in contriving how to get the greatest quantity 
of work turned off with the least expence. . . . In short, I will 
venture to say, without fear of contradiction, that there is a 
greater distance observed between the master there and the 
spinner, than there is between the first merchant in London 



and his lowest servant or the lowest artisan. Indeed there is no 
comparison. I know it to be a fact, that the greater part of the 
master spinners are anxious to keep wages low for the purpose 
of keeping the spinners indigent and spiritless . . . as for the 
purpose of taking the surplus to their own pockets. 

" T h e master spinners are a class of men unlike all other 
master tradesmen in the kingdom. They are ignorant, proud, 
and tyrannical. What then must be the men or rather beings 
who are the instruments of such masters? Why, they have 
been for a series of years, with their wives and their families, 
patience itself—bondmen and bondwomen to their cruel 
taskmasters. It is in vain to insult our common understandings 
with the observation that such men are free; that the law 
protects the rich and poor alike, and that a spinner can leave 
his master if he does not like the wages. True; so he can: but 
where must he go? why to another, to be sure. Well: he goes; 
he is asked where did you work last; 'did he discharge you?' 
No; we could not agree about wages. Well I shall not employ 
you nor anyone who leaves his master in that manner. Why is 
this? Because there is an abominable combination existing amongst 
the masters, first established at Stockport in 1802, and it has since 
become so general, as to embrace all the great masters for a 
circuit of many miles round Manchester, though not the little 
masters: they are excluded. They are the most obnoxious beings 
to the great ones that can be imagined. . . . When the combina-
tion first took place, one of their first articles was, that no master 
should take on a man until he had first ascertained whether 
his last master had discharged him. What then is the man to 
do ? If he goes to the parish, that grave of all independence, he 
is there told—We shall not relieve you; if you dispute with your 
master, and don't support your family, we will send you to 
prison; so that the man is bound, by a combination of circum-
stances, to submit to his master. He cannot travel and get work 
in any town like a shoe-maker, joiner, or taylor; he is confined 
to the district. 

" T h e workmen in general are an inoffensive, unassuming, set 
of well-informed men, though how they acquire their informa-
tion is almost a mystery to me. They are docile and tractable, if 
not goaded too much; but this is not to be wondered at, when 
we consider that they are trained to work from six years old, 
from five in a morning to eight and nine at night. Let one of 
the advocates for obedience to his master take his stand in 



an avenue leading to a factory a little before five o'clock in 
the morning, and observe the squalid appearance of the little 
infants and their parents taken from their beds at so early 
an hour in all kinds of weather; let him examine the miserable 
pittance of food, chiefly composed of water gruel and oatcake 
broken into it, a little salt, and sometimes coloured with a 
little milk, together with a few potatoes, and a bit of bacon or 
fat for dinner; would a London mechanic eat this? There they 
are, (and if late a few minutes, a quarter of a day is stopped in 
wages) locked up until night in rooms heated above the hottest 
days we have had this summer, and allowed no time, except 
three-quarters of an hour at dinner in the whole day: whatever 
they eat at any other time must be as they are at work. The 
negro slave in the West Indies, if he works under a scorching 
sun, has probably a little breeze of air sometimes to fan him: 
he has a space of ground, and time allowed to cultivate it. 
The English spinner slave has no enjoyment of the open 
atmosphere and breezes of heaven. Locked up in factories eight 
stories high, he has no relaxation till the ponderous engine 
stops, and then he goes home to get refreshed for the next day; 
no time for sweet association with his family; they are all alike 
fatigued and exhausted. This is no over-drawn picture: it is 
literally true. I ask again, would the mechanics in the South of 
England submit to this? 

"When the spinning of cotton was in its infancy, and before 
those terrible machines for superseding the necessity of human 
labour, called steam engines, came into use, there were a great 
number of what were then called little masters; men who with 
a small capital, could procure a few machines, and employ a 
few hands, men and boys (say to twenty or thirty), the produce 
of whose labour was all taken to Manchester central mart, and 
put into the hands of brokers. . . . The brokers sold it to the 
merchants, by which means the master spinner was enabled to 
stay at home and work and attend to his workmen. The 
cotton was then always given out in its raw state from the bale 
to the wives of the spinners at home, when they heat and 
cleansed it ready for the spinners in the factory. By this they 
could earn eight, ten, or twelve shillings a week, and cook and 
attend to their families. But none are thus employed now; for 
all the cotton is broke up by a machine, turned by the steam 
engine, called a devil: so that the spinners wives have no 
employment, except they go to work in the factory all day at 



what can be done by children for a few shillings, four or five 
per week. If a man then could not agree with his master, he 
left him, and could get employed elsewhere. A few years, 
however, changed the face of things. Steam engines came into 
use, to purchase which, and to erect buildings sufficient to 
contain them and six or seven hundred hands, required a 
great capital. The engine power produced a more marketable 
(though not a better) article than the little master could at the 
same price. The consequence was their ruin in a short time; and 
the overgrown capitalists triumphed in their fall; for they were 
the only obstacle that stood between them and the complete 
controul of the workmen. 

"Various disputes then originated between the workmen and 
masters as to the fineness of the work, the workmen being paid 
according to the number of hanks or yards of thread he 
produced from a given quantity of cotton, which was always to 
be proved by the overlooker, whose interest made it imperative 
on him to lean to his master, and call the material coarser than 
it was. If the workman would not submit he must summon his 
employer before a magistrate; the whole of the acting magistrates 
in that district, with the exception of two worthy clergymen, 
being gentlemen who have sprung from the same source with the 
master cotton spinners. The employer generally contented 
himself with sending his overlooker to answer any such sum-
mons, thinking it beneath him to meet his servant. The magis-
trate's decision was generally in favour of the master, though 
on the statement of the overlooker only. The workman dared 
not appeal to the sessions on account o f the expense. . . . 

"These evils to the men have arisen from that dreadful 
monopoly which exists in those districts where wealth and 
power are got into the hands of the few, who, in the pride of 
their hearts, think themselves the lords o f t h e universe."1 

This reading of the facts, in its remarkable cogency, is as 
much an ex parte statement as is the "political economy" of 
Lord Brougham. But the "Journeyman Cotton Spinner" was 
describing facts of a different order. We need not concern our-
selves with the soundness of all his judgements. What his 
address does is to itemise one after another the grievances felt 
by working people as to changes in the character of capitalist 
exploitation: the rise of a master-class without traditional 
authority or obligations: the growing distance between master 

1 Black Dwarf, 30 September 1818. 



and man: the transparency of the exploitation at the source of 
their new wealth and power: the loss of status and above all of 
independence for the worker, his reduction to total dependence 
on the master's instruments of production: the partiality o f t h e 
law: the disruption of the traditional family economy: the 
discipline, monotony, hours and conditions of work: loss of 
leisure and amenities: the reduction o f t h e man to the status of 
an "instrument". 

That working people felt these grievances at all—and felt 
them passionately—is itself a sufficient fact to merit our 
attention. And it reminds us forcibly that some of the most 
bitter conflicts of these years turned on issues which are not 
encompassed by cost-of-living series. T h e issues which provoked 
the most intensity of feeling were very often ones in which such 
values as traditional customs, "justice", "independence", 
security, or family-economy were at stake, rather than straight-
forward "bread-and-butter" issues. The early years of the 
1830s are aflame with agitations which turned on issues in 
which wages were of secondary importance; by the potters, 
against the Truck System; by the textile workers, for the io-Hour 
Bill; by the building workers, for co-operative direct action; 
by all groups of workers, for the right to join trade unions. The 
great strike in the north-east coalfield in 1831 turned on 
security of employment, "tommy shops", child labour. 

The exploitive relationship is more than the sum of grievances 
and mutual antagonisms. It is a relationship which can be 
seen to take distinct forms in different historical contexts, forms 
which are related to corresponding forms of ownership and 
State power. The classic exploitive relationship of the Industrial 
Revolution is depersonalised, in the sense that no lingering 
obligations of mutuality—of paternalism or deference, or of 
the interests of "the Trade"—are admitted. There is no whisper 
o f t h e "just" price, or of a wage justified in relation to social or 
moral sanctions, as opposed to the operation of free market 
forces. Antagonism is accepted as intrinsic to the relations of 
production. Managerial trr supervisory functions demand the 
repression of all attributes except those which further the ex-
propriation of the maximum surplus value from labour. This 
is the political economy which Marx anatomised in Das Kapital. 
The worker has become an "instrument", or an entry among 
other items of cost. 

In fact, no complex industrial enterprise could be conducted 



according to such a philosophy. The need for industrial peace, 
for a stable labour-force, and for a body of skilled and ex-
perienced workers, necessitated the modification of managerial 
techniques—and, indeed, the growth of new forms of paternal-
ism—in the cotton-mills by the 1830s. But in the overstocked 
outwork industries, where there was always a sufficiency of 
unorganised "hands" competing for employment, these con-
siderations did not operate. Here, as old customs were eroded, 
and old paternalism was set aside, the exploitive relationship 
emerged supreme. 

This does not mean that we can lay all the "blame" for each 
hardship of the Industrial Revolution upon "the masters" or 
upon laissez faire. The process of industrialisation must, in 
any conceivable social context, entail suffering and the destruc-
tion of older and valued ways of life. Much recent research has 
thrown light upon the particular difficulties of the British 
experience; the hazards of markets; the manifold commercial 
and financial consequences of the Wars; the post-war deflation; 
movements in the terms of trade; and the exceptional stresses 
resulting from the population "explosion". Moreover, 20th-
century preoccupations have made us aware of the overarching 
problems of economic growth. It can be argued that Britain in 
the Industrial Revolution was encountering the problems of 
"take-off"; heavy long-term investment—canals, mills, rail-
ways, foundries, mines, utilities—was at the expense of current 
consumption; the generations of workers between 1790 and 
1840 sacrificed some, or all, of their prospects of increased 
consumption to the future.1 

These arguments all deserve close attention. For example, 
studies of the fluctuations in the demand of the South American 
market, or of the crisis in country banking, may tell us much 
about the reasons for the growth or retardation of particular 
industries. The objection to the reigning academic orthodoxy is 
not to empirical studies per se, but to the fragmentation of our 
comprehension of the full historical process. First, the empiricist 
segregates certain events from this process and examines them 
in isolation. Since the conditions which gave rise to these events 
are assumed, they appear not only as explicable in their own 
terms but as inevitable. The Wars had to be paid for out of 
heavy taxation; they accelerated growth in this way and 

1 See S. Pollard, "Investment, Consumption, and the Industrial Revolution," 
Earn.. Mist. Review, and Series, X I (1958), pp. a 15-26. 



retarded it in that. Since this can be shown, it is also implied 
that this was necessarily so. But thousands of Englishmen at the 
time agreed with Thomas Bewick's condemnation of "this 
superlatively wicked war" . 1 The unequal burden of taxation, 
fund-holders who profited from the National Debt, paper-
money—these were not accepted as given data by many con-
temporaries, but were the staple of intensive Radical agitation. 

But there is a second stage, where the empiricist may 
put these fragmentary studies back together again, constructing 
a model of the historical process made up from a multiplicity 
of interlocking inevitabilities, a piecemeal processional. In 
the scrutiny of credit facilities or of the terms of trade, where 
each event is explicable and appears also as a self-sufficient 
cause of other events, we arrive at a post facto determinism. 
The dimension of human agency is lost, and the context of class 
relations is forgotten. 

It is perfectly true that what the empiricist points to was 
there. T h e Orders in Council had in 1811 brought certain 
trades almost to a standstill; rising timber prices after the Wars 
inflated the costs of building; a passing change of fashion (lace 
for ribbon) might silence the looms of Coventry; the power-
loom competed with the hand-loom. But even these open-faced 
facts, with their frank credentials, deserve to be questioned. 
Whose Council, why the Orders? W h o profited most from 
corners in scarce timber ? Why should looms remain idle when 
tens of thousands of country girls fancied ribbons but could not 
afford to buy. By what social alchemy did inventions for 
saving labour become engines of immiseration ? The raw f a c t — 
a bad harvest—may seem to be beyond human election. But 
the way that fact worked its way out was in terms of a particular 
complex of human relationships: law, ownership, power. When 
we encounter some sonorous phrase such as "the strong ebb 
and flow of the trade cycle" we must be put on our guard. 
For behind this trade cycle there is a structure of social rela-
tions, fostering some sorts of expropriation (rent, interest, and 
profit) and outlawing others (theft, feudal dues), legitimising 
some types of conflict (competition, armed warfare) and 
inhibiting others (trades unionism, bread riots, popular 
political organisation)—a structure which may appear, in the 
eyes of the future, to be both barbarous and ephemeral. 

It might be unnecessary to raise these large questions, since 
1 T . Bewick, Memoir (1961 edn.) , p. 151. 



the historian cannot always be questioning the credentials 
of the society which he studies. But all these questions were, 
in fact, raised by contemporaries: not only by men of the upper 
classes (Shelley, Cobbett, Owen, Peacock, Thompson, Hodg-
skin, Carlyle) but by thousands of articulate working men. Not 
the political institutions alone, but the social and economic 
structure of industrial capitalism, were brought into question 
by their spokesmen. T o the facts of orthodox political economy 
they opposed their own facts and their own arithmetic. Thus 
as early as 1817 the Leicester framework-knitters put forward, 
in a series of resolutions, an under-consumption theory of 
capitalist crisis: 

That in proportion as the Reduction of Wages makes the great 
Body of the People poor and wretched, in the same proportion must 
the consumption of our manufactures be lessened. 
That if liberal Wages were given to the Mechanics in general 
throughout the Country, the Home Consumption of our Manu-
factures would be immediately more than doubled, and con-
sequently every hand would soon find full employment. 

That to Reduce the Wage of the Mechanic of this Country so low 
that he cannot live by his labour, in order to undersell Foreign 
Manufacturers in a Foreign Market, is to gain one customer 
abroad, and lose two at home. . . -1 

If those in employment worked shorter hours, and if child 
labour were to be restricted, there would be more work for 
hand-workers and the unemployed could employ themselves 
and exchange the products of their labour directly—short-
circuiting the vagaries of the capitalist market—goods would 
be cheaper and labour better-rewarded. T o the rhetoric of the 
free market they opposed the language of the "new moral 
order". It is because alternative and irreconcilable views of 
human order—one based on mutuality, the other on competi-
tion—confronted each other between 1815 and 1850 that the 
historian today still feels the need to take sides. 

It is scarcely possible to write the history of popular agita-
tions in these years unless we make at least the imaginative 
effort to understand how such a man as the "Journeyman 
Cotton Spinner" read the evidence. He spoke of the "masters", 
not as an aggregate of individuals, but as a class. As such, 

1 H . O . 42.160. See also Hammonds, Tie Town Labourer, p. 303, and Oastler's 
evidence on the hand-loom weavers, below, p. 298. 



"they" denied him political rights. I f there was a trade reces-
sion, "they" cut his wages. If trade improved, he had to fight 
"them" and their state to obtain any share in the improvement. 
If food was plentiful, " they" profited from it. If it was scarce, 
some of "them" profited more. " T h e y " conspired, not in this 
or that fact alone, but in the essential exploitive relationship 
within which all the facts were validated. Certainly there were 
market fluctuations, bad harvests, and the rest; but the ex-
perience of intensified exploitation was constant, whereas these 
other causes of hardship were variable. The latter bore upon 
working people, not directly, but through the refraction of a 
particular system of ownership and power which distributed 
the gains and losses with gross partiality. 

These larger considerations have been, for some years, 
overlaid by the academic exercise (through which all students 
must march and counter-march) known as the "standard-of-
living controversy". Did the living standards of the bulk 
o f t h e people rise or fall between 1780 and 1830—or 1800 and 
1850?1 T o understand the significance of the argument, we 
must look briefly at its development. 

The debate on values is as old as the Industrial Revolution. 
The controversy on the standard-of-living is more recent. T h e 
ideological muddle is more recent still. W e may start at one of 
the more lucid points of the controversy. Sir John Clapham, in 
his Preface to the first edition of his Economic History of Modern 
Britain (1926) wrote: 

The legend that everything was getting worse for the working man, 
down to some unspecified date between the drafting of the People's 
Charter and the Great Exhibition [1837 and 1851: E.P.T.], dies 
hard. The fact that, after the price fall of 1820-1, the purchasing 
power of wages in general—not, of course^ of everyone's wages—-
was definitely greater than it had been just before the revolutionary 
and Napoleonic wars, fits so ill with the tradition that it is very 
seldom mentioned, the work of statisticians on wages and prices 
being constantly ignored by social historians. 

T o this, J . L. Hammond offered a reply in the Economic History 
Review (1930) of two kinds: first, he criticised Clapham's 
statistics of agricultural earnings. These had been based 
on totting up the country averages, and then dividing them 

1 The futility of one part of this discussion is shown by the fact that if different 
datum-lines are taken, different answers may come up. 1780-1830 favours the 
"pessimists"; 1800-1850 favours the "optimists". 



by the number o f counties in order to reach a national average; 
whereas the population in the low wage-earning counties of 
the south was more numerous than that ofthe high wage-earn-
ing counties (where agricultural earnings were inflated by the 
proximity of industry) so that Hammond was able to show that 
the "national average" concealed the fact that 60% of the 
labouring population was in counties where wages were 
below the "average" figure. The second part of his reply 
consisted in a switch to discussions of value (happiness) in his 
most cloudy and unsatisfactory manner. The first part of this 
reply Clapham, in his Preface to his second edition (1930), 
accepted; the second part he met with dry caution ("a curve in 
words", "higher matters") but nevertheless acknowledged: " I 
agree most profoundly . . . that statistics of material well-
being can never measure a people's happiness." Moreover, he 
asserted that when he had criticised the view that "every-
thing was getting worse"—"I did not mean that everything 
was getting better. I only meant that recent historians have 
too often . . . stressed the worsenings and slurred over or 
ignored the bettering?." The Hammonds, for their part, in 
a late revision of The Bleak Age (1947 edition), made their 
own peace: "statisticians tell us that . . . they are satisfied 
that earnings increased and that most men and women 
were less poor when this discontent was loud and active 
than they were when the eighteenth century was beginning 
to grow old in a silence like that of autumn. The evidence, of 
course, is scanty, and its interpretation not too simple, but 
this general view is probably more or less correct." The 
explanation for discontent "must be sought outside the sphere 
of strictly economic conditions". 

So far, so good. The most fertile—but loose—social historians 
of the period had encountered the astringent criticism of a 
notable empiricist; and in the result both sides had given 
ground. And, despite the heat which has subsequently been 
generated, the actual divergence between the hard economic 
conclusions of the protagonists is slight. If no serious scholar 
is now willing to argue that everything was getting worse, 
no serious scholar will argue that everything was getting 
better. Both Dr. Hobsbawm (a "pessimist") and Professor 
Ashton (an "optimist") agree that real wages declined during 
the Napoleonic Wars and in their immediate aftermath. Dr. 
Hobsbawm will not vouch for any marked general rise in the 



standard-of-living until the mid-i 84.0s; whereas Professor 
Ashton notes a "more genial" economic climate after 1821— 
a "marked upward movement broken only by the slumps of 
1825-6 and 1831"; and in view of increasing imports of tea, 
coffee, sugar, etc., "it is difficult to believe that the workers 
hid no share in the gain". On the other hand his own table 
of prices in the Oldham and Manchester districts show that 
"in 1831 the standard diet of the poor can hardly have cost 
much less than in 1791", while he offers no corresponding wage-
tables. His conclusion is to suggest two main groups within 
the working class—"a large class raised well above the level of 
mere subsistence" and "masses of unskilled or poorly skilled 
workers—seasonally employed agricultural workers and hand-
loom weavers in particular—whose incomes were almost wholly 
absorbed in paying for the bare necessaries of life". " M y guess 
would be that the number of those who were able to share 
in the benefits of economic progress was larger than the 
number of those who were shut out from these benefits and that 
it was steadily growing." 1 

In fact, so far as the period 1790-1830 goes, there is very little 
in it. The condition of the majority was bad in 1790: it re-
mained bad in 1830 (and forty years is a long time) but there 
is some disagreement as to the size ofthe relative groups within 
the working class. And matters are little clearer in the next 
decade. There were undoubted increases in real wages among 
organised workers during the burst of trade union activity 
between 1832-4: but the period of good trade between 1833 and 
183 7 was accompanied by the smashing of the trade unions by 
the concerted efforts of Government, magistrates, and em-
ployers; while 1837-42 are depression years. So that it is indeed 
at "some unspecified date between the drafting of the People's 
Charter and the Great Exhibition" that the tide begins to turn; 
let us say, with the railway boom in 1843. Moreover, even in 
the mid-4os the plight of very large groups of workers remains 
desperate, while the railway crash led to the depression years of 
1847-8. This does not look very much like a "success story"; 
in half a century of the fullest development of industrialism, 
the standard-of-living still remained—for very large but 
indeterminate groups—at the point of subsistence. 

1 M y italics. T . S. Ashton, " T h e Standard of Life o f t h e Workers in England, 
1790-1830", in Capitalism arid the Historians (ed. F. A. Hayek), pp. 127 ff.; E. J . 
Hobsbawm, " T h e British Standard of Living, 1790-1850"! Economic History Review, 
X , August 1957. 



This is not, however, the impression given in much con-
temporary writing. For, just as an earlier generation of his-
torians who were also social reformers (Thorold Rogers, Arnold 
Toynbee, the Hammonds) allowed their sympathy with the 
poor to lead on occasions to a confusion of history with ideology, 
so we find that the sympathies of some economic historians 
today for the capitalist entrepreneur have led to a confusion of 
history and apologetics.1 The point of transition was marked 
by the publication, in 1954, of a symposium on Capitalism and 
the Historians, edited by Professor F. A. Hayek, itself the work of 
a group of specialists "who for some years have been meeting 
regularly to discuss the problems of the preservation of a free 
society against the totalitarian threat". Since this group of 
international specialists regarded "a free society" as by defini-
tion a capitalist society, the effects of such an admixture of 
economic theory and special pleading were deplorable; and 
not least in the work of one of the contributors, Professor 
Ashton, whose cautious findings of 1949 are now transmuted 
—without further evidence—into the flat statement that 
"generally it is now agreed that for the majority the gain in 
real wages was substantial".2 It is at this stage that the con-
troversy degenerated into a muddle. And despite more recent 
attempts to rescue it for scholarship,8 in many respects it is as 
a muddle of assertion and special pleading that the controversy 
remains. 

T h e controversy falls into two parts. There is, first, the very 
real difficulty of constructing wage-series, price-series, and 
statistical indices from the abundant but patchy evidence. 
We shall examine some of the difficulties in interpreting such 
evidence when we come to the artisans. But at this point a 
further series of difficulties begins, since the term "standard" 

1 Lest the reader should judge the historian too harshly, we m a y record Sir John 
Clapham's explanation as to the w a y in which this selective principle may order 
the evidence. "It is very easy to do this unawares. Thirty years ago I read and 
marked Arthur Young's Travels in Frame, and taught from the marked passages. 
Five years ago I went through it again, to find that whenever Young spoke of a 
wretched Frenchman I had marked him, but that many of his references to happy 
or prosperous Frenchmen remained unmarked." One suspects that for ten or 
fifteen years most economic historians have been busy marking up the happy and 
prosperous evidence in the text. 

2 T . S. Ashtbn, "The Treatment of Capitalism by Historians", in Capitalism 
and the Historians, p. 41. Professor Ashton's essay on "The Standard of Life of the 
Workers in England , reprinted in this volume, originally appeared in the Journal 
of Economic History, 1949. 

3 The most constructive appraisal of the controversy is in A. J. Taylor's "Pro-
gress and Poverty in Britain, 1780-1850", Histoty, February ig6o. 



leads us from data amenable to statistical measurement (wages 
or articles of consumption) to those satisfactions which are 
sometimes described by statisticans as "imponderables". 
From food we are led to homes, from homes to health, from 
health to family life, and thence to leisure, work-discipline, 
education and play, intensity of labour, and so on. From 
standard-of-life we pass to way-of-life. But the two are not 
the same. T h e first is a measurement of quantities: the second 
a description (and sometimes an evaluation) of qualities. 
Where statistical evidence is appropriate to the first, we must 
rely largely upon "literary evidence" as to the second. A 
major source of confusion arises from the drawing of con-
clusions as to one from evidence appropriate only to the other. 
It is at times as if statisticians have been arguing: "the indices 
reveal an increased per capita consumption of tea, sugar, meat 
and soap, therefore the working class was happier", while social 
historians have replied: "the literary sources show that people 
were unhappy, therefore their standard-of-living must have 
deteriorated". 

This is to simplify. But simple points must be made. It is 
quite possible for statistical averages and human experiences 
to run in opposite directions. A per capita increase in quantitative 
factors may take place at the same time as a great qualitative 
disturbance in people's way of life, traditional relationships, and 
sanctions. People may consume more goods and become less 
happy or less free at the same time. Next to the agricultural 
workers the largest single group of working people during the 
whole period of the Industrial Revolution were the domestic 
servants. Very many of them were household servants, living-
in with the employing family, sharing cramped quarters, 
working excessive hours, for a few shillings' reward. Neverthe-
less, we may confidently list them among the more favoured 
groups whose standards (or consumption of food and dress) 
improved on average slighdy during the Industrial Revolution. 
But the hand-loom weaver and his wife, on the edge of starva-
tion, still regarded their status as being superior to that of a 
"flunkey". Or again, we might cite those trades, such as coal-
mining, in which real wages advanced between 1790 and 1840, 
but at the cost of longer hours and a greater intensity of labour, 
so that the breadwinner was "worn out" before the age of 
forty. In statistical terms, this reveals an upward curve. T o the 
families concerned it might feel like immiseration. 



Thus it is perfectly possible to maintain two propositions 
which, on a casual view, appear to be contradictory. Over 
the period 1790-1840 there was a slight improvement in aver-
age material standards. Over the same period there was in-
tensified exploitation, greater insecurity, and increasing human 
misery. By 1840 most people were "better o f f " than their fore-
runners had been fifty years before, but they had suffered and 
continued to suffer this slight improvement as a catastrophic 
experience. In order to explore this experience, out of which the 
political and cultural expression of working-class consciousness 
arose, we shall do these things. First, we shall examine the 
changing life-experience of three groups of workers: the field 
labourers, the urban artisans, and the hand-loom weavers.1 

Second, we shall discuss some of the less "ponderable'' elements 
in the people's standard-of-life. Third, we shall discuss the inner 
compulsions of the industrial way of life, and the bearing 
upon them of Methodism. Finally, we shall examine some of the 
elements in the new working-class communities. 

1 These groups have been selected because their experience seems most to 
colour the social consciousness of the working class in the first half of the century. 
T h e miners and metal-workers do not make their influence fully felt until later in 
the century. T h e other key group—the cotton-spinners—are the subject of an 
admirable study in the Hammonds, The Skilled Labourer, 



C H A P T E R S E V E N 

T H E F I E L D L A B O U R E R S 

T H E D I F F I C U L T I E S OF assessing "standards" may be seen 
if we examine the history, between 1790 and 1830, of the 
largest group of workers in any industry—the agricultural 
labourers.1 It is not altogether true (as the Hammonds im-
plied) that the evidence is "scanty". The difficulty lies more 
often in its interpretation. There are abundant records as to 
early igth-eentury wages and prices, but continuous runs of 
reliable figures for the same job or the same region are more 
scarce. Anyone who has examined the dense undergrowth of 
evidence in Sir John Clapham's Economic History of Modem 
Britain, with its diversity in regional and occupational practices, 
may well feel overwhelmed by its luxuriance. And, indeed, 
Clapham's chapters on "Agrarian Organisation" and "In-
dustrial Organisation" are in themselves an education—but an 
education, not in the interpretation of evidence so much as in 
its qualification. 

Throughout this painstaking investigation, the great empiri-
cist eschews all generalisations except for one—the pursuit of 
the mythical "average". In his discussion of agriculture we 
encounter the "average farm", the "average small-holding", 
the "average" ratio of labourers to employers —notions which 
often obscure more than they reveal, since they are arrived at 
by lumping together evidence from Welsh mountains and 
Norfolk corn-lands which Clapham himself has been at pains to 
distinguish. We go on to encounter "the average cottager in an 
area affected by enclosure", the "average" loss to rural earnings 
from industrial by-employments, the gross earnings of "that 
rather vague figure, the average English (with Welsh) labourer", 
and so on. W e have already seen that this "averaging" can give 
us very odd results: the 60% ofthe labourers who, in 1830, were 

1 The 1831 densus showed 961,000 families employed in agriculture—28% 
of all families in Great Britain. 



in low-wage counties which fell below the "average" line.1 " I n 
any average," Clapham admitted, "some 50% of the figures 
averaged may be expected to fall below the line." But if the 
average itself is based on the conventional wage of a worker in 
regular employment—that is, if the squire looks through his 
books and informs the Board of Agriculture that the conventional 
wage of a ploughman or carter is 12s.—then we may expect all 
or most of the casual labourers to fall below the line. 

But it is in his discussion of supplementary earnings and of the 
effect of enclosures—as Clapham shuttles us between empirical 
minutae ("love reapings" in Glamorgan and half-acre gardens 
in Ludlow) and "average" estimates—that we feel we have 
parted company with social reality: 

If the pig and the cottage garden brought in less to the average 
British labourer in 1824 than in 1794 . . . very possibly the potato 
patch would, again on the average, balance the loss. Certainly, 
lost access to commons in those thirty years had worsened the lot of 
many men in many places, though it is doubtful whether, averaged 
over Britain, the loss in well-being due to the enclosures of the 
commons would amount to very much. It has been exaggerated in 
popular retrospect; for it had little significance in many parts of 
England; still less in Wales; and in Scotland, for the pure labourer, 
none at all.2 

Now what is being averaged? The first part of this statement 
might be of some value if it could be shown that in the same 
villages where cottage gardens were lost potato patches came 
in (although we should also examine relative rents). But the 
second part, which has already passed into comfortable tradi-
tion, is not an example of averaging but of statistical dilution. 
We are being invited to dilute the figures for those parts of 
Britain where enclosure did take place with those where it did 
not, divide the sum of this weak solution by the number of 
counties, and come up with an "average" loss in well-being 
"due to enclosures". But this is nonsense. One may not take an 
average of unlike quantities; nor may one divide quantities by 
counties to arrive at an average of value. This is what Clapham 
has done. 

What he was really doing, of course, was to offer a tentative 
value judgement as to that elusive quality, "well-being", in the 

1 See p. 208 above. The county "averages", upon which the national "average" 
is based, are themselves open to exactly the same criticism. Moreover, they are 
formed from the evidence of employers, not that of labourers. 

s Loc cit., p. 126. 



period of maximum enclosure. But to do this, very many more 
factors—cultural as well as material—should have been 
brought to bear upon the judgement. Since the judgement 
springs like an oak out of such a thicket of circumstantial 
detail—and since it is itself disguised as an "average"— 
it is easily mistaken as a statement of fact. 

Nor are the facts themselves as clear as Clapham implies. 
Agricultural earnings, through much of the 19th century, 
stubbornly refuse to be reduced to statistical form.1 Not only 
do we face marked seasonal fluctuations in the demand for 
labour, but we have at least four different kinds of master-
servant relationship. (1) Farm servants, hired by the year or 
the quarter (2) A regular labour-force—on the large f a r m — 
more or less fully employed the year round. (3) Casual labour, 
paid by day-rate or piece-rate. (4) More or less skilled specialists, 
who might contract for the job. 

In the first category, declining over this period, there is the 
most security and the least independence: very low wages, 
long hours, but board and lodging in the farmer's household. 
In the second category will be found some of the best and some 
of the worst conditions: the ploughman or shepherd kept 
in security by a prudent farmer, his wife and children given 
preference in casual work, with milk and grain sold at cheap 
rates: at the other extreme, teenage farmhands, housed and fed 
as poorly as any pauper apprentices in the early mills, living in 
hay-lofts and subject to dismissal at any time: and in between 
"those unhappy men whom necessity has compelled to become 
the slaves of one man", living in tied cottages, and "bound 
to work for certain low wages all the year".2 In the third 
category there "is immense variation: pauper labour: women 
and children at pauper wages: Irish migratory workers (even 
textile workers or other urban craftsmen who left their work 
for the high harvest earnings): and finely graduated piece-rates, 
such as those for mowing different qualities of hay-field. In the 

1 It is significant that when Clapham did commit himself to estimates of per-
centage variations in wages and cost-of-living, he relied not upon any collocation 
of his own data, but upon the work of other scholars, notably Silberling, whose 
cost-of-living series have recently come under severe criticism: see, e.g. T . S. 
Ashton, in Capitalism and the Historians. For further cautions as to the difficulties of 
generalisation see J. Saville, Rural Depopulation in England and Wales (1957), 
pp. 15-17. 

2 Board o f Agriculture, Agricultural State of the Kingdom (1816), p . 162. A reply 
from Lincolnshire, contrasting the state of tied cottagers on one estate with the 
labourers on another estate where the landlord rents to each of them an acre for 
potatoes and four acres for a cow. 



fourth category, we have countless differences of practice, and 
disguised sub-contracting or family earnings, which play havoc 
with any statistical tables: 

Mar. 21 Samson, waterfurrowing in 29 acres 8.9 
Robert, 1 day sawing tops pollards 1.9 

May 20 Strangers, hoeing 5 acres of wheat at 35. 6d. 17.6 
July 29 Wright, mowing 7 acres of clover 14.0 

Richardson and Pavely, cleaning farmyard pond 2.12.6 

—so runs an Essex farmer's accounts in 1797.1 " I was a 
hurdle-maker and thatcher, and jobbed at hedging," Joseph 
Garter told Alexander Somerville, referring to the years 
1823-30: 

The squire shewed as how I got £64 a-year from him for work of 
that kind for seven years. But then he did not shew that I had most 
times a man to help me, and two women besides at times. He did not 
shew that. I paid as much as £20 some years for helpers.2 

If the figures "do not shew that", it is impossible for them 
to show a score of other influences: payments in kind or at 
cheap rates: gardens and potato patches: the effect of enclosure: 
the effect of taxes, tithes, game laws, and poor-rates: fluctua-
tions in rural industrial employment: above all, the operation 
of the Poor Laws, before and after 1834. The incidence of 
different grievances may be felt quite differently at different 
times and in different parts. In some areas, and on some farms, 
payment in kind may be additional to wages and indicate an 
improvement in standards; but more generally (an agricultural 
historian has warned us) we should see these allowances as 
"the polite euphemism for truck in agriculture"—a means of 
holding wages down or in extreme cases dispensing with a 
money-wage altogether.® Moreover, Glapham sometimes 
brings forward circumstantial evidence in such a way as to 
strengthen an "optimistic" view of conditions, when the general 
run of evidence points the other way. For example, in discussing 
the impact of enclosure, he cites examples which leave the 
impression that the evidence as to the decline in cow-keeping, 
subsequent to the loss of commons is conflicting and open to 

1 A . F. J . Brown, English History from Essex Sources (Chelmsford, 1952), p. 39. 
2 A . Somerville, The Whistler at the Plough (Manchester, 1852), p. 262. 
3 For this and other related points see O . R . McGregor's valuable introduc-

tion to Lord Ernie, English Farming, Past and Present (1961 edn.), esp. pp. cxviii-
cxxi. 



differences of interpretation.1 But on this the evidence, between 
1790 and 1820, would appear to be unambiguous. "Whoever 
travels through the Midland Counties," wrote Lord Winehilsea 
in 1796, "and will take the trouble of enquiring, will generally 
receive for answer, that formerly there were a great many 
cottagers who kept cows, but that the land is now thrown to the 
farmers"; and this, not only because the latter preferred to use 
the land but also because "they rather wish to have the 
labourers more dependent upon them".2 

In all this very difficult tangle of conflicting evidence— 
between the effect of the Poor Laws here and, new potato 
patches there, this lost common right and that cottage garden— 
the "average" labourer proves more than elusive.® But if 
averages evade us, we may still sketch certain of the general 
processes at work in many parts of the country. And first we 
should remember that the spirit of agricultural improvement in 
the 18th century was impelled less by altruistic desires to banish 
ugly wastes or—as the tedious phrase goes—to "feed a growing 
population" than by the desire for fatter rent-rolls and larger 
profits. As such it turned towards the labourer a face of 
parsimony: 

There is a practice which prevails . . . of giving them drink both 
forenoon and afternoon, be the work what it will; which is a 
ridiculous custom, and ought to be abolished without loss of time. 
What can be more absurd, than to see a ploughman stopping his 
horses half an hour, in a cold winter day, to drink ale ?4 

T h e arguments of the enclosure propagandists were commonly 
phrased in terms of higher rental values and higher yield per 
acre. In village after village, enclosure destroyed the scrsttch-
as-scratch-can subsistence economy of the poor—the cow or 
geese, fuel from the common, gleanings, and all the rest. 
The cottager without legal proof of rights was rarely com-
pensated. The cottager who was able to establish his claim was 
left with a parcel of land inadequate for subsistence and 
a disproportionate share of the very high enclosure costs. For 

1 C lapham, op. cit., pp. 116-17. 
2 See also Board of Agriculture, General Report on Enclosures (1808), p. 18 and 

Agricultural States of the Kingdom (1816), pp. 8-17. 
3 T h e best general accounts are still those i n j . L . and B. Hammond, The Village 

Labourer and Lord Emle, English Farming, Past and Present, and (for houses, clothing 
and food) G . E. Fussell, The English Rural Labourer (1947). 

4 Rennie, Broun and Shirreff, General View of the Agriculture of the West Riding 
(1794), p. 25. 



example, in the enclosure of Barton-on-Humber, where 
attention was paid to common rights, we find that, out of nearly 
6,000 acres, 63% (3,733 acres) was divided between three 
people, while fifty-one people were awarded between one and 
three acres: or, broken down another way, ten owners ac-
counted for 81 % of the land enclosed, while the remaining 
1 9 % was divided between 116 people. The average rental value 
of the arable land enclosed rose in five years (1794-9) from 6s. 
6d. to 20J-. an acre; and average rentals in the parish were more 
than trebled.1 

T h e point is not to discover an "average" village—diluting 
Barton with neighbouring Hibaldstow where, apparently, no 
cottage common rights were allowed, cancelling this out with 
the exceptional case of Pickering (Yorks) where the house-
holders came out of it better than the landowners2—but to 
notice a combination of economic and social tendencies. 
Enclosure (when all the sophistications are allowed for) was 
a plain enough case of class robbery, played according to 
fair rules of property and law laid down by a Parliament of 
property-owners and lawyers. T h e . object of the operation 
(higher rents) was attained throughout the Napoleonic Wars. 
Rents were sustained, not only by higher yields per acre, 
but also by higher prices: and when prices fell, in 1815-16, 
and in 1821, rents remained high—or came down, as they always 
do, tardily—thereby spelling the ruin of many smallholders 
who had clung on to their few acre holdings gained from 
enclosure.® High rents sustained extraordinary luxury and 
ostentatious expenditure among the landowners, while high 
prices nourished higher social pretentions—so much lamented 
by Cobbett—among the farmers and their wives. This was the 
meridian for those "country patriots" whom Byron scorched in 
his Age of Bronze. 

But greed alone cannot account for the position into which 
the labourer was driven in these years. How was it possible, 
when the wealth of the landowners and farmers was rising, for 
the labourer to be held at brute subsistence level? W e must 
look for an answer in the general counter-revolutionary 
tone of the whole period. It is probable that the real wages 

1 R . C . Russell, The Enclosures of Barton-on-Humber & Hibaldstow (Barton Worker's 
Educational Association, 1961). 

a W . Marshall, Rural Economy of Yorkshire (1788), pp. 50 ff. 
3 For examples of the decline in peasant landowning, see W. G, Hoskins, The 

Midland Peasant (1957), pp. 265-8. 
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of labourers had been rising in the decades before 1790, 
especially in areas contiguous to manufacturing or mining 
districts. "There wants a war to reduce wages," was the cry of 
some northern gentry in the 1790s.1 And the reflexes, of panic 
and class antagonism, inflamed in the aristocracy by the French 
Revolution were such as to remove inhibitions and to aggravate 
the exploitive relationship between masters and servants. The 
Wars saw not only the suppression of the urban reformers but 
also the eclipse of the humane gentry of whom Wyvill is 
representative. T o the argument of greed a new argument was 
added for general enclosure—that of social discipline. T h e 
commons, "the poor man's heritage for ages past", on which 
Thomas Bewick could recall independent labourers still 
dwelling, who had built their cottages with their own hands,2 

were now seen as a dangerous centre of indiscipline. Arthur 
Young saw them as a breeding-ground for "barbarians", "nurs-
ing up a mischievous race of people"; o f the Lincolnshire Fens, 
"so wild a country nurses up a race of people as wild as the 
fen".8 

Ideology was added to self-interest. It became a matter of 
public-spirited policy for the gentleman to remove cottagers 
from the commons, reduce his labourers to dependence, pare 
away at supplementary earnings, drive out the smallholder. 
At a time when Wordsworth was extolling the virtues of old 
Michael and his wife, in their struggle to maintain their 
"patrimonial fields", the very much more influential Commercial 
and Agricultural Magazine regarded the "yeoman" in a different 
light: 

A wicked, cross-grained, petty former is like the sow in his yard, 
almost an insulated individual, who has no communication with, 
and therefore, no reverence for the opinion of the world. 

As for the rights ofthe cottager in enclosure, "it may seem need-
less to notice his claims": 

But the interest of the other claimants is ultimately concerned in 
permitting the labouring man to acquire a certain portion of land — 
for by this indulgence the poor-rates must be speedily diminished; 
since a quarter of an acre of garden-ground will go a great way 
towards rendering the peasant independent of any assistance. 

1 R . Brown, General View of the Agriculture of the West Riding (1799), Appendix, 
p- 13-

2 Bewick, op. cit., pp. 27 ff. 
3 A Young, General View of the Agriculture of Lincolnshire (1799), pp. 223, 225,437. 



However, in this beneficent intention moderation must be observed, 
or we may chance to transform the labourer into a petty farmer; 
from the most beneficial to the most useless of all the applications of 
industry. When a labourer becomes possessed of more land than he 
and his family can cultivate in the evenings . . . the farmer can 
no longer depend on him for constant work, and the hay-making 
and harvest. . . must suffer to a degree which . . , would sometimes 
prove a national inconvenience. 

As far the village poor they are "designing rogues, who, 
under various pretences, attempt to cheat the parish", and 
"their whole abilities are exerted in the execution of deceit, 
which may procure from the parish officers an allowance of 
money for idle and profligate purposes".1 

There are, of course, exceptions. But this is the way the grain 
runs between 1790 and 1810. It was a matter of policy to 
increase the dependence of cheap reserves of labour—"applica-
tions of industry" for the convenience of the farmer at hay-
making and harvest, and for the road-making, fencing and 
draining incident on enclosure. What Cobbett called "Scotch 
feelosofy" and the Hammonds the "spirit of the age" was 
endorsed as heartily by landowners as by manufacturers. 
But whereas it fitted the conditions of the Industrial Revolution 
like a glove, in agriculture it contested (at best) with older 
paternalist traditions (the squire's duty to his labourers) and 
with the tradition of earnings based on need (the older customs 
of differentials according to age, marital status, children, etc., 
which were perpetuated under the Speenhamland system of 
poor relief); while (at worst) it was reinforced by the feudal 
arrogance of the aristocracy towards the inferior labouring race. 
The doctrine that labour discovers its own "natural" price, 
according to the laws of supply and demand, had long been 
ousting the notion of the "just" wage. During the Wars it was 
propagated by every means./'The demand for labour must 
necessarily regulate wages," wrote a country magistrate in 
1800. And he went on to argue that the poor-rates, by main-
taining a surplus population and encouraging marriages— 
thereby ensuring a supply of labour in excess of demand— 
brought down the total wages bill. Indeed, he showed himself 
a pioneer in the science of "averages" ; 

Let us suppose the annual poor-rates, and the amount of wages 
throughout England added together in one total; I think this total 

1 Commercial and Agricultural Magazine, July, September, October, 1800. 



would be less than the sole amount ofthe wages, if the poor-rates had 
not existed.1 

The motives which led to the introduction ofthe various systems 
of poor-relief which related relief to the price of bread and to 
the number of children were no doubt various. The Speenham-
larid decision of 1795 was impelled by both humanity and 
necessity. But the perpetuation of Speenhamland and "rounds-
man" systems, in all their variety, was ensured by the demand 
of the larger farmers—in an industry which has excep-
tional requirements for occasional or casual labour—for a 
permanent cheap labour reserve. 

After the Wars there is a new emphasis: farmers are very 
much more willing to listen to the warnings of Malthus 
against "a bounty on population". Poor-rates had risen 
from under two million pounds per annum in the 1780s, to 
more than four millions in 1803, and over six millions after 
1812. A bounty on population now appeared, as the Poor Law 
Commission was to describe it in 1834, as "a bounty on in-
dolence and vice". Landowners and farmers began to regret 
the lost commons—the cow, the geese, the turfs—which had 
enabled the poor to subsist without coming to the parish over-
seer. Some cows came back: here and there potato patches 
made some headway; the Board of Agriculture lent its stren-
uous support to the allotment propaganda. But it was too late to 
reverse a general process: no common was ever brought back 
(though many more were enclosed) and few landowners would 
risk renting land (perhaps four acres for a cow at a minimum 
of £6 per annum) to a labourer. Farmers who had made a doc-
trine of parsimony during the years of war prosperity were not 
inclined to be less parsimonious when wheat prices fell. More-
over, the population of the villages was added to by returned 
soldiers; the labourers were joined by bankrupt smallholders; 
the work incidental to enclosure fell off; and the concentration 
of the textile industries in the north and the Midlands, further 
weakened the position of the labourer in East Anglia, the 
West Country, and the south. New or expanding rural in-
dustries (straw-plaiting or lace) might afford temporary relief 
in certain counties; but the overall decline (most notably in 
spinning) is beyond dispute. And as domestic employments 
failed, so the cheap labour of women as field labourers grew.® 

1 I b i d , October 1800. 
* I. Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution, (1930), pp. 57 ff. 



High rents or falling prices: war debt and currency crises: 
taxes on malt, on windows, on horses: Game Laws, with their 
paraphernalia of gamekeepers, spring-guns, mantraps and 
(after 1816) sentences of transportation: all served, directly or 
indirectly, to tighten the screw upon the labourer. " T h e 
Jacobins did not do these things," exclaimed Cobbett: 

And will the Government pretend that "Providence" did it? . . . 
Poh! These things are the price of efforts to crush freedom in 
France, lest the example of France should produce a reform in England. 
These things are the price of that undertaking. . . . 1 

Nor could the labourer expect to find a protector in the 
"average" parson—who, to Cobbett, was an absentee pluralist, 
entertaining his family at Bath while an underpaid curate 
attended services: 

If you talk to them [the parsons], they will never acknowledge that 
there is any misery in the country; because they well know how large 
a share they have had in the cause of it. They were always haughty 
and insolent; but the anti-jacobin times made them ten thousand 
more so than ever. . . . These were the glorious times for them. They 
urged on the war; they were the loudest of all the trumpeters. They 
saw their tithes in danger... .2 

For nearly four decades, there is a sense of the erosion of 
traditional sanctions and of a countryside governed with 
counter-revolutionary licence. "In regard to the poor-rates," 
one Bedfordshire "feelosofer" (Dr. Macqueen) wrote to the 
Board of Agriculture in 1816, "I always view these as coupled 
with the idleness and depravity of the working classes": 

The morals as well as the manners of the lower orders of the com-
munity have been degenerating since the earliest ages of the French 
Revolution. The doctrine of equality and the rights of man is not 
yet forgotten, but fondly cherished and reluctantly abandoned. They 
consider their respective parishes as their right and inheritance, in 
which they are entitled to resort. . . 

One recalls with difficulty that England belonged to the 
labourers as well. 

In the southern and eastern parishes the long war of attrition 
centred on the right of poor-relief. After the commons were 
lost, it was the last—the only—right the labourer had. T h e 
young and the single—or the village craftsmen—might venture 

1 Rural Rides, (Everymaji edn.), I. p. 174. 2 Ibid., II, p. 96. 
8 Agricultural State of the Kingdom (1816), p. 25. 



to the towns, follow the canals (later the railways), or emigrate. 
But the mature labourer with a family was afraid of losing the 
security of his "settlement"; this, as much as his attachment 
to his own community and rural customs, prevented him from 
competing wholesale with the Irish poor (who, unluckier even 
than him, had no setdement to lose) in the industrial labour 
market. Even in times of labour "shortage5' in the manufactur-
ing districts, his migration was not encouraged. When, after 
1834, the Poor Law Commissioners sought to stimulate such 
migration, principally to the mills of Lancashire and Yorkshire, 
—perhaps, as a counter-blow at the trade unions—preference 
was given to "widows with large families of children, or handi-
craftsmen . . . with large families. Adult men could not acquire 
the requisite skill for the superior processes of the factories." 
Labour markets were set up in Manchester and Leeds where 
mill-owners could scan the details of families—age of c h i l d r e n -
character as a workman—moral character—remarks ("exceed-
ing healthy", "fine of their age", "willing to take on themselves 
the part of parents to three orphans")—like stock for sale. "We 
have numbers of small families," one hopeful Suffolk guardian 
appended, "such as man and wife, willing, if you could engage 
them together, say man at 8j,, woman at 4s." 1 

The poor-rates, then, were the labourer's last "inheritance". 
From 1815 to 1834 the contest continued. On the side of 
the gentry and overseers, economies, settlement litigation, 
stone-breaking and punitive tasks, cheap labour-gangs, the 
humiliations of labour-atictions, even of men harnessed in 
carts. On the side of the poor, threats to the overseers, sporadic 
sabotage, a "servile and cunning" or "sullen and discontented" 
spirit, an evident demoralisation documented in page after 
page of the Poor Law Commissioners' Reports. " I t would be 
better for us to be slaves at once than to work under such a 
system . . . when a man has his spirit broken, what is he good 
for?" In the Speenhamland counties o f t h e south the labourers 
had their own bitter jest—the farmers "keep us here [on the 
poor-rates] like potatoes in a pit, and only take us out for use 
when they can no longer do without us."2 

It is an apt description. Cobbett, in his invectives against 
1 First Annual Report of Poor Law Commissi tiers (1836),,pp. 3*3-14; Dodd, 

The Factory System illustrated (1842), pp. 246-7. See also A . Redford, Labour Migration 
inEngland, 1800-1830 (1926), Ch. V I . 

2 First Annual Report of the Poor Law Commissioners (1836), p. 212. The same joke 
was "well understood" in Wiltshire in 1845—but the " p i t " had now become the 
workhouse; A . Somerville, op. cit., p. 385. 



wholesale rural depopulation, was right in his description of 
causes but wrong in his conclusions. It seems probable that the 
enclosures—especially of arable land in the south and the east 
during the Wars—did not result in general depopulation. While 
labourers were migrating—in ripples, from village to town, and 
from county to county—the general population rise more than 
compensated for the loss. After the Wars, when prices fell and 
the farmers could no longer "get vent for our young men in the 
army or navy" (a useful disciplinary power, in the hands of a 
country magistrate), the outcry was about "surpluspopulation". 
But, after the new Poor Law was put into operation in 1834, this 
"surplus" in many villages proved fictitious. In these villages 
the greater part of the labour bill was being met through the 
poor-rates; labourers were employed for odd days or half-days 
and then turned back on the parish. "I f there comes a frost 
they discharge them," said one overseer: "when the season 
opens they come to me, and take 'em back again. The farmers 
make my house what we call in our trade a house of call." Wet 
weather created a "surplus": harvest a "shortage". Employers, 
jealous at subsidising the labour of their neighbours through 
the poor-rates, would discharge their own men and apply for 
their labour.from the overseer: "So-and-so has turned off two 
of his men; if I am to pay to their wages, he shall pay to yours; 
you must go." It is a system open to endless permutations of 
muddle, waste, and extortion—and to a few tricks on the 
labourer's side as well. But—cunning and sheer mulishness 
apart—it had a single tendency: to destroy the last vestige of 
control by the labourer over his own wage or working life.1 

" A system"—the cant phrase of the political economy of the 
time runs, when brought to bear on Speenhamland—"which 
has broken the bond of mutual dependence between the master 
and his servant." In fact, the southern labourer had been 
reduced to total dependence on the masters as a class. But 
slave labour is "uneconomic", especially when it is exacted 
from men who nourish grievances at lost rights and the in-
choate resistances of "free-born Englishmen". It is "un-
economic" to supervise labourers in gangs (although this was 
done for many years in the eastern counties)—through most 
of the year labourers must work in twos and threes, with the 

1 See A. Redford, op. cit., pp. 58-83; and, for fictitious surpluses, First Annual 
Report of the Poor Law Commissioners (1836), pp. »29.38; W . T . Thornton, Over-
population (1846), pp. 231-2. 



stock, in the fields, at hedging, by their own initiative. During 
these years the exploitive relationship was intensified to the 
point where it simply ceased to "pay"—this kind of pauper 
labour turned out to be turnip-pilferers, alehouse scroungers, 
poachers and layabouts. It was easier to emigrate than to resist; 
for reinforcing the exploitive relationship was that of political 
repression. Illiteracy, exhaustion, the emigration from the 
village of the ambitious, the sharp-witted and the young, the 
shadow of the squire and parson, the savage punishment of 
enclosure or bread-rioters and of poachers—all combined to 
induce fatalism and to inhibit the articulation of grievances. Cob-
bett, the greatest tribune of the labourers, had many supporters 
among the farmers and in the small market towns. It is doubtful 
whether before 1830 many labourers knew his name or under-
stood what he was about. As Gobbett rode past the "Accursed 
Hill" of Old Sarum, he met a labourer returning from work: 
I asked how he got on. He said, very badly. I asked him what was the 

? cause of it. He said the hard times. "What times," said I; "was there 
ever a finer summer, a finer harvest . . .?" "Ah!" said he, "they 
make it bad for poor people, for all that." "They?" said I, "who is 
they?" He was silent. "Oh, no, no! my friend," said I, "it is not 
they, it is that Accursed Hill that has robbed you " l 

Throughout the Wars the "grand fabric of society" was sup-
ported upon this "distressful . . . rustic base". "It is the wives 
of these men," wrote David Davies, "who rear those hardy 
broods of children who, besides supplying the country with the 
hands it wants, fill up the voids which death is continually 
making in camps and cities."2 After the Wars, with soaring 
prices and the return of soldiers to their villages, there was some 
stirring of revolt. " T h e Burthen that is now laid on us we are 
Determin'd to bear no longer," ran a letter from the Yeovil 
district, signed with a bleeding heart: "Blood and Blood and 
Blood, A General Revolution their mus be . . ."8 But the very 
violence of such threats points to a sense of impotence. Only in 
1816 in East Anglia, where the labourers were frequently em-
ployed in large gangs, did serious disturbance break out. The 
demand for a minimum wage (2s. a day) was united with the 
demand for price maximums; there were food riots, forced 
levies for money from the gentry, and the destruction of 

1 Rural Rides, (Everyman edn.), II, pp. 56-7. 
2 W . Belsham, Remarks on the Bill Jar the Better Support.. .ojtke Poor (1795), p . 5; 

D . Davies, The Case of Labourers in Husbamtfy (i795)> p . 2. 
3 Enclosure in Moody to Sidmouth, 13 M a y 1816, H . O . 42.150. 



threshing-machines. But disorder was brutally repressed, and 
thrust back into the underground of the poaching war, the 
anonymous letter, the flaming com rick.1 

Revolt, when it came, in 1830, with its curiously indecisive 
and unbloodthirsty mobs ("the turbulence of demoralised 
freemen") was met with the same sense of outrage as a rising of 
the "blacks". " I induced the magistrates to put themselves on 
horseback," recorded the victor of Waterloo, 

each at the head of his own servants and retainers, grooms, hunts-
men, game-keepers, armed with horsewhips, pistols, fowling pieces 
and what they could get, and to attack in concert . , . these mobs, 
disperse them, destroy them, and take and put in confinement those 
who could not escape.2 

It was not the Duke, however, but the new Whig Ministry 
(which was to pass the Reform Bill) which sent Special Com-
missions down to terrorise the insurgents. And it was the organ 
of middle-class Radicalism, The Times, which led the outcry 
for examples of severity. The advice was followed: 

On the gth of January [1831], judgment of death was recorded 
against twenty-three prisoners, for the destruction of a paper 
machine in Buckingham; in Dorset, on the nth, against three, for 
extorting money, and two for robbery; at Norwich, fifty-five 
prisoners were convicted of machine-breaking and rioting; at 
Ipswich, three, for extorting money; at Petworth, twenty-six for 
machine-breaking and rioting; at Gloucester, upwards of thirty; at 
Oxford, twenty-nine; and at Winchester, out of upwards of forty 
convicted, six were left for execution. . . . At Salisbury, forty-four 
prisoners were convicted. . . .8 

And it was a Whig Ministry again which sanctioned, three years 
later, the transportation of the labourers of Tolpuddle in 
Dorsetshire, who had had the insolence to form a trade union. 

This revolt of the field labourers extended more widely into 
East Anglia and the Midlands, as well as the southern counties, 
and lasted longer, than is apparent from the Hammonds' 
account. Few first-hand accounts from the labourers' side have 
survived. In 1845 Somerville took down the story of Joseph 
Carter, a Hampshire labourer from the village of Sutton 

1 H . O . 42.149/51. For the E a s t Angl ian labour-gangs, see W . Hasbach, History 
of the English Agricultural Labourer {1908), pp. 192-204. 

2 Wellington Despatches, second series, viii, p. 388, cit. H. W . C. Davis, op. ck., 
p. 224, 

3 A. Prentice, Historical Sketches of Manchester, p. 372. In the end, nine labourers 
were hanged, 457 transported, and about 400 imprisoned. See J . L . & B. 
Hammond, The Village Labourer, Ch. X and X I . 



Scotney (one of the places where the revolt commenced), 
who was sentenced to transportation for his part, and who had 
spent two years in the Portsmouth hulks. "Everybody was 
forced like to go," said Garter: "There was no denying": 

I wor at the meeting across the street there, in that corner house, 
the night as Joe Mason read the letter to us all, that came from 
Overton. There was no name to the letter. But Joe said he knowed 
who it came from. Joe was a good scholard. The letter, I know, 
came from old D s; he be dead; and it came out of Newton; 
never came from Overton. It said we was all to leave off work; and 
the Sutton men was to go out and stop the ploughs. They was to send 
home the horses for the farmers to look after them themselves, and 
was to take the men with them. And they was to go and turn the 
men out of the barns. And they was all to go and break the sheens 
as the farmers had got to do the thrashing. . . . 

Well; about the letter. Joe Mason read it. We did not then 
know who it came from. But we knows, all on us now in this here 
place, that old D s had a hand in't. He was a great friend of Mr 
Cobbett. He used to write to Mr Cobbett. He never got into no 
trouble about it. He was too good a manager to get other people 
into trouble to get in himself. No; I do not blame this on Mr 
Cobbett. I mean old D s, the shoemaker. . . . 

The labourers then collected or extorted money from gentry 
and farmers, and Joseph Cartćr was made treasurer: 

They said I wor honest, and they gave it to me to carry. I had £40 
at one time—£4.0 every shilling. Some people ha' told me since that 
I should ha' gone off with it. I did think of doing that once. The 
coach came by when we was up on the London Road, and it did 
come into my head to get on the coach, and get away from the whole 
business, with the £40. But I thought about leaving my wife behind, 
and about what a vagabond they would all call me, and the coach 
was soon past. . . . 

I needn't ha' been tried at all. They came to me time and times 
after I was in Winchester gaol, to get me to speak against the two 
Masons. They offered to let me clear, if I would only tell what I 
knowed agin them. Had I told what I knowed, they'd ha' been 
hung, as sure as Borrowman, and Cooke, and Cooper, was hung, 
I was took out with the other prisoners to see they hung. They tried 
to frighten us by it to tell all we knowed on one another. But I 
wouldn't split. So the Masons was only transported, and they 
transported me, too. Ees the mob took me agin my will; but then 
that was not enough to make me split, 'cause you see, I stayed with 
t h e m . . . . It wor the young fellows did it. . . . 1 

1 A . Somerville, op. cit., pp. 262-4. 



The labourers' revolt was a true outburst of machine-break-
ing, with little indication of ulterior political motive. -While 
corn ricks and other property were destroyed (as well as some 
industrial machinery in country districts) the main assault was 
on the threshing-machine, which (despite futurist homilies) 
patently was displacing the already starving labourers. Hence 
the destruction of the machines did in fact effect some imme-
diate relief.1 But among the "young fellows" it is possible that 
political ideas offurther significance were abroad.2 A "scholard' 
like Joe Mason may foreshadow George Loveless. Radical 
cobblers like D s were to be found in most small market 
towns. In Norfolk it is tempting to suggest that the agitations of 

Jacobins and Radicals had left some traces in the villages. 
The most strenuous efforts were made in Lincolnshire in 1830 
and 1831 to intimidate labourers who had been reading 
Gobbett's Register.3 But if there was a stirring political con-
sciousness, it did not reach the point at which the urban and 
rural workers could form common organisations or make 
common cause, until several years after the labourers' revolt had 
been repressed.4 

The revolt of 1830 was not wholly without effect. It led to the 
temporary raising of wages in the southern counties. And, 
indirectly, it gave a final push to Old Corruption. Many 
farmers, and a few of the gentry, had been ashamed of the 
business, had negotiated with the mobs, or given them passive 
support. The revolt both sapped the confidence of the gentry, 
and helped to arouse the Reform agitation of 1831-2. " T h e 
important feature in the affair," wrote Cobbett, "is, that the 
middle class, who always, heretofore, were arrayed, generally 
speaking, against the working class, are now with them in heart 
and mind, though not always in act. . . . Amongst the trades-
men, even of the metropolis, ninety-nine out of a hundred are on 
the side of the labourers."5 The aristocracy lost " face": the 
necessity and urgency of Reform was made plainer. And it is 

1 See E. J. Hobsbawm, " T h e Machine-Breakers", Past and Present, 1, February 
1952, p. 67. 

2 A labourer in Kent was widely reported as saying: " W e wi l l destroy the corn-
stacks and thrashing machines this year. Next year we will have a turn with the 
Parsons, and the third we will make war upon the Statesmen"; see, e.g., handbill 
in H . O . 40.25. 

3 See J. Hughes, "Tried Beyond Endurance", The Landworker, November 1954! 
4 In 1833 James Watson appealed to members of the National Union of Working 

Classes to make especial efforts to build branches among the rural workers. 
Working Man's Friend, 3 August 1833. See also, Radical Reformer, i g N o v e m b e r 1831. 

6 Political Register, 4 December 1830. 



from this time forward that articulate political development 
can be seen among the rural labourers: pockets of trade union-
ism in the 1830s: Joseph Arch's father ("steady as Old Time, 
a plodding man") victimised in 1835 for refusing to sign a 
petition in favour of the Corn Laws: a scatter of Chartist 
branches in East Anglia and the south. 

But the grievances of the labourers had, as it were, a vicar-
ious existence, twisted in with the other strands which made up 
the consciousness of the urban working class. Although— 
unlike France or Ireland—it never gave rise to a coherent 
national agitation, the ground-swell of rural grievance came 
back always to access to the land. "Times used to be better 
before Bledlow was enclosed. . . . We should rejoice to occupy a 
rood of land, and pay full rent for it" (Buckinghamshire 
Labourers' Petition, 1834). " . . . small allotments of land to 
labourers to be cultivated with a spade . . . " (Essex Labourers' 
Petition, 1837). "He wished every labouring man to have three 
or four acres of land at the same rent as the farmers gave. They 
would pay this, and gladly. (Loud cheers. . . .)" (speech of 
Wiltshire labourer, 1845). When the labourer or his children 
moved into the town it was this aspiration which remained. 
And when the tithes, the Game Laws, and the threshing 
machines had been forgotten, the sense of lost rights lingered— 
or, as Glapham has it, was "exaggerated" in "popular retro-
spect". We shall see how Cobbett and Hunt, farmers both, 
helped to shape the new urban radicalism; but rural memories 
were fed into the urban working-class culture through innumer-
able personal experiences.1 Throughout the nineteenth century 
the urban worker made articulate the hatred for the "landed 
aristocrat" which perhaps his grandfather had nourished in 
secret: he liked to see the squire cast in villainous melodramas, 
and he preferred even a Board of Guardians to the charity of a 
Lady Bountiful: he felt that the landowner had no "right" to 
his wealth whereas, if only by foul means, the mill-owner had 
"earned" his. The response of urban trade unionists to the 
transportation of the Tolpuddle labourers was immediate and 
overwhelming; and to the later struggles of Arch's union 
scarcely less so. And the yearning for land arises again and 
again, twisted in with the outworker's desire for an. "inde-
pendence", from the days of Spence to the Chartist Land 

1 Richard Hoggart has testified as to the survival o f rural memories in working-
class Leeds in the 1930s. See Uses of Liter a<y (1957), pp. 23"5-



Plan and beyond. Perhaps its vestiges are still with us today, in 
allotments and garden-plots. Land always carries associations— 
of status, security, rights—more profound than the value of its 
crop. 

We see the influence of this as early as the 1790s, in the 
Jacobin hatred ofthe landed aristocracy. This was an enduring 
characteristic of the radicalism of the artisans, nourished by 
Paine's Agrarian Justice and Spence's propaganda for land 
nationalisation. In the severe post-war depression, Dr. Watson 
and other orators won great support from the unemployed, and 
the discharged sailors and soldiers who attended the meetings 
at Spa Fields: 

. . . trade and commerce have been annihilated, but still the earth 
was by nature designed for the support of mankind. The earth is at 
all times sufficient to place man above distress . . . if he had but a 
spade and a hoe. . . . 1 

In the next decade, as Owenism changed its form among its 
plebeian followers, the dream of a co-operative community 
upon the land acquired extraordinary force. 

And so, to the political myth of English freedom before the 
"Norman bastard and his armed banditti" there was added 
the social myth of the golden age of the village community 
before enclosure and before the Wars: 

Here's that we may live to see the restoration of old English times, 
old English fare, old English holidays, and old English justice, and 
every man live by the sweat of his brow . . . when the weaver 
worked at his own loom, and stretched his limbs in his own field, 
when the laws recognised the poor man's right to an abundance of 
everything. . •.. 

—This is Feargus O'Connor, the Chartist leader, who gave to 
the myth gargantuan dimensions: but Cobbett, Hunt, Oastler 
and a score of Radical leaders contributed to it. The savage 
penal code, the privations, the Bridewells, of old England were 
forgotten; but the myth of the lost paternalist community 
became a force in its own right—perhaps as powerful a force as 
the Utopian projections of Owen and the Socialists. To say it was 
" m y t h " is not to say it was all false; rather, it is a montage of 
memories, an "average" in which every loss and every abuse is 
drawn into one total. In his youth, "Old Robin" tells the mill-
owner (in a pamphlet of O'Connor's) "all those new streets 

1 W . M , Gurney, Trial of James Watson (1817), I, p. 70. 
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behind Mr. Twist's and Mr. Grab's and Mr. Screw's . . . were all 
open fields, and children used to be there at eight, nine, ten, 
eleven, aye, and twelve years of age, idling their time at play, 
at cricket, at trap, and marbles, and b a l l . . . and leap- f rog . . . . " 
Then came the time "when rich folk frightened poor folk out 
of their sense with 'He's a cooming' and 'They're a cooming.' " 
" W h o are 'they', Robin?" 

Why, Boney and the French, to be sure. Well, that time when rich 
folk frightened poor folk and stole all the land. This was all common, 
then, Mr Smith . . . All reet and left, up away to bastile and barracks 
was all common. And all folk in Devil's Dust would have a cow, or 
donkey, or' horse on common, and they'd play cricket, and have 
running matches, and wrestling. . . . 
. . . They built barrack at one end and church at 'tother . . . and, at 
last, almost all folk had to sell cow, to pay Lawyer Grind, and 
Lawyer Squeeze . . . and now the son of one of 'em is mayor, and 
t'other . . . is manager of bank. Aye, dearee me, many's the honest 
man was hung and transported over ould common.1 

It is an historical irony that it was not the rural labourers 
but the urban workers who mounted the greatest coherent 
national agitation for the return of the land. Some of them 
were sons and grandsons of labourers, their wits sharpened 
by the political life of the toWns, freed from the shadow of the 
squire. Some—the supporters of the Land Plan—were weavers 
and artisans of rural descent: "faither, and grandfaither 
and all folk belonging to I worked on land and it didn't kill 
them, and why should it kill me?" 2 Faced with hard times 
and unemployment in the brick wastes of the growing towns, 
the memories of lost rights rose up with a new bitterness of 
deprivation. 

We have strayed far from averages. And that was our in-
tention. For we cannot make an average of well-being. We have 
seen something of the other side of the world of Jane Austen's 
novels; and for those who lived on that side the period felt 
catastrophic enough. "When farmers became gentlemen," 
Cobbett wrote, "their labourers become slaves" If it is possible 
to argue that there was gain at the end of the process, we must 
remember that the gain came to other people. In comparing a 
Suffolk labourer with his grand-daughter in a cotton-mill we 
are comparing—not two standards—but two ways of life. 

1 F . O ' C o n n o r , The Employer and the Emptied (1844), pp. 1 5 , 4 1 - 2 , 5 6 . 
2 The Labourer (1847), P- 4®-



There are, however, two relevant points which may be 
made about these averages. The first is that it is possible, 
given the same figures, to show both a relative decline and an 
absolute increase in poverty. Agriculture is an inelastic industry 
in its demand for labour: if ten labourers were required for a 
given farm in 1790, there might be ten—or, with improved 
ploughs and threshing machines—eight in 1830. We might show 
that the labourer or carter in regular employment increased his 
real wages over this period; while the increase in population 
in the village—casual labour and unemployed—led to an 
absolute increase in the number of the poor. And while this 
might be most evident in agriculture, the same hypothesis must 
be borne in mind when discussing the overall national picture. 
If, for the sake of argument, we take the hypothesis that 40% 
of the population (10*5 millions) was living below a given 
"poverty-line" in 1790, but only 30% of the population (18-1 
millions) in 1841, nevertheless the absolute number ofthe poor 
will have increased from about four millions to well over 
five millions. More poverty will be "felt" and, moreover, there 
will in fact be more poor people. 

This is not juggling with figures. It is possible that something 
of this sort took place. But at the same time no such assessment 
of averages can tell us about "average" human relationships. 
To judge these, we are forced to pick our way as we gfin through 
conflicting subjective evidence. And a judgement on this 
period must surely take in some impression of the "average" 
English gentleman. We need not accept Cobbett's invective— 
"the most cruel, the most unfeeling, the most brutally insolent" 
of all God's creatures. But we surely need not fall back into 
some of the queerer notions which have recently made a 
re-appearance: "The English country gentlemen were indeed 
perhaps the most remarkable class of men that any society 
has ever produced anywhere in the world". 1 In the place of 
this we may offer a Norfolk labourer's opinion, in an anonymous 
letter to "the Gentlemen of Ashi l l "—"You have by this time 
brought us under the heaviest burden & into the hardest Yoke 
we ever knowed": 

It is too hard for us to bear, you have often times blinded us saying 
that the fault was all in the Place-men of Parliament, but. . . the/ 
have nothing to do with the regulation 'of this parish. 

You do as you like, you rob the poor of their Commons right, 
1 R . J . White, Waterloo to Peterloo (1957), pp. 40-1. 



plough the grass up that God send to grow, that a poor man may 
feed a Cow, Pig, Horse, nor Ass; lay muck and stones on the road to 
prevent the grass growing.... There is 5 or 6 of you have gotten all 
the whole ofthe Land in this parish in your own hands & you would 
wish to be rich and starve all the other part of the poor . . . 

" W e have counted up that we have gotten about 60 of us to 1 
of you: therefore should you govern, so many to 1 P"1 

But it was for the tithe-consuming clergy that the especial 
hatred of the rural community was reserved. "Prepare your 
wicked Soul for Death," an Essex vicar was threatened in 1830, 
in a letter which enclosed two matches: "You & your whole 
Grew are biggest Paupers in the parish . . ." The Rector of 
Freshwater (Isle of Wight) received an even more explicit 
intimation from one of his parishioners, in the form of some 
mild arson, with an accompanying letter. "For the last 20 
years wee have been in a Starving Condition to maintain your 
Dam Pride": 

- What we have done now is Soar against our Will but your harts is 
so hard as the hart of Pharo . . . So now as for this fire you must not 
take it as a front [an affront], for if you hadent been Deserving it 
wee should not have dont [done it]. As for you my Ould frend you 
dident hapen to be hear, if that you had been rosted I fear, and if 
it had a been so how the farmers would lagh to see the ould Pasen 
[Parson] rosted at last. . . 

" A s for this litel fire," the writer concluded, with equable ill-
humour, "Don't be alarmed it will be a damd deal wors when 
we Burn down your barn . . , " 2 

1 Enclosure in Rev. Edwards to Sidmouth, 22 May 1816, H.O. 4S-I5°-
2 Enclosures in Rev. W. M . Hurlock, 14 December 1830, and the Very Rev. 

Dean Wood, 29 November 1830, in H.O. 52.7. 



C H A P T E R E I G H T 

A R T I S A N S A N D O T H E R S 

I F THE A V E R A G E is elusive in agriculture, it is no less so 
when we come to workers in urban industry. Still, in 1830, the 
characteristic industrial worker worked not in a mill or factory 
but (as an artisan or "mechanic") in a small workshop or in his 
own home, or (as a labourer) in more-or-less casual employ-
ment in the streets, on building-sites, on the docks. When 
Gobbett directed his Political Register towards the common 
people in 1816, he addressed, not the working class, but the 
"Journeymen and Labourers". We shall see that there were 
great differences of degree concealed within the term, "artisan", 
from the prosperous master-craftsman, employing labour on his 
own account and independent of any masters, to the sweated 
garret labourers. For this reason, it is difficult to offer any 
accurate estimates of the number and status of artisans in 
different trades. The occupational tables of the Census of 1831 
make no effort to differentiate between the master, the self-
employed, and the labourer.1 After the agricultural labourers 
and domestic servants (670,491 female domestic servants alone 
being listed for Great Britain in 1831), the building trades 
made up the next largest group, accounting perhaps for 
350,000 to 400,000 men and boys in 1831. Leaving aside the 
textile industries where outwork still predominated, the largest 
single artisan trade was that of shoemaking, with 133,000 
adult male workers estimated for 1831, followed by tailoring, 
with 74,000. (Such figures include the employer, the country 
cobbler or tailor, the outworker, the shopkeeper, and the 
urban artisan proper.) In London, the greatest artisan centre 
in the world, where Dr. Dorothy George appears to lend her 
authority to a rough estimate of 100,000 journeymen of all 

1 Mayhew later described the occupational returns as "crude, undigested, and-
essentially unscientific", a document "whose insufficiency is a national disgrace to 
us, for there the trading and working classes are all jumbled together in the most 
perplexing confusion, and the occupations classified in a manner that would 
shame the merest tyro." 



types in the early 19th century, Sir John Clapham advises us; 

. . . the typical London skilled workman was neither brewery hand, 
shipwright nor silk weaver, but either a member of the building 
trades; or a shoemaker, tailor, cabinet-maker, printer, clockmaker, 
jeweller, baker—to mention the chief trades each of which had over 
2500 adult members in 1831.1 

The wages of the skilled craftsman at the beginning of the 
19th century were often determined less by "supply and 
demand" in the labour market than by notions of social prestige, 
or "custom". Customary wage-regulation may cover many 
things, from the status accorded by tradition to the rural crafts-
man to intricate institutional regulation in urban centres. 
Industry was still widely dispersed throughout the country-
side. The tinker, knife-grinder, or pedlar would take his wares 
or skills from farm to farm and fair to fair. In the large villages 
there would be stonemasons, thatchers, carpenters, wheel-
wrights, shoemakers, the blacksmith's forge: in the small 
market town there would be saddlers and harness-makers, 
tanners, tailors, shoemakers, weavers, and very possibly some 
local speciality such as stirrup-making or pillow-lace, as well as 
all the business ofthe posting-inns, carriage of farm produce and 
of coals, milling, baking and the like. Many of these rural 
craftsmen were better educated and more versatile and felt 
themselves to be a "cut above" the urban workers—weavers, 
stockingers or miners—with whom they came into contact 
when they came to the towns. They brought their own customs 
with them; and no doubt these influenced wage-fixing and 
differentials in those small-town crafts which grew into great 
urban industries—building, coach-making, even engineering. 

Custom, rather than costing (which was rarely understood), 
governed prices in many village industries, especially where 
local materials—timber or stone—were used. The blacksmith 
might work for so much a pound for rough work, a litde more 
for fine. George Sturt, in his classic study of The Wheelwright's 
Shop, has described how customary prices still prevailed in 
Farnham when he took over the family firm in 1884. " M y great 
difficulty was to find out the customary price," 

I doubt if there was a tradesman in the district—I am sure there was 
no wheelwright—who really knew what his output cost, or what his 

1 For these figures, see Parliamentary Papers, 1833, X X X V I I ; Clapham, op, cit., 
esp. pp. 72-4, and Ch. V ; R . M . Martin, Taxation of the British Empire (1833), 
pp. 193, 256. 



profits were, or if he was making money or losing it on a particular 
job. 

Much of the profit came from "jobbing" and repairs. As for 
carts and waggons, "the only chance for me to make a profit 
would have been by lowering the quality of the output; and this 
the temper of the men made out of the question". The men 
worked at the pace which their craftsmanship demanded: "they 
possibly (and properly) exaggerated the respect for good work-
manship and material"; and as for the latter, "it happened 
not infrequently that a disgusted workman would refuse to use 
what I had supplied to him". In the workman was "stored all 
the local lore of what good wheelwright's work should be 
like".1 

Customary traditions of craftsmanship normally went to-
gether with vestigial notions of a "fair" price and a "just" wage. 
Social and moral criteria—subsistence, self-respect, pride in 
certain standards of workmanship, customary rewards for 
different grades of skill—these are as prominent in early trade 
union disputes as strictly "economic" arguments. Sturt's 
wheelwright's shop perpetuated much older practices, and 
was country cousin to the city industry of coach-building, in 
which—in the early 19 th century—there was a veritable 
hierarchy whose wage-differentials can scarcely be justified on 
economic grounds. "The wages are in proportion to the 
nicety of the work", we are told in an 1818 Book of English 
Trades', for the body-makers, £2 to £3 a week; the trimmers 
"about two guineas": the carriage-makers £1 to £ 2 : the smiths 
about 30J.: while the painters had their own hierarchy—the 
herald painters, who adorned the carriages of the great and the 
ostentatious with emblems, from £3 to £4.: the body painters 
about £ 2 : and journeymen painters 2cw. to 30J. The differ-
entials supported, or perhaps reflected, gradations of social 
prestige: 

The body-makers are first on the list; then follow the carriage-
makers ; then the trimmers; then the smiths; then the spring-makers; 
then the wheelwrights, painters, platers, bracemakers and so on. The 
body-makers are the wealthiest of all and compose among them-
selves a species of aristocracy to which the other workmen look up 
with feelings half of respect, half of jealousy. They feel their im-
portance and treat the others with various consideration: carriage 
makers are entitled to a species of condescending familiarity; 

1 G . Sturt, The Wheelwright's Shop (1923), Chs. X , X X X V I I . 



trimmers are considered too good to be despised; a foreman of 
painters they may treat with respect, but working painters can at 
most be favoured with a nod.1 

These conditions were supported by the activities of a "Bene-
volent Society of Goachmakers"; and they survived the con-
viction under the Combination Acts of the General Secretary 
and twenty other members of the society in 1819. But it is 
important, at this stage, to note this early use of the term 
"aristocracy", with reference to the skilled artisan.8 It is some-
times supposed that the phenomenon of a "labour aristo-
cracy" was coincident with the skilled trade unionism of the 
1850s and 1860s—or was even the consequence of imperialism. 
But in fact there is both an old and a new elite of labour to be 
found in the years 1800-50. The old ćlite was made up of 
master-artisans who considered themselves as "good" as 
masters, shopkeepers, or professional men.® (The Book of 
English Trades lists the apothecary, attorney, optician and 
statutory alongside the carpenter, currier, tailor and potter.) 
In some industries, the craftsman's privileged position survived 
into workshop or factory production, through the force of 
custom, or combination and apprenticeship restriction, or 
because the craft remained highly skilled and specialised— 
fine and "fancy" work in the luxury branches of the glass, 
wood and metal trades. The new elite arose with new skills in 
the iron, engineering and manufacturing industries. This is 
plain enough in engineering; but even in the cotton industry 
we must remember the warning, "we are not cotton-spinners 
all". Overlookers, skilled "tenters" of various kinds who 
adjusted and repaired the machines, pattern-drawers in 
calico-printing, and scores of other skilled subsidiary crafts, 
at which exceptional wages might be earned, were among the 
1,225 sub-divisions of heads of employment in cotton manu-
facture enumerated in the 1841 Census. 

If a specially favoured aristocracy was to be found in the 
London luxury trades and on the border-line between skills 
and technical or managerial functions in the great manufactur-
ing industries, there was also a lesser aristocracy of artisans or 

1 W . B. Adams, English Pleasure Carriages (1837), cited in E, Hobsbawm, "Cus-
tom, Wages and Work-load in Nineteenth Century Industry", in Essays in Labour 
History, ed. A . Briggs and J. Saville, p. 116. 

2 Another early use is in the First Report of the Constabulary Commissioners (1839), 
p. 134, in a context which suggests that the term was widespread at the time. 

8 For the i8th-century "aristocracy", see M . D. George, op. cit., Ch. I V . 



privileged workers in almost every skilled industry. We can 
see this if we look for a moment through the inquisitive, 
humorous eyes of Thomas Large, a Leicester stocking-weaver 
who took part in a deputation to London in 1812 to lobby 
M.P.s on behalf of a Bill for regulating conditions in the 
hosiery industry.1 Once they had reached London, the stock-
ing-weavers—who had at this time no permanent trade union 
organisation but simply an ad hoc committee formed to promote 
the passage of their Bill—made contact with trade unionists in 
London who, despite the Combination Acts, were easily located 
at their houses of call: 

We have engaged the same Room, where the carpinter committee 
sat [Thomas'Large wrote back to his friends in the Midlands]when 
they brought on the late Trial on the sistom of colting. We have had 
an opportunity of speaking to them on the subject, they thought we 
possessed a fund on a permanent principle to answer any demand, at 
any time, and if that had been the case would have lent us two or 
three thousand pounds, (for there is £20,000 in the fund belonging 
to that Trade) but When they understood our Trade kept no regular 
fund to support itself, Instead of Lending us money, Their noses 
underwent a Mechanical turn upwards, and each saluted the other 
with a significant stare, Ejaculating, Lord bless us !!! what fools!!! 
they richly deserve all they put! and ten times more!!! We always 
thought stockeners a sett of poor creatures! Fellows as wanting of 
spirit, as their pockets are of money. What would our Trade be, if 
we did not combine together ? perhaps as poor as you are, at this 
day! Look at other Trades! they all Combine, (the Spitalfields 
weavers excepted, and what a Miserable Condition are they in). 
See the Tailors, Shoemakers, Bookbinders, Gold beaters, Printers, 
Bricklayers, Coatmakers, Hatters, Curriers, Masons, Whitesmiths, 
none of these trades Receive Less than 30s/- a week, and from that to 
five guineas this is all done by Combination, without it their Trades 
would be as bad as yours. . . .2 

T o Thomas Large's list we might add many others. The 
compositors and pressmen then stood at the edge of the 30J. 
line of privilege, having had a particularly hard struggle to 
organise in the face of the combined London masters. Some 
skilled men were less fortunate. The type-founders' combina-
tion had been broken up, and their wages in 1818 were claimed 
to average only i&f. per week, having seen no advance since 

1 See below, pp. 535-40. 
2 Records of the Borough of Nottingham 1800-1833 ( : 952)j V I I I , Thomas Large to 

Framework-knitters Committee, 24 April 1812. 



1790. The same was true o f the opticians and pipe-makers. 
The Gorgon suggested in 1819 that 25J. might be the wages of 
the average London "mechanic", when averaged over the 
year.1 But when in 1824 the Combination Acts were repealed, 
and the craft unions in the London trades openly showed 
themselves, we can get an idea of the "lesser aristocracy35 by 
citing some trades which appeared most often in the columns of 
the Trades Newspaper of 1825: to Large's list we can add the 
coopers, shipwrights, sawyers, ship caulkers, wire-drawers, 
cock-founders, fell-mongers, leather dressers, ropemakers, 
brass founders, silk dyers, clock and watch makers, skinners, 
and others. It is an impressive list; and in London as well as the 
larger cities such men were the very heart of the artisan culture 
and political movements of these years. By no means all of 
these trades were equally privileged. Some of the trades clubs 
in 1825 had fewer than 100 members, and not many exceeded 
500. They varied between exceptionally privileged groups, like 
the upholsterers (who charged "enormous premiums" for 
admission to apprenticeship) to the shoemakers who (as we 
shall see) were already in the grip of a crisis which was degrad-
ing them to the status of outworkers.® 

Similar important groups of privileged artisans or skilled 
workers will be found in the provinces, not only in the same 
trades, but in trades scarcely represented in London. This was 
true, in particular, of the Sheffield cutlery and Birmingham 
small-ware industries. In the latter, there persisted far into the 
19th century the numerous petty workshops, which made 
Birmingham the metropolis of the small master. Boulton's 
Soho works bulks large in the story of economic growth. But the 
great majority o f the city's population, at the close of the 18 th 
century, were employed in very small shops, whether as 
labourers or as quasi-independent craftsmen. T o enumerate 
some of the Birmingham products is to evoke the intricate 
constellation of skills: buckles, cudery, spurs, candlesticks, toys, 
guns, buttons, whip handles, coffee pots, ink stands, bells, 
carriage-fittings, steam-engines, snuff-boxes, lead pipes, jewel-
lery, lamps, kitchen implements. "Every man whom I meet," 
Southey wrote in 1807, "stinks of train-oil and emery."3 

1 See Gorgon, 17 October, 21 and 28 November 1818, 6 February and 20 March 
1819. 

2 Trades Newspaper, 1825-6, passim. 
»J. A. Langford, A Century of Birmingham Life, I, p. 272; C. Gill. History of 

Birmingham, I, pp. 95-8; Southey, Letters from England, Letter X X X V I . 



Here, in the Black Country, the process of specialisation in the 
first three decades of the 19th century tended to take the simpler 
processes, such as nail and chain-making, to the surrounding 
villages of outworkers, while the more highly skilled operations 
remained in the metropolis of Birmingham itself.1 In such 
artisan trades the gulf between the small master and the skilled 
journeyman might, in psychological and sometimes in economic 
terms, be less than that between the journeyman and the 
common urban labourer. Entry to a whole trade might be 
limited to the sons of those already working in it, or might be 
bought only by a high apprenticeship premium. Restriction 
upon entry into the trade might be supported by corporate 
regulations (such as those of the Cutler's Company of 
Sheffield, not repealed until 1814), encouraged by masters, 
and maintained by trade unions under the aliases of friendly 
societies. Among such artisans at the commencement of the 
1 gth century (the Webbs suggested) "we have industrial society 
still divided vertically trade by trade, instead of horizontally 
between employers and wage-earners".2 Equally, it might 
be that a privileged section only of the workers in a particular 
industry succeeded in restricting entry or in elevating their 
conditions. Thus, a recent study of the London porters lias 
shown the fascinating intricacy of the history of a section of 
workers—including the Billingsgate porters—who might easily 
be supposed to be casual labourers but who in fact came under 
the particular surveillance of the City authorities, and who 
maintained a privileged position within the ocean of unskilled 
labour until the middle of the 19th century.8 More commonly, 
the distinction was between the skilled or apprenticed man and 
his labourer: the blacksmith and his striker, the bricklayer 
and his labourer, the calico pattern-drawer and his assistants, 
and so on. 

The distinction between the artisan and the labourer—in 
terms of status, organisation, and economic reward—remained 
as great, if not greater, in Henry Mayhew's London of the 
late 1840s and 1850s as it was during the Napoleonic Wars. " I n 
passing from the skilled operative of the west-end to the 
unskilled workman of the eastern quarter of London," Mayhew 

1 See S. Timmins (Ed.), Birmingham and the Midland Hardware District (i866)t. 
pp. 110 et passim-, H. D. Fong, Triumph of Factory System in England (Tientsin, 1930), 
pp. 165-9. 

2 S. and B. W e b b , The History of Trade Unionism (1950 edn.), pp. 45-6. 
3 W. M . Stern, The Porters of London (1960). 



commented, "the moral and intellectual change is so great, 
that it seems as if we were in a new land, and among another 
race" : 

T h e artisans are almost to a m a n red-hot politicians. T h e y are 
sufficiently educated a n d thoughtful to h a v e a sense of their i m -

' portance in the State. , . . T h e unskilled labourers are a different 
class of people. A s yet they are as unpolitical as footmen, and instead 
of entertaining violent democratic opinions, they appear to h a v e no 
political opinions whatever; or, if they do , . . they rather lead 
towards the maintenance of "things as they are", than towards the 
ascendancy of the working people. 1 

In the south, it was among the artisans that the membership of 
friendly societies was largest2 and trade union organisation was 
most continuous and stable, that educational and religious 
movements flourished, and that Owenism struck deepest root. 
It was, again, among the artisans that the custom of "tramping" 
in search of work was so widespread that it has been described 

.by one historian as "the artisan's equivalent of the Grand 
Tour".8 We shall see how their self-esteem and their desire for 
independence, coloured the political radicalism of the post-war 
years. And, if stripped of his craft and of his trade union 
defences, the artisan was one of the most pitiful figures in 
Mayhew's London. "The destitute mechanics," Mayhew was 
told by the Master of the Wandsworth and Clapham Union, 
"are entirely a different class from the regular vagrants." 
Their lodging-houses and "houses of cal l" were different 
from those of the tramps and the fraternity of "travellers"; 
they would turn to the workhouse only in final despair: 
"Occasionally they have sold the shirt and waistcoat off then-
backs before they applied for admittance. . . ." " T h e poor 
mechanic will sit in the casual ward like a lost man, scared. . . , 
When he's beat out he's like a bird out of a cage; he doesn't 
know where to go, or how to get a bit."4 

T h e London artisan was rarely beaten down so low—there 
were many half-way stages before the workhouse door was 
reached. His history varies greatly from trade to trade. And if 

1 H. Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor (1884), III, p. 243. Against this 
should be set the statement of one of Mayhew's scavengers: " I cares nothing about 
politics neither; but I'm a chartist." 

2 O n the social composition of friendly societies, see P. H . J . H . Gosden, The 
Friendly Societies in England (Manchester, 1961), pp. 71 ff. 

.? E. J. Hobsbawm, " T h e Tramping Artisan", in Econ. Hist. Review, Series a , 
I I I (i950-i), p. 313. 

* Mayhew, op. cit., I , p. 351. 



we look out of London to the northern and Midlands centres 
of industry, there are other important classes of skilled labourer 
or factory operative—miners in certain coalfields, cotton-
spinners, skilled building-workers, skilled workers in the iron 
and metal industries—who are among those whom Professor 
Ashton describes as being "able to share in the benefits 
of economic progress". Among such were the Durham 
miners whom Cobbett described (in the Sunderland area) in 
1832: 

You see nothing here that is pretty; but everything seems to be 
abundant in value; and one great thing is, the working people 
live well. . . . The pitmen have twenty-four shillings a week; they 
live rent-free, their fuel costs them nothing, and their doctor costs 
them nothing. Their work is terrible, to be sure; and, perhaps, they 
do not have what they ought to have; but, at any rate, they live 
well, their houses are good and their furniture good; and . . . their 
lives seem to be as good as that of the working part of mankind can 
reasonably expect1 

The miners, who in many districts were almost an "hereditary 
caste", had a reputation as comparatively high wage-earners: 

Collier lads get gowd and silver, 
Factory lads gets nowt but brass . . . 

Professor Ashton considers it to be probable that their real 
wages were higher in the 1840s than in any but the best of the 
war years. But their conditions of work were probably worse.2 

Many such groups increased their real wages between 1790 
and 1840. The progress was not as smooth nor as continuous 
as is sometimes implied. It was closely related to the success or 
failure of trade unionism in each industry, and unemployment 
or seasonal short time must be set against "optimistic" wage-
series. But if we were concerned only with skilled "society men" 
in regular employment, then the controversy as to living 
standards would long ago have been settled on the optimistic 
side. 

But in fact the whole problem presents endless complexities. 

1 Rural Rides, II , p. 294. Against this account should be set the stormy incidents in 
the North-eastem coalfield—the rise and destruction of Hepburn's union between« 
1830 and 1832, recounted In R . Fynes, The Miners of Northumberland and Durham, 
Chs. I V - V I I and The Skilled Labourer, Chs. II and III. 

2 See T . S. Ashton, " T h e Coal-Miners of the Eighteenth Century", Econ. 
Journal (Supplement), I, 1928, pp. 325, 331, 334. 



The student who comes across a confident statement of this 
order in his textbook— 

In 1831 the cost of living was n per cent, higher than in 1790, 
but over this span of time urban wages had increased, it appears, by 
no less than 43 per cent.1 

—should at once scent danger. It is not only that the cost of 
living indices are themselves the subject of serious dispute— 
Professor Ashton himself having described the index upon 
which his own statement is based as being perhaps derived 
from the diet of a "diabetic".2 We should also realise that the 
index of urban wages is based, in the main, upon the wages 
of skilled workers in full work. And it is exactly here that a host 
of further problems enter. Why should we suppose, in a period 
of very rapid population-growth, that the proportion of em-
ployed and skilled to casual and unemployed workers should 
move in favour of the former ? Why should the social historian 
repeatedly encounter evidence suggesting that this was an 
exceptionally painful period for great masses of the people? 
How was i t—if 1820 to 1850 showed an appreciable rise in 
the standard-of-living—that after thirty more years of un-
questioned improvement between 1850 and 1880—the unskilled 
workers of England still lived in the conditions of ex-
treme deprivation revealed, in the 1890s, by Booth and by 
Rowntree ? 

The first half of the 19th century must be seen as a period 
of chronic under-employment, in which the skilled trades are 
like islands threatened on every side by technological innovation 
and by the inrush of unskilled or juvenile labour. Skilled wages 
themselves often conceal a number of enforced outpayments: 
rent of machinery, payment for the use of motive power, fines 
for faulty work or indiscipline, or compulsory deductions of 
other kinds. Sub-contracting was predominant in the mining, 
iron and pottery industries, and fairly widespread in building, 
whereby the "butty" or "ganger" would himself employ less 
skilled labourers; while children—pieceners in the mills or 
hurryers in the pits—were customarily employed by the spinner 
or the collier. The Manchester cotton-spinners claimed in 1818, 
that a wage of £2 3s. 4d. was subject to the following outpay-
ments : 

1 T . S. Ashton, The Industrial Revolution, 1760-1830 (1948), p. 158. 
2 T . S. Ashton in Capitalism and the Historians, p. 146. 



ist piecer per week . . . . 
2d ditto 
3d ditto . . . . . 
Candles on the average winter and summe 

0 9 2 

0 7 2 
0 5 3 

per week . . . . 
Sick and other incidental expenses 

0 1 6 

0 1 6 

Expense £1 5 o 

—leaving a balance of i&r. 4d.1 In every industry similar cases 
can be cited, whereby the wages quoted by workers reveal a 
different complexion from those quoted by employers. "Truck" , 
or payment in goods, and "tommy shops" complicate the 
picture further; while seamen and waterside workers were 
subject to peculiar extortions, often at the hands of publicans 
—for example, the Thames coal-whippers who—until a 
protective Act in 1843—could only gain employment through 
the publicans who, in their turn, would only employ men who 
consumed up to 50% of their wages in the public house.2 

Where a skill was involved, the artisan was as much 
concerned with maintaining his status as against the unskilled 
man as he was in bringing pressure upon the employers. Trade 
unions which attempted to cater for both the skilled and the 
unskilled in the same trade are rare before 1830; and when the 
builders, in their period of Owenite enthusiasm, adopted pro-
posals embracing the labourers, the distinction was very clearly 
marked: 

These Lodges should, by degrees, consist of architects, masons, 
bricklayers, carpenters, slaters, plasterers, plumbers, glaziers, 
painters; and also quarriers, brickmakers, and labourers as soon as 
they can be prepared with better habits and more knowledge to 
enable them to act for themselves, assisted by the other branches who 
will have an overwhelming interest to improve the mind, morals 
and general conditions of their families in the shortest time.® 

But we must also bear in mind the general insecurity of many 
skills in a period of rapid technical innovation and of weak 
trade union defences. Invention simultaneously devalued old 
skills and elevated new ones. There iŝ  little uniformity in the 
process. As late as 1818 the Book of English Trades (a pocket-book 

1 Black Dwarf, 9 September 1818. The admission of sick club (and possibly 
trade union) dues as necessary "expenses" does however indicate an improvement 
in living standards. 

2 See G . W. Hilton, The Truck System (Cambridge, 1960), pp. 81-7 et passim. 
3 Pioneer, September 1833, cited in R. Postgate, The BuiUtr's History (1923), p. 93. 



based mainly on London skills) does not list the trades of engi-
neer, steam-engine maker, or boiler-maker; the turner was 
still regarded as mainly a woodworker, and the skills of the 
engineer were united in the "machinist"—a versatile master 
of many trades, "of considerable ingenuity and great mechani-
cal knowledge" who "requires the talents and experience of 
the joiner, the brass and iron founder, the smith and the 
turner, in their most extended variety". Only ten years later 
there was published The Operative Mechanic and British Machinist, 
running to no less than 900 pages, showing the extraordinary 
diversity of what had once been the mill-wright's craft. And the 
separation off of new skills can be seen in the formation of the 
early societies or trade unions which were later to make up 
the engineers: well-organized trades clubs of mill-wrights at the 
end of the 18th century give rise to the Friendly Society of Iron-
moulders (1809), the Friendly and Benevolent Society of Vice-
men and Turners (London, 1818), the Mechanics' Friendly 
Union Institution (Bradford, 1822), Steam Engine Makers' 

" Society (Liverpool, 1824), a n d the Friendly Union of Mechanics 
(Manchester, 1826). 

But the progression of these societies should not lead us to 
suppose a record of continuing advancement as new skills 
became established. O n the contrary, whereas the mill-wright 
(at least in London) was an aristocrat, who was protected 
both by his own organisation (which was so strong that it was 
one o f the occasions for the passing o f t h e Combination Act) 1 

and by apprenticeship restrictions, and who maintained a 
wage of two guineas in the first years of the 19th century, the 
repeal of the apprenticeship clauses of the Elizabethan Statute 
of Artificers in 1814 left him exposed to serious competition. 
Alexander Galloway, a former assistant Secretary of the L.C.S. 
and now the leading engineering employer in London, gave 
evidence in 1824 that after repeal, "when a man was allowed 
to work at any employment, whether he had served one, two, 
or three years, or not at all, that broke the neck of all com-
binations". The old mill-wrights were "so overwhelmed by 
new men, that we could do without them", while piece-rates 

1 According to a "Statement of facts respecting the Journeymen Millwrights" m 
P.C. A. 158, the mill-wrights had raised their wages from 2J. 6rf. to 31. a day in 
1775 to 4J. 6rf, a day in 1799. The journeymen worked for small masters who were 
themselves employed by "Brewers, MiUers and various Manufacturers," whose 
works were brought to a halt by any strike. Hence striking journeymen were able to 
contract directly with the latter, cutting out their own masters. 



and other incentives completed the trade unionists' discomfi-
ture. Where the mill-wrights "used to scoff and spurn at the 
name of an engineer", which was thought to be an inferior, 
upstart trade, it was now the turn of the mill-wrights to dis-
appear. Unapprenticed engineers could be found at 185. per 
week; and the introduction of the self-acting principle to the 
lathe (the slide-rest or Maudslay's "Go-Cart") led to an influx 
of youths and unskilled. 

Hence even this industry—surely one ofthe most remarkable 
for the introduction of new skills—does not show an easy 
progression in status and in wages commensurate to the pace of 
technical innovation. Rather, it shows a peak towards the end 
o f t h e 18th century, a rapid decline in the second decade of 
the igth accompanied by an influx of unskilled labour, fol-
lowed by the establishment of a new hierarchy and of new forms 
of combination. The work was highly differentiated, and for 
some years (as the diversity of names of the early trade unions 
suggests) it was doubtful which trade would establish prece-
dence,1 The rise o f the skilled engineer, in the machine-making 
industry, was facilitated by the scarcity of his experience. The 
labour turnover in the early engineering workshops was prodi-
gious; Galloway, who employed eighty or ninety men in 1824, 
claimed to have had between 1,000 and 1,500 men pass 
through his works in the previous twelve years; that is more 
than a total turnover of the labour force per annum. Agents of 
foreign employers scoured Britain in the hope of enticing skilled 
men to France, Russia, Germany, America.2 London employers 
naturally suffered especially. A foreign agent (said Galloway) 
"has only to watch at my gates as they come out and in, and 
get the names o f t h e most able men: and many engagements 
of this sort have been made in this way". In consequence, the 
wages ofthe best men steadily rose until by the 1830s and 1840s 
they belonged to a privileged elite. In 1845, a t Messrs Hibbert 
and Piatt's (Oldham), the premier textile machinery works in 
Britain, employing close on 2,000 workers, wages of 305. and 
upwards were paid to good men. The engineers (a Methodist 
workman complained) spent freely, gambled on horses and 

1 See Galloway's evidence; "Our business is composed of six or eight different 
branches; workers m wood, whom we call pattern-makers; they consist of good 
cabinet-makers, joiners, millwrights, and others employed in wood; iron and brass 
founders; smiths, firemen and hammer-men; , . . vice-men and filers; and brass, 
iron and wood turners, in all their variety." 

2 In the effort to protect British industrial supremacy, it was illegal for many 
classes of skilled worker to leave the country. 



dogs, trained whippets, and had flesh meat "twice or thrice a 
day". T h e wheel had now, however, turned full circle. Where 
Galloway had been forced to bribe his best men to stay in 
1824, the engineer's skill had now multiplied so far that 
Hibbert and Piatt's could carefully select only the best-qualified 
men. " I saw," our Methodist recalls, "many start that were 
paid off the first day, some at even shorter trial." Already the 
engineer could rely no more on the scarcity of his skill to protect 
his conditions. He was forced to return to trade unionism, and 
it is significant that Hibbert and Piatt's was the storm-centre 
of the engineer's lock-out of 1851 

W e must always bear in mind this overlap between the 
extinction of old skills and the rise of new. One after another, 
as the 19th century ran its course, old domestic crafts were 
displaced in the textile industries—the "shearmen" or 
"croppers", the hand calico-printers, the hand woolcombers, 
the fustian-cutters. And yet there are contrary instances of 
laborious and ill-paid domestic tasks, sometimes performed by 
children, which were transformed by technical innovation 
into jealously-defended crafts. Thus, carding in the woollen 
industry was done with leather-backed "cards" into whićh 
thousands of miniature wire "teeth" must be set—in the 1820s 
and 1830s this was done by children at the rate of 1,500 or 
1,600 for a id., and (we are told of one West Riding clothing 
village) "on almost every cottage hearth little workers who 
could scarcely walk relieved the monotony of the weary task 
by putting a tooth into the card for every inhabitant of the 
village, and calling out each name as the representative wire 
was inserted".2 Less than fifty years later successive inventions 
in card-setting machinery had enabled the small craft union 
of Card-Setters and Machine-Tenters to establish itself in a 
privileged position among the "aristocracy" of the woollen 
industry. 

But when we follow through the history of particular indus-
tries, and see new skills arise as old ones decline, it is possible to 

1 See The Book of English Trades (1818), pp. 237-41; J . Nicholson, The Operative 
Mechanic and British Machinist (1829); J . B. Jefferys, The Story of the Engineers 
(1945), pp. 9-18, 35 ff.; First Report from Select Committee on Artizans and Machinery 
(1824), pp. 23-7; Clapham, op, cit,, I, pp. 151-7, 55° ; Thomas Wood, Auto-
biography (Leeds, 1956), p. 12 et passim. See also W . H. Chaloner, The Hungry 
Forties: A Re-Examinatim (Historical Association, 1957), where, however, i t , 15 
unwisely implied that the good conditions o f skilled men a t Hibbert and Piatt's 
are more typical of the "Forties" than the bad conditions of hand-loom weavers. 

2 Frank Peel , " O l d Cleckheaton", Cleckhealon Gtiardian, January-April 1884. 



forget that the old skill and the new almost always were the 
perquisite of different people. Manufacturers in the first half 
of the 19 th century pressed forward each innovation which 
enabled them to dispense with adult male craftsmen and to 
replace them with women or juvenile labour. Even where an 
old skill was replaced by a new process requiring equal or 
greater skill, we rarely find the same workers transferred from 
one to the other, or from domestic to factory production. 
Insecurity, and hostility in the face of machinery and innova-
tion, was not the consequence of mere prejudice and (as authori-
ties then implied) of insufficient knowledge of "political 
economy". The cropper or woolcomber knew well enough that, 
while the new machinery might offer skilled employment for 
his son, or for someone else's son, it would offer none for him. 
The rewards of the "march of progress" always seemed to be 
gathered by someone else. 

We shall see this more clearly when we examine Luddism. 
But even so, we are only at the fringe of the problem; for these 
particular insecurities were only a facet of the general insecurity 
of all skills during this period. It is surprising that the standard-
of-living controversy, which has now occupied a generation 
of economic historians, should have thrown so little light upon 
the whole question of casual labour, depressed industries and 
unemployment. As Dr. Hobsbawm—the only recent writer 
to attempt an assessment of the problem—has noted, Sir John 
Glapham did not even discuss unemployment during the Indus-
trial Revolution in his Economic History. It is true that "hard" 
economic data are scarcely available. There are some sketchy 
returns of the numbers of paupers relieved in different years, 
or parts of years;1 but the figures are quite unreliable, and while 
they may be supplemented with other data—vagrancy passes 
on roads, friendly society records, known unemployment in 
particular industries or towns in depression years—they are 
still misleading. First, because parish relief or the hated work-
house (after 1834) was the last resort of despair; second, be-
cause the very notion of regularity of employment—at one 
place of work over a number of years for regular hours and at 

1 In the roth Annual Report of the Poor Law Commissioners (1844), p. 285 there are 
figures which show 1,040,716 paupers relieved in 1803, 1,426,065 in 1813, 
' • S ' ^ S s 1 in " S i s : then a period of "no returns" until 1839. With the new Poor -
L a w in full operation, returns were made of the number of paupers relieved in one 
quarter of each year from 1840 to 1848: these show a steep gradient throughout the 
un-hungry for es, from 1,119,529 (1840) to 1,876,541 (1848), with a slight recovery 
between 1844 and 1846. 



a standard wage—is an anachronistic notion, imposed by 
20th-century experience upon igth-century realities. We have 
seen that the problem in agriculture was that of chronic semi-
employment. This was also the problem in most industries, 
and in urban experience generally. The skilled and apprenticed 
man, who owned his own tools and worked for a lifetime in 
one trade, was in a minority. It is notorious that in the early 
stages of industrialisation, the growing towns attract uprooted 
and migrant labour of all types; this is still the experience of 
Africa and Asia today. Even the settled workers pass rapidly 
through a succession of employments. Wage-series derived 
from the rates paid in skilled trades do not give us the awkward, 
unstatistical reality of the cycle of unemployment and casual 
labour which comes through in the reminiscences of a Yorkshire 
Chartist, recalling his boyhood and youth from the late 1820s 
to the 1840s. 

T o m Brown's Schooldays would have had no charm for me, as I 
had never been t » a d a y school in m y life; when very young I had to 
begin working, and was pulled out of bed between 4 and 5 o ' c l o c k . . . 
in summer time to go with a donkey i<| miles away, and then take 
part in milking a number of cows; and in the evening had again to 
go with milk and it w o u l d b e 8 o'clock before I had done. I w e n t to 
a card shop afterwards and there had to set 1500 card teeth for 
a F r o m 1842 to 1848 I should not average 9/- per week wages; 
outdoor and labour was bad to get then and wages were very low. 
I have been a woollen weaver, a comber, a n a v v y on the railway, 
and a barer in the delph that I claim to k n o w some little of the state 
of the working classes.1 

There is some evidence to suggest that the problem was 
becoming worse throughout the 1820s and 1830s and into the 
1840s. That is, while wages were moving slowly but favourably 
in relation to the cost-of-living, the proportion of workers 
chronically under-employed was moving unfavourably in 
relation to those in full work. Henry Mayhew, who devoted 
a section of his great study of the London poor to the problem 
of casual labour, understood that this was the crux of the 
problem: 

I n almost all occupations there is . . . a superfluity of labourers, a n d 
this alone would tend to render the employment of a vast n u m b e r o f 
the hands of a casual rather than a regular character. In the 
generality of trades the calculation is that one-third of the hands are 

1 B. Wilson, TheStruggles of an OU Chartist (Halifax, 1887), p. 13. A " b a r e r i n the 
delph" was a quarryman. 



fully employed, one-third partially, and one-third unemployed 
throughout the year. 1 

Mayhew was incomparably the greatest social investigator 
in the mid-century. Observant, ironic, detached yet compas-
sionate, he had an eye for all the awkward particularities which 
escape statistical measurement. In a fact-finding age, he looked 
for the facts which the enumerators forgot: he wrote consciously 
against the grain of the orthodoxies of his day, discovering his 
own outrageous "laws" of political economy—"under-pay 
makes over-work" and "over-work makes under-pay". He 
knew that when an easterly wind closed the Thames, 20,000 
dock-side workers were at once unemployed. He knew the 
seasonal fluctuations of the timber trade, or of the bonnet-
makers and pastry-cooks. He bothered to find out for how 
many hours and how many months in the year scavengers or 
rubbish-carters were actually employed. He held meetings of 
the workmen in the trades investigated, and took down their 
life-histories. If (as Professor Ashton has implied) the standard-
of-living controversy really depends on a "guess" as to which 
group was increasing most—those "who were able to share in 
the benefits of economic progress" and "those who were shut 
out"—then Mayhew's guess is worth our attention. 

Mayhew's guess is given in this form; 

. . estimating the working classes as being between four and five 
million in number, I think w e m a y safely assert—considering how 
m a n y depend for their employment on particular times, seasons, 
fashions, and accidents, and the vast quantity o f over-work and 
scamp-work in nearly all the c h e a p trades . . . the number of 
w o m e n and children w h o are being continually drafted into the 
different handicrafts with the view of reducing the earnings of the 
men, the displacement of human labour in some cases by machinery 
. . . all these things being considered I say I believe that we m a y 
safely conclude that . . . there is barely sufficient work for the 
regular employment of half of our labourers, so that only 1,500,000 
are fully and constantly employed, while 1,500,000 more are 
employed only half their time, a n d the remaining 1,500,000 wholly 
unemployed, obtaining a day's work occasionally b y the displacement 
of some of the others.2 

1 Mayhew, op. cit., I I , p. 338. The parts of Mayhew's work upon which I have 
drawn most extensively m the next few pages include his account of the tailors and 
boot-and-shoemakers in the Morning Chronicle, 1849, and London Labour and the 
London Poor, I I , pp. 335-82, III, pp. 231 ff. 

4 Mayhew, op. cit., II , pp. 364-5.* C f . Mechanics Magazine, 6 September 1823: 
" I t is obvious that the reason why there is n o work for one half of our people is, that 
the other half work twice as much as they ought." 



This remains no more than a guess, a grasping at the statistical 
expression of the complexities of London experience. But it 
arises from other findings; in particular, that "as a general 
rule . . . the society-men of every trade comprise about one-
tenth of the whole." 1 The wages of society men were those 
regulated by custom and trade union enforcement; those of 
the non-society men were "determined by competition". In 
London by the 1840s there was a clear demarcation between 
the "honourable" and "dishonourable" parts of the same 
trades; and trades in which this division was notorious included 
those of cabinet-makers, carpenters and joiners, boot- and 
shoemakers, tailors and all clothing workers, and the building 
industry. The honourable part comprised the luxury and 
quality branches: the dishonourable comprised the whole 
range of "cheap and nasty"—ready-made clothing, gimcrack 
or plain furniture, veneered workboxes and cheap looking-
glasses, sub-contract work (by "lumpers") in the building of 
churches, contract work for the Army or Government. 

In a number of the trades which Thomas Large noted as 
being both organised and highly-paid in 1812 there was a 
serious deterioration in the status and living standards of the 
artisan over the next thirty years. The debasing of trades took 
many forms, and was sometimes accomplished only after intense 
conflict, in some cases as late as the 1830s. When William 
Lovett, who had been apprenticed as a rope-maker in Penzance 
came to London in 1&21 and—finding no employment at his 
own trade—sought to get work as a carpenter or cabinet-
maker, the distinction between the honourable and dishonour-
able trades was not so marked. The fact that he had served no 
apprenticeship weighed heavily against him, but after bad 
experiences at a dishonourable shop, and worse experiences 
attempting to hawk his own products, he finally gained employ-
ment at a large cabinet workshop. When it was discovered that 
he had served no apprenticeship, the m e n — 

talked of "setting Mother Shorney at m e " ; this is a cant term in 
the trade, and meant the putting away of your tools, the injuring o f 
your work, and annoying y o u in such a way as to drive y o u out of 
the shop. . . . As soon . . . as I was m a d e acquainted with their 
feelings . . . I thought it best to call a shop-meeting, and lay m y case 
before them. T o call a meeting of this description the first requisite 

1 From the evidence Mayhew adduces elsewhere, as to cabinet-makers and 
tailors, this would appear to be an exaggeration: perhaps one-fifth or one-sixth 
is a more probable figure. 



was to send for a quantity of drink (generally a gallon of ale), and 
then to strike your hammer and holdfast together, which, making 
a bell-like sound, is a summons causing all in the shop to assemble 
around your bench. A chairman is then appointed, and you are 
called upon to state your business. 

Lovett's explanation of his difficult circumstances satisfied the 
men: "but the demands made upon me for drink by individuals 
among them, for being shown the manner of doing any parti-
cular kind of work, together with fines and shop scores, often 
amounted to seven or eight shillings a week out of my guinea".1 

Ten or twenty years later he would not have succeeded in 
gaining employment in a respectable or society shop: the 
influential Cabinet-Makers Society (of which Lovett himself 
became President) had consolidated the position of its members 
in the quality branches of the trade and closed the doors against 
the mass of unapprenticed or semi-skilled labour clamouring 
without. At the same time, the dishonourable trade had 
mushroomed:2 middlemen had set up "slaughter-houses" or 
great furniture warehouses, and poor "garret-masters" in 
Betlmal Green and Spitalfields employed their own families 
and "apprentices" in making chairs and shoddy furniture 
for sale to the warehouses at knock-down prices. Even less 
fortunate workers would buy or scrape together wood to make 
workboxes or card-tables which they hawked in the streets or 
sold to cut-rate East End shops. 

The' history of each trade is different. But it is possible to 
suggest the outlines of a general pattern. Whereas it is generally 
assumed that living standards declined during the price-rises 
of the war years (and this is certainly true of the labourers, 
weavers, and wholly unorganised workers), nevertheless the 
war stimulated many industries and (except during the Orders 
in Council) made for fuller employment. In London the 
arsenal, the shipyards,, and the docks were busy, and there 
were large Government contracts for clothing and equipment 
for the services. Birmingham prospered similarly until the 
years of the continental blockade. The later years of the war 
saw a general erosion of apprenticeship restrictions, both in 
practice and at law, culminating in the repeal of the appren-

1 W . Lovett, Life and Struggles in Pursuit of Bread, Knowledge, and Freedom (1920,. 
edn.), I, pp. 31-2. For the old customs of "footing" and "maiden garnish" (when 
the new workman or apprentice must buy drinks for the shop), see J. D . Burn, 
A Glimpse at the Social Condition of the Working Class, (n.d.), pp. 39-40. 

2 Mayhew, III, p. 231, gives 600-700 society men, and 4,000-5,000 non-
society men. 



ticeship clauses of the Elizabethan Statute of Artificers in 1814, 
According to their position, the artisans reacted vigorously to this 
threat. W e must remember that this was a time when there was 
little schooling, and neither Mechanics' Institutes nor Technical 
Colleges, and that almost the entire skill or "mystery" of the 
trade was conveyed by precept and example in the workshop, 
by the journeyman to his apprentice. The artisans regarded this 
"mystery" as their property, and asserted their unquestionable 
right to "the quiet and exclusive use and enjoyment of their 
. . . arts and trades". Consequently, not only was repeal 
resisted, a "nascent trades council" being formed in London, 
and 60,000 signatures being collected nationally to a petition 
to strengthen the apprenticeship laws;1 but as a result of the 
threat there is evidence that the trades clubs were actually 
strengthened, so that many London artisans emerged from the 
Wars in a comparatively strong position. 

But at this point the histories of different trades begin to 
diverge. T h e pressure of the unskilled tide, beating against 
the doors, broke through in different ways and with different 
degrees of violence. In some trades the demarcation between 
an honourable and dishonourable trade was already to be 
found in the 18th century.2 That the honourable trade had 
maintained its position despite this long-standing threat may 
be accounted for by several reasons. Much of the 18th-century 
trade was in luxury articles, demanding a quality of workman-
ship not obtainable by sweated labour. Moreover, in times of 
full employment, the small-scale dishonourable trade might 
actually offer better conditions than those of the society men. 
Thus the Gorgon noted in 1818 of the opticians and type-
founders, that there had grown u p — 

a smaller class of tradesmen, termed garret-masters, w h o not only 
sell their manufacture cheaper than those of large capital, and w h o 
carry on the trade on a more extensive scale, but they do actually 
give higher wages to the men they employ. This w e believe is the 
case in all trades. . . .* 

T h e outline of this demarcation can be seen in the differen-
tiation between the "Flint" and "Dung" tailors, and between 

1 See T . K . D e n y , "Repeal of the Apprenticeship Clauses of the Statute of 
Apprentices", Bcon, Hist. Review, III, i93'-2> P- 67- S e e a l s o below, p. 517. 

* Dr. Dorothy George notes "garret-masters" and "chamber-masten among 
the watchmakers and shoemakers: see London Life in the iBth Century, pp. 172-5, 
197-8. See also E. W. Gilboy, Wages in Eighteenth Centuiy England (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1934). 

3 Gorgon, 21 November 1858. 



the militant and well-organised ladies' shoemakers, and the 
workers in the men's boot and shoe trade. T h e shoemakers 
of both groups were, however, among the first to feel the full 
effect of the influx of "illegal" men. The position of the Lon-
doners was weakened by the growth of the large outwork boot 
and shoe industry in Northamptonshire and Staffordshire.1 

Some incidents in the London shoemakers' history were 
recorded by Allen Davenport, a Spencean socialist: 

I t was i n 1810 that I b e g a n to w o r k for M r . Bainbridge, and it was 
then I first joined a shop meeting, for all the shops that I h a d worked 
for before were unconnected with any meetings . . . perhaps they 
were thought too insignificant . . . I was kindly received b y the 
members of the fifth division o f women's m e n [i.e. makers of 
women's shoes], then held at the Y o r k Arms, H o l b o r n ; and in a 
short t i m e became a d e l e g a t e . . . . F r o m the time I b e c a m e a member 
to 1813, the women's m e n acquired great strength as to members, 
and a considerable increase in pecuniary means. W e had at one 
time fourteen divisions in L o n d o n ; besides being in union, kept u p 
by a well regulated correspondence, with the trade in every city 
and town, of any importance, throughout the kingdom. But about 
this time the trade commenced a law suit against a master, for 
employing an illegal m a n , and refusing to discharge him. T h e case 
was conducted b y t w o intelligent shopmates . . . assisted b y a n 
attorney in the court of K i n g ' s Bench. . . . W e gained the day, but 
the prosecution cost the trade a hundred pounds, which was money 
thrown a w a y , for almost immediately afterwards the law o f Eliza-
beth w h i c h m a d e it illegal for a master to e m p l o y a m a n in our 
trade that had not served an apprenticeship was repealed, and the 
trade was thrown open to all. 

In the spring of 1813 the union held a strike in support of a 
detailed price-list: "every demand of the men was conceded, 
and we all returned comfortably to our work": 

B u t some of the more turbulent of the members, intoxicated with 
the success of our last strike, madly proposed a few weeks after to 
commence another s t r i k e . . . . T h i s arrogant proceeding brought on a 
crisis in the trade; the masters w h o till t h e n had no association, and 
were strangers to each other, became alarmed, called themselves 
together, formed an association, and being completely organized, 
the strike was resisted, the men were defeated, and scattered to the 
winds and hundreds o f men, w o m e n and children suffered the 

1 See Clapham, op. cit,, I, p p . 167-70; M . D. George, op. cit., pp. 195-201; 
A . Fox, History of the National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives (Oxford, 1958), 
pp. 12, 20-3, For the rules of the Journeymen Boot and Shoe Makers, 1803, 
see Aspinall, op. cit., pp. 80-2. 



greatest privations during the following winter. From this fatal 
strike, I date the downfall of the power of the men, a n d the com-
mencement of despotism a m o n g the master shoemakers.1 

The bitterness of the shoemakers' struggle may be gauged 
by the extreme radicalism of many of their members through-
out , the post-war years. The ladies' men clung on to their 
position in the boom years, 1820-5; but the recession of 
1826 at once exposed their weakness. The organised men were 
surrounded by scores of small "dishonourable" workshops, 
where shoes were made up by "snobs" or "translators" at 8d. 
or is. a pair. In the autumn of 1826 several of their members 
were tried for riot and assault arising from a strike extending 
over seven or more weeks; a unionist is alleged to have told a 
"scab" that he "ought to have his liver cut out for working 
under price".2 But the boot and shoe workers notwithstanding 
maintained some national organisation, and in the great union 
wave of 1832-4 the Northamptonshire and Staffordshire, out-
workers came into the same struggle for "equalisation."3 It 
was only the destruction of general unionism in 1834 which 
finally deprived them of artisan status. 

The tailors maintained their artisan status rather longer. 
W e can take their union as a model of the quasi-legal trades 
union of the artisan.4 In 1818 Francis Place published the 
fullest account which we have of their operation. By effective 
combination the London tailors had succeeded in pressing up 
their wages throughout the war, although probably lagging 
slightly behind the advance in the cost-of-living. The figures 
run (in Place's average), 1795, 25s.; 1801, 27s.; 1807, 30j.; 
1810, 33 J.; 1813, 36s1. With each advance the resistance o f t h e 
masters became firmer: "Not a sirfgle shilling was obtained 
at any one of these periods but by compulsion." At the many 
"houses of call" of the aristocratic "Flint" tailors books of the 
members* names were kept, and the masters used the houses 
virtually as employment agencies.5 " N o man is allowed to ask 
for employment"—the masters must apply to the union. The 

1 Davenport's Life, reprinted in Nationa Co-operatise Leader, 1851, I am indebted 
to Mr, Royden Harrison for drawing attention to this source. 

2 Trades Newspaper, 10 September, 10 December 1826. 
3 See below, p. 427 for the organisation at Nantwich. 
4 Place regarded the combination among the tailors as " b y far the most 

perfect of any" . But he had, of course, exceptional opportunity to discover their 
secrets. 

6 C£. advertisements such as this in the papers: " M e n competent to superintend 
any works in the building line may be had by applying at the following h o u s e s . . . " 
(Journeymen Carpenters, advertising in Trades Newspaper, 17 July 1825). 



work was allocated by rota, and the union disciplined 
"unworkmanlike" men. The tailors had a dual subscription, 
the larger contribution being reserved for benefits, the smaller 
for the needs of the union itself. A twelve-hour day was en-
forced, except in times of full employment. There were levies 
for unemployed members, and special levies might be made, in 
preparation for a strike, as to which the members asked no 
questions even if the purpose was not* explained. T h e actual 
leadership of the union was carefully shielded from prosecution 
under the Combination Acts. Each house of call had a deputy , 

. . . chosen by a kind of tacit consent, frequently without its being 
known to a very large majority w h o is chosen. T h e deputies form a 
committee, a n d they again chuse in a somewhat similar w a y a very 
small committee, in w h o m , on very particular occasions, all power 
r e s i d e s . . . . 

" N o law could put it down," Place wrote: "nothing but 
want of confidence among the men themselves could prevent 
it." And in fact the "Knights of the Needle" look extremely 
strong, at least until the recession of 1826. Their organisation 
could be fairly described as "all but a military system". But 
concealed within Place's own account there was a premonition 
of weakness: 

T h e y are divided into two classes, called Flints a n d D u n g s , — t h e 
Flints have upwards of thirty houses of. call, and the Dungs about 
nine or ten; the Flints work b y day, the D u n g s b y day or piece. 
G r e a t animosity formerly existed between them, the D u n g s gener-
ally working for less wages, but of late years there has not been m u c h 
difference in the wages . . . and .at some of the latest strikes both 
parties have usually m a d e common cause. 

This may be seen as an impressive attempt to keep the dis-
honourable trade in some organisational association with the 
status-conscious "Flints". In 1824 Place estimated a proportion 
of one "Dung" 'to three "Flints"; but the "Dungs" "work a 
great many hours, and their families assist them." By the early 
1830s the tide of the cheap and ready-made trade could be held 
back no longer. In 1834 the "Knights" were finally degraded 
only after a tremendous conflict, when 20,000 were said to be 
on strike under the slogan of "equalisation".1 

1 Gorgon, 26 September, 3 and 10 October r8i8; First Report. . . Artizans anit 
Machinery (1824), pp. 45-6; Cole and Filson, op. cit., pp. 106-7; [T . Carter], 
Memoirs of a Working Man (1845), PP- 122-4. For the 1834 strike see G. D. H. Cole, 
Attempts at General Union (1953). For antagonism between the organised hatters and 
dishonourable "corks" , see J. D . Burn, op. cit., pp. 41-2, 49-50. 



John Wade was still able to speak of the London tailors 
of 1833 as "enjoying a much higher remuneration than is 
received by the generality of workpeople in the metropolis". 
Indeed, he cited them as an example of artisans who by the 
strength of their combination had "fortified their own interests 
against the interests of the public and other workpeople".1 

But when Mayhew commenced his enquiry for the Morning 
Chronicle in 1849 cited the tailors as one of the worst examples 
of "cheap and shoddy" sweated industry. O f 23,517 London 
tailors in 1849 Mayhew estimated that 2,748 were independent 
master-tailors. O f the remainder, 3,000 were society men in the 
honourable trade (as compared to 5,000 or 6,000 in 1821), 
and 18,000 in the dishonourable trade were wholly dependent 
upon large middlemen for their earnings in the "slop" or 
ready-made businesses. 

London conditions should not be seen as exceptional, al-
though London was the Athens of the artisan. And it is import-
ant to notice that there is a pattern of exploitation here which 
runs counter to the evidence of wage-series compiled from 
the rates of organised men in the honourable trade. This takes 
the form both of a break-up of customary conditions and 
restraints, and of trade union defences. It is generally true that 
the "artisan" trades go through two critical periods of conflict. 
The first was in 1812-14, when apprenticeship regulations 
were repealed. Those trades, such as the shoemakers and 
tailors, which were already strongly organised in unions or 
trades clubs, were able in some degree to defend their position 
after repeal by strikes and other forms of direct action, al-
though the same years saw greater organisation among the 
masters. But consolidation in closed "society" shops between 
1815 a n d 1830 was at a price. "Illegal men" were kept out of 
the better parts of the trade only to swell the numbers in the 
unorganised "dishonourable" trade outside. The second critical 
period is 1833-5, when on the crest of the great trade 
union wave attempts were made to "equalise" conditions, 
shorten working hours in the honourable trade and suppress 
dishonourable work. These attempts (notably that of the London 
tailors) not only failed in the face of the combined forces of the 
employers and the Government; they also led to at least a 
temporary deterioration in the position of the "society" men. 
The economic historian should see the cases of the Tolpuddle 

1 J . W a d e , History of the Middle and Working Classes (5th edn,, 1835), p. 293. 



Martyrs and the great lock-outs of 1834 as being as consequential 
for all grades of labour as the radicals and trade unionists of the 
time held them to be.1 

But this conflict between the artisans and the large employers 
was only part of a more general exploitive pattern. The dis-
honourable part of the trade grew, with the displacement of 
small masters (employing a few journeymen and apprentices) 
by large "manufactories" and middlemen (employing domestic 
outworkers or sub-contracting): with the collapse of all mean-
ingful apprenticeship safeguards (except in the honourable 
island) and the influx of unskilled, women and children: with 
the extension of hours and of Sunday work: and with the 
beating down of wages, piece-rates and wholesale prices. 
The form and extent of the deterioration relates directly to the 
material conditions of the industry—the cost of raw materials 
—tools—the skill involved—conditions favouring or dis-
couraging trade union organisation—the nature of the market. 
Thus, woodworkers and shoemakers could obtain their own 
materials cheaply and owned their own tools, so that the 
unemployed artisan set up as an independent "garret-master" 
or "chamber-master", working his whole family—and perhaps 
other juveniles—round a seven-day week and hawking the 
products on his own account. Carpenters requiring a more 
costly outlay were reduced to "strapping-shops" where a 
sickening pace of gimcrack work was kept up under the fore-
man's patrol and where each man who fell behind was sacked. 
Tailoring workers, who could rarely purchase their own cloth, 
became wholly dependent upon the middlemen who farmed out 
work at sweated prices. Dressmaking—a notoriously "sweated" 
trade—was largely done by needlewomen (often country or 
small-town immigrants) in shops contracted by large establish-
ments. The building worker, who could neither buy his bricks 
nor hawk a part of a cathedral round the streets, was at the 
mercy of the sub-contractor; even the skilled "society" men 
expected to be laid off in the winter months; and both classes of 
worker frequently attempted to escape from their predicament 
by direct speculative building—"the land," as Clapham says, 
"rented in hope, materials secured on credit, a mortgage raised 
on the half-built house before it is sold or leased, and a high 
risk of bankruptcy."2 O n the other hand, the coach-builder, 

1 T h e best—although still incomplete—account of this second period is in 
G . D . H . Cole, Attempts at General Union, 

2 C lapham, op. cit., I , p. 174-



the shipwright, or engineer, who did not own all his tools nor 
purchase his own materials, was nevertheless better situated, by 
reason of the character of his work and the scarcity of his skill, to 
maintain or extend trade union defences. 

A similar collapse in the status of the artisan took place 
in older provincial centres. There are many complexities and 
qualifications. O n one hand, the boot and shoe industry of 
Stafford and of Northamptonshire had long lost its artisan 
character and was conducted on an outwork basis when the 
London shoemakers were still trying to hold back the dis-
honourable trade. O n the other hand, the Extreme specialisa-
tion of the Sheffield cutlery industry—together with the except-
ionally strong political and trade union traditions of the 
workers who had been the most steadfast Jacobins—had 
led to the maintenance of the skilled worker's status in a 
twilight world of semi-independence, where he worked for a 
merchant (and, sometimes, for more than one), hired his 
motive-power at a "public wheel", and adhered to strict price-
lists. Despite the Sheffield Cutlers Bill (1814) which repealed the 
restrictions which had limited the trade to freemen and which 
left a situation in which "any person may work at the corpor-
ated trades without being a freeman, and may take any number 
of apprentices for any term", the unions were strong enough— 
sometimes with the aid of "rattening" and other forms of in-
timidation—to hold back the unskilled tide, although there 
was a continual threat from "little mesters", sometimes "illegal" 
men or self-employed journeymen, who sought to undercut the 
legal trade.1 In the Birmingham industries, every kind of 
variant is to be found, from the large workshop through in-
numerable mazes of small shops and self-employed journey-
men, honourable and dishonourable, to the half-naked and 
degraded outworkers in the nail-making villages. An account 
from Wolverhampton in 1819, shows how the "garret-master" 
appeared at a time of depression: 

T h e order of things . . . is completely inverted. N o w , the last 
resource of the starving journeyman is to set u p master; his employer 
cannot find him work, on which there is any possible profit, and is 
therefore obliged to discharge h i m ; the poor wretch then sells his 
bed, and buys an anvil, procures a little iron, and having m a n u -
factured a few articles, hawks them a b o u t . . . for w h a t he can g e t . . . . 

1 T . A. Ward (ed. A . B. Bell), Peeps in to the Past (1909), pp. 216 ff; S. Pollard, 
A History of Labour in Sheffield (Liverpool, 1959), Ch. 2; Clapham. op, cit., I, p. 174. 



He might have previously received IOS a week as a servant; but now 
he is lucky if he gets 7s as a master manufacturer.1 

In the Coventry ribbon-weaving industry there was another 
twilight, half-outworker, half-artisan situation: the "first-hand 
weavers" maintained a poor artisan status, owning their own 
costly looms, and sometimes employing a "journeyman's 

journeyman", while other weavers in the city were employed 
in workshops or factories at comparable wages: but in the 
weaving villages to the north there was a large reserve pool of 
semi-unemployed weavers, working at debased rates as casual 
outworkers.2 

From one point of view, the true outworker industry can be 
seen as one which has wholly lost its artisan status and in which 
no "honourable" part of the trade remains: 

Capitalistic outwork may be said to be fully established only when 
the material belongs to the trading employer, and is returned to him 
after the process for which the outworker's skill is required has been 
completed—the wool given out to be spun, the yarn given out to be 
woven, the shirt given out for "seam and gusset and band," the 
nail-rod to be returned as nails, the limbs to be returned as dolls, 
the leather coming back as boots.3 

This, Clapham estimates, was the "predominant form" of 
industrial organisation in the reign of George I V ; and if we add 
to the true outworkers (hand-loom weavers, nail-makers, most 
woolcombers, chain-makers, some boot and shoe workers, 
framework-knitters, fustian-cutters, glove-makers, some potters, 
pillow-lace-makers, and many others) the workers in the "dis-
honourable" parts of the London and urban artisan trades, 
it probably remained predominant until 1840, 

We shall look at the weaver, as an example of the outworker, 
later. But there are some general points which relate both to 
the outworkers and to the artisans. First, it will not do to explain 
away the plight of weavers or of "slop" workers as "instances of 
the decline of old crafts which were displaced by a mechanical 
process"; nor can we even accept the statement, in its pejora-
tive context, that "it was not among the factory employees 
but among the domestic workers, whose traditions and methods 

1 New Monthly Magazine, 1 July 1819, cit. S, Maccoby, op. cit., p. 335. See also 
T . S. Ashton, " T h e Domestic System in the Early Lancashire Tool Trade"," 
Boon. Journal (Supplement), 1926-9, I, pp- 131 ff. 

2 See the lucid account 111 j . Prest, The Industrial Revolution in Coventry ( O . U . P 
1960), Chs. I l l and I V . 

3 C lapham, op. cit., I, p. 179. 



were those of the eighteenth century, that earnings were at 
their lowest",1 The suggestion to which these statements 
lead us is that these conditions can somehow be segregated 
in our minds from the true improving impulse of the Industrial 
Revolution—they belong to an "older", pre-industrial order, 
whefeas the authentic features of the new capitalist order may 
be seen where there are steam, factory operatives, and meat-
eating engineers. But the numbers employed in the outwork 
industries multiplied enormously between 1780-1830; and 
very often steam and the factory were the multipliers. It was the 
mills which spun the yarn and the foundries which made the 
nail-rod upon which the outworkers were employed. Ideology 
may wish to exalt one and decry the other, but facts must lead 
us to say that each was a complementary component of a single 
process. This process first multiplied hand-workers (hand 
calico-printers, weavers, fustian-cutters, woolcombers) and then 
extinguished their livelihood with new machinery. Moreover, 
the degradation of the outworkers was very rarely as simple as 
the phrase "displaced by a mechanical process" suggests; 
it was accomplished by methods of exploitation similar to those 
in the dishonourable trades and it often preceded machine 
competition. Nor is it true that "the traditions and methods" 
of the domestic workers "were those of the eighteenth century". 
The only large group of domestic workers in that century whose 
conditions anticipate those of the semi-employed proletarian 
outworkers of the 19 th century are the Spitalfields silk-weavers; 
and this is because the "industrial revolution" in silk preceded 
that in cotton and in wool. Indeed, we may say that large-scale 
sweated outwork was as intrinsic to this revolution as was 
factory production and steam. As far the "traditions and 
methods" of the "slop" workers in the dishonourable trade, 
these, of course, have been endemic for centuries wherever 
cheap labour has been abundant. They would, nevertheless, 
appear to constitute a serious reversal of the conditions of late 
18th-century London artisans. 

What we can say with confidence is that the artisan felt 
that his status and standard-of-living were under threat or were 
deteriorating between 1815 and 1840. Technical innovation 
and the superabundance of cheap labour weakened his position. 
He had no political rights and the power of the State was used, 
if only fitfully, to destroy his trade unions. As Mayhew clearly 

1 F. A . H a y e k and T . S. Ashton in Capitalism and the Historians, pp. 27-8, 36. 



showed, not only did under-pay (in the dishonourable trades) 
make for overwork; it also made for less work all round. 
It was this experience which underlay the political radicalisa-
tion of the artisans and, more drastically, of the outworkers. 
Ideal and real grievances combined to shape their anger— 
lost prestige, direct economic degradation, loss of pride as 
craftsmanship was debased, lost aspirations to rise to being 
masters (as men in Hardy's and Place's generation could still 
do). The "society" men, though more fortunate, were not the 
least radical—many London and provincial working-class 
leaders came, like William Lovett, from this stratum. They had 
been able to hold their status only by an accession of trade 
union militancy; and their livelihood provided them with a 
running education in the vices of competition and the virtues 
of collective action. They witnessed less fortunate neighbours or 
shopmates (an accident, a weakness for drink) fall into the 
lower depths. Those who were in these depths had most need, 
but least time, for political reflection. 

I f the agricultural labourers pined far land, the artisans 
aspired to an "independence". This aspiration colours much 
of the history of early working-class Radicalism. But in London 
the dream of becoming a small master (still strong in the 
1790s—and still strong in Birmingham in the 1830s) could 
not stand up, in the 1820s and 1830s, in face of the experiences 
of "chamber" or "garret" masters—an "independence" which 
meant week-long slavery to warehouses or slop shops. This 
helps to explain the sudden surge of support towards Owenism 
at the end of the 1820s—trade union traditions and the yearn-
ing for independence were twisted together in the idea of 
social control over their own means of livelihood; a collective 
independence.1 When most of the Owenite ventures failed, 
the London artisan still fought far his independence to the last: 
when leather, wood or cloth ran out, he swelled the throng 
of street-sellers, hawking bootlaces, oranges or nuts. In the 
main they were rural workers who entered the "strapping-
shops". The London-born artisan could rarely stand the pace; 
nor did he wish to become a proletarian. 

We have not, perhaps, clarified the wage-indices, but have, 
proposed a way of reading and of criticising such indices as 
exist. In particular, we must always find out whether figures are 

1 See the discussion of Owenism below, pp. 779-806. 



derived from society or non-society men, and how far the 
division, in any trade, has gone at any given time. There were 
certain experiences common to most trades and industries. 
Few did not suffer during the post-war depression, and most 
were buoyant between 1820 and 1825—indeed, in such a period 
of fuller employment the dishonourable trades could actually 
extend their operation and be little noticed, since they did not 
threaten the position of society men. The twelve months after 
the repeal of the Combination Acts was a period of exceptional 
buoyancy, when general prosperity conjoined to aggressive 
trade unionism led to considerable advances by many groups 
of workers. In the summer of 1825 a report was published in 
the Trades Newspaper from the Potteries, which admitted their 
thriving state in language quite unusual in the Radical or work-
ing-class journalism of the time: "It would be difficult to 
point out a period . . . when the working classes, with the excep-
tion of the weavers, enjoyed a greater degree of comfort." 
-The Potteries had been swept, in the previous eight months, 
by a veritable strike wave: 

I n Staffordshire, the carpenters were the first to strike, and then 
every other trade turned out in rotation. T h e colliers knew that the 
potters could not go on without them, and the m o m e n t the latter 
had obtained an advance, not A pick was lifted, nor a bucket let 
down. . . . T h e potters held out a second time, and played their 
cards with such address, that an ordinary hand n o w earns 6s per 
d a y , while superior journeymen w h o work b y the piece, are actually 
in the receipt of £ 3 per week. E v e n the tailors doggedly refused to 
shape or sew, goose or seam, or w a d a collar, unless they knew the 
reason w h y and wherefore; while the spirited barbers . . . insisted on 
an advance of 5 0 % , . . - 1 

Much of this gain was lost in 1826, recovered in the next three 
years, and lost once again in the early Thirties. And within 
this wider history there are the particular histories of individual 
trades. In general, in those industries where much capital, 
skill and machinery were required, the artisan lost some of his 
independence but passed by fairly easy stages into becoming 
a skilled, even privileged, proletarian: the mill-wright became 
an engineer or metal mechanic, the shipwright's skill was 
divided among the shipbuilding trades. In those industries 
where work could be put out, or where juvenile and unskilled 

1 Trades Newspaper, 24 July 1825. See also W . H . War burton, History of T.U. 
Organisation in the North Staffordshire Potteries (1931), pp. 28-32, 



labour could be drafted in, the artisan retained some of his 
independence but only at the cost of an increasing insecurity 
and a severe loss of status. 

It is the outlook of the artisan which will most concern us 
when we return to the political history of the post-war years. 
We may therefore be more impressionistic in our treatment of 
those who inhabited the lower depths beneath him. In fact, 
less is known about the unskilled workers, in the first decades 
of the 19th century, since they had no unions, they rarely 
had leaders who articulated their grievances, and few parlia-
mentary committees investigated them except as a sanitary 
or housing problem.1 The down-graded artisan rarely had the 
physique or aptitude to engage in arduous semi-skilled or 
unskilled labouring. Such occupational groups were either 
self-recruiting, or enlarged by rural and Irish migrants. Some 
of these earned good wages for irregular work—on the docks, 
or as navvies or spademen. These shade into the "casualties", 
or casual labourers; and the totally unemployed immigrants 
to the city, who might be reduced, like young William Lovett 
when he first came to London, to "a penny loaf a day and a 
drink from the most convenient pump for several weeks in 
succession". He and a Cornish compatriot: 

. . . generally got up at five o'clock and walked about enquiring at 
different shops and buildings till about nine; w e then bought one 
p e n n y loaf and divided it between us; then walked about again till 
four or five in the afternoon, w h e n we finished our day's work with 
another divided loaf; a n d very early retired to bed footsore and 
hungry. 2 

But such discipline in eking out the last few pennies was rare. 
Habitual uncertainty of employment, as all social investigators 
know, discourages forethought and gives rise to the familiar 
cycle of hardship alternated with the occasional spending-spree 
when in work. Distinct from the labourers (stablemen, street-
sweepers, waterside-workers, unskilled builders, carters, and 
so on), were those for whom "casualty" had become a way of 
life: street-sellers, beggars and cadgers, paupers, casual and 
professional criminals, the Army. Some of the street-sellers were 
prosperous traders; others were irrepressible scroungers; 
others, like the costermongers, patterers and ballad-vendor?, 
provide a coniic, and devastating antithesis to the sententious 

1 See, however, the discussion of Irish labour below, pp. 429-43. 
8 Lovett, op. c i t , I, pp. 25-6. 



theses of Edwin Ghadwick and Dr. Kay . The mind reels at the 
expedients by which human beings kept themselves alive, 
Collecting dog's dung or selling chickweed or writing letters at 
id. or 2d. a time (for love-letters "there's wanted the best gilt 
edge, and a fancy 'velop, and a Dictionary"). The greater 
part ofthe street-sellers, certainly by the 1840s, were desperately 
poor. Taking a deep statistical breath, we can hazard the view 
that the standard-of-living of the average criminal (but not 
prostitute) rose over the period up to the establishment of an 
effective police force (in the late 1830s), since opportunities for 
pilfering from warehouses, markets, canal barges, the docks, 
and railways, were multiplying. Probably a good many casual 
workers supplemented their earnings in this way. The genuine 
professional criminal or "traveller" would seem, on his Own 
confession, to have had a splendid standard-of-life: he may be 
accounted an "optimist". The standard of the unmarried 
mother, except in districts such as Lancashire where female 
employment was abundant, probably fell; she had offended, 
not only against Wilberforce, but also against Malthus and 
the laws of political economy. 

It was a time when a widow with six children between the 
ages of five and fifteen might, in a mill-town, be counted 
fortunate; and when a blind beggar was an "aristocrat" o f the 
vagrant fraternity, with whom the sighted and able-bodied 
sought to travel in order to share in his takings. " A blind man 
can get a guide at any place, because they know he's sure to get 
something," the blind boot-lace seller told Mayhew. Travelling 
from lodging-house to lodging-house down from his native 
Northumberland, and becoming "fly to the dodge" of begging, 
" I grew pleaseder, and pleaseder, with the life, and I wondered 
how anyone coald follow any other." When he finally entered 
London, "as I came through the streets . . . I didn't know 
whether I carried the streets or they carried me". 1 

Other optimists included the highly professional "cadgers", 
who had as many disguises as a quick-change repertory actor, 
and who rang the changes according to the state of trade by 
assuming the distresses of others—the "respectable broken-
down tradesman or reduced gentleman caper", the "destitute 
mechanic's lurk", the "turnpike sailors": 

I . . . went out as one of the Shallow Brigade, wearing Guernsey 
shirt and drawers, or tattered trowsers. There was a school of four. 

1 Mayh'ew, I, p. 45a. 



W e only got a tidy l iv ing—16s. or £ i a d a y among us. W e used to 
call every one that came along—coalheavers a n d all—sea-fighting 
captains. " N o w , m y noble sea-fighting captain," w e used to say, 
"fire an odd shot from your larboard locker to us, Nelson's bull-
dogs,-" . . . T h e Shallow got so grannied [known] in L o n d o n , 
that the supplies got queer, and I quitted the land n a v y . Shipwrecks 
got so common in the streets, y o u see, that people didn't care for 
them. . . 

The impostors, who studied the market and were quick to 
vary the supplies of suffering to meet the jaded and inelastic 
demands of human compassion, fared better than the genuine 
sufferers, who were too proud or too inexperienced to market 
their misery to its best advantage. By the 1840s many of the 
tricks of the impostors were known; unless he had the know-
ledge and humanity of Dickens or Mayhew, the middle-class 
man saw in every open palm the evidence of idleness and deceit. 
And, in the centre of London or the big cities, he might well be 
right, for he walked through a surrealist world: the open palm 
might be that of a receiver: the half-naked man in the snow-
storm might be working the "shivering dodge" ("a good dodge 
in tidy inclement season . . . not so good a lurk, by two bob a 
day as it once was"): the child sobbing in the gutter over a 
package of spilt tea and a tale of lost change might be schooled 
in the dodge by her mother. The collier who had lost both arms 
was a man to be envied, and: 

There's the m a n with the very b i g leg, w h o sits on the pavement, 
a n d tells a long y a m about the tram carriage having gone over him 
in the mine. H e does v e r y well—remarkable well.2 

Most of the worst sufferers were not there. They remained, 
with their families, in the garrets of Spitalfields; the cellars 
of Ancoats and south Leeds; in the outworkers' villages. We 
may be fairly confident that the standard-of-living of paupers 
declined. The thirty years leading up to the new Poor Law of 
1834 saw continuous attempts to hold down the poor-rates, to 
chip away at outdoor relief, or to pioneer the new-type work-
house.® It was not of one of Chadwick's "Bastilles" but of an 
earlier model that Crabbe wrote in The Borough (1810): 

1 Ibid., I, p. 461. For some years after the Wars genuine disbanded sailors were 
the largest group of London mendicants: Fourth Report of the Societyfor the Suppression 
of Mendicity (1822), p. 6. 

2 Ibid., I , p. 465. 
8 See J , D. Marshall, " T h e Nottinghamshire Reformers and their Contribution 

to the New Poor Law", Ecm. Hist. Review, 2nd Series, X I I I , 3 April 1961. 



Your plan I love not;—with a number you 
H a v e placed your poor, your pitiable few; 
There, in one house, throughout their lives to be, 
T h e pauper-palace which they hate to see: 
T h a t giant building, that high-bounding wall, 
Those bare-worn walks, that lofty thund'ring hall! 
T h a t large loud clock, which tolls each dreaded hour, 
Those gates and locks, and all those signs of power: 
It is a prison, with a milder name, 
W h i c h few inhabit without dread or shame. 

The Act of 1834, and its subsequent administration by men like 
Chadwick and Kay, was perhaps the most sustained attempt to 
impose an ideological dogma, in defiance of the evidence of 
human need, in English history. No discussion of the standard-
of-living after 1834 can make sense which does not examine the 
consequences, as troubled Boards of Guardians tried to apply 
Chadwick's insane Instructional Circulars as to the abolition 
or savage restriction of out-relief in depressed industrial 
centres; and which does not follow the missionary zeal of the 
Assistant Commissioners as they sought to bring the doctrinaire 
light of Malthusian-Benthamism into the empirical north. The 
doctrine of discipline and restraint was, from the start, more 
important than that of material "less eligibility"1; the most 
inventive State would havć been hard put to it to create 
institutions which simulated conditions worse than those of 
garret-masters, Dorset labourers, framework-knitters and 
nailers. The impractical policy of systematic starvation was 
displaced by the policy of psychological deterrence: "labour, 
discipline and restraint". "Our intention," said one Assistant 
Commissioner, "is to make the workhouses as like prisons as 
possible"; and another, "our o b j e c t . . . is to establish therein a 
discipline so severe and repulsive as to make them a terror to 
the poor and prevent them from entering". Dr. K a y recorded 
with satisfaction his successes in Norfolk; the reduction in 
diet proved less effective than "minute and regular observance 
of routine", religious exercises, silence during meals, "prompt 
obedience", total separation of the sexes, separation of families 
(even where of the same sex), labour and total confinement. 
"I had observed," he recorded, in that bastard ceremonial 
English which one day may be as quaint as the thumbscrew 
and the stocks: 

1 Conditions of paupers in the workhouses after 1834 were intended to be "less 
eligible" than those of the worst-situated labourers outside. 



that the custom of permitting paupers to retain in their possession, 
while residing within the walls of the workhouse, boxes, china, 
articles of clothing, & c . , had been perpetuated . . . I therefore 
directed these articles to be taken into the possession of the various 
Governors . . . and deposited in the store-room. I n effecting this 
change in the Cosford Union workhouse, M r Plum found consider-
able quantities of bread secreted in these boxes (showing how 
abundant the dietary is), and likewise soap and other articles, 
purloined from the workhouse stores. . . . O n the morning after this 
change twelve able-bodied female paupers left the house, saying 
they preferred labour out of doors. 

Neither widows with families, nor the aged and the infirm, nor 
the sick,—continued Dr. Kay, in full Chadwickian cry—should 
be spared these workhouse humiliations, for fear of sustaining 
improvidence and imposture, and of sapping the motives to 
industry . . . frugality . . . prudence . . . filial duties . . . inde-
pendent exertions o f t h e labourers during their years of ability 
and act iv i ty . . . . 

A notable victory for Dr. K a y and Mr. Plum! Twelve able-
bodied females made frugal and prudent (perhaps transmogri-
fied from pessimists to optimists?) at a blow! And yet, despite 
all their efforts, incomplete returns from 443 Unions in England 
and Wales in which the new Bastilles were in operation in three 
months of 1838 (excluding, among other areas, almost all 
Lancashire and the West Riding) showed 78,536 workhouse 
inmates. By 1843 the figure had risen to 197,179. The most 
eloquent testimony to the depths of poverty is in the fact that 
they were tenanted at all,1 

1 Dr. Kay 's evidence is in G. Cornewall Lewis, Remarks on the Third Report of the 
Irish Poor Inquiry Commit ioners (1837), pp. 34-5; returns of workhouse inmates, 
1838, in the Fifth Report of the Poor Law Commissioners (1839), pp. i t , 181; an ex-
ample of Chadwick's "insane" instructional letters, when confronted with the 
need for out-relief in industrial depression, is in his correspondence with the 
Mansfield Guardians, Third Annual Report P.LC. (1837), pp. 1 ' / - i 9 i Tenth Annual 
Report (1844), p. 272. Among the large literature on the Poor Law, the lucid 
account of resistance to it in the north in C. Driver, Tory Radical (1946), Chs. 
X X V and X X V I is to be recommended. 



C H A P T E R N I N E 

T H E W E A V E R S 

T H E H I S T O R Y OF the weavers in the 19th century is 
haunted by the legend of better days. T h e memories are 
strongest in Lancashire and Yorkshire. But they obtained in 
most parts of Britain and in most branches of textiles. O f the 
Midlands stocking-weavers in the 1780s: 

W h e n the w a k e came, the stocking-maker h a d peas and beans in 

his snug garden, and a good barrel of h u m m i n g ale. 

He had "a week-day suit of clothes and one for Sundays and 
plenty of leisure".1 O f the Gloucestershire weavers: 

T h e i r little cottages seemed h a p p y and contented . . . it was seldom 
that a w e a v e r appealed to the parish for a relief. . . . Peace a n d 
content sat upon the weaver's brow. 2 

O f the linen-weaving quarter'of Belfast: 

. . . a quarter once remarkable for its neatness and order; he 
remembered their whitewashed houses, and their little flower 
gardens, and the decent appearance they made with their families at 
markets, or at public worship. T h e s e houses were now a mass of 
filth and m i s e r y . . . .8 

Dr. Dorothy George, in her lucid and persuasive England in 
Transition, has argued that the "golden age" was in general a 
myth. And her arguments have carried the day. 

They have, perhaps, done so too easily. After all, if we set up 
the ninepin of a "golden age" it is not difficult to knock it 
down. Certainly, the condition of the Spitalfields silk-weavers 
in the 18th century was not enviable. And it is true that capit-
alist organistion of the woollen and worsted industries of the 

1 W. Gardiner, Mask andFriends (1838), I , p. 43. See also M . D. George, England in 
Transition (Penguin edn. 1953), p. 63. . 

2 T . Exell, Brief History of the Weavers of Gloucestershire, cited m E. A. L. Moir, 
" T h e Gentlemen Clothiers", in (ed.) H. P. R. Finberg, Gloucestershire Studies 
(Leicester, 1957), p- 247' 

3 Emmerson Tennant, M.P. for Belfast, 111 House of Commons, 28 July 1835. See 
also (for the Spitalfields silk-weavers) Thelwall 's account, above, p. 143. 



south-west and of Norwich early gave rise to many forms of 
antagonism which anticipate later developments in Lancashire 
and Yorkshire. Certainly, also, the conditions of i8th-century 
weaving communities were idealised by Gaskell in his influential 
Manufacturing Population of England (1833); and by Engels when 
(following Gaskell) he conjured up a picture ofthe grandparents 
ofthe factory operatives of 1844 "leading a righteous and peace-
ful life in all piety and probity". 

But the fact of i8th-century hardship and conflict on the 
one hand, and of 1 gth-century idealisation on the other, does 
not end the matter. The memories remain. And so does plenti-
ful evidence which does not admit of easy interpretation. The 
existence of supplementary earnings from small farming or 
merely slips of garden, spinning, harvest work, etc., is attested 
from most parts of the country. There is architectural evidence 
to this day testifying to the solidity of many late i8th-century 
weaving hamlets in the Pennines. The commonest error today 
is not that of Gaskell and of Engels but that of the optimist 
who muddles over the difficult and painful nature ofthe change 
in status from artisan to depressed outworker in some such 
comforting phrases as these: 

T h e view that the period before the Industrial Revolution was a sort 
of golden age is a myth. M a n y of the evils of the early factory age 
were no worse than those of an earlier period. Domestic spinners 
a n d weavers in the eighteenth century had been "exploited" b y 
the clothiers as ruthlessly as the factory operatives were " e x -
ploited" b y the manufacturers in the 1840s.1 

W e may distinguish between four kinds of weaver-employer 
relationship to be found in the 18th century. (1) The customer-
weaver—the Silas Marner, who lived in independent status in a 
village or small town, much like a master-tailor, making up 
orders for customers. His numbers were declining, and he need 
not concern us here. (2) The weaver, with the status of superior 
artisan, self-employed, and working by the piece for a choice of 
masters. (3) The journeyman weaver, working either in the 
shop of the master-clothier, or, more commonly, in his own 
home and at his own loom for a single master. (4) The farmer 
or smallholder weaver, working only part-time in the loom. 

The last three groups all run into each other, but it is helpful 
if the distinctions are made. For example in the mid 18th 

1 Introduction by W . O . Henderson and W . H. Chaloner to F. Engels, Condition 
of the Working Class in England in 1844 (1958), p. xiv. 



century, the Manchester small-ware and check trades were 
largely conducted by weaver-artisans (group 2), with a high 
degree of organisation. As the cotton industry expanded in the 
latter half of the century, more and more small farmers 
(group 4) were attracted by the high wages to becoming part-
time weavers. At the same time the West Riding woollen 
industry remained largely organised on the basis of small 
working-clothiers employing only a handful of journeymen 
and apprentices (group 3) in their own domestic unit. We 
may simplify the experiences o f t h e years 1780-1830 if we say 
that they saw the merging of all three groups into a group, 
whose status was greatly debased—that of the proletarian out-
worker, who worked in his own home, sometimes owned and 
sometimes rented his loom, and who wove up the yarn to the 
specifications ofthe factor or agent of a mill or of some middle-
man. He lost the status and security which groups 2 and 3 
might expect, and the side-earnings of group 4: he was exposed 
to conditions which were, in the sense of the London artisan, 
wholly "dishonourable". 

Among the weavers o f the north memories of lost status were 
grounded in authentic experiences and lingered longest. In 
the West Country by the end o f t h e 18th century the weavers 
were already outworkers, employed by the great gentlemen 
clothier who "buys the wool, pays for the spinning, weaving, 
Milling, Dying, Shearing, Dressing, etc.", and who might 
employ as many as 1,000 workers in these processes. A York-
shire witness in 1806 contrasted the two systems. In the West 
Country, 

there is no such thing as w h a t w e in Yorkshire call the domestic 
system; w h a t I m e a n b y the domestic system is the little clothiers 
living in villages, or in detached places, with all their comforts, 
carrying on business with their own c a p i t a l . . . . I understand that in 
the west of E n g l a n d it is quite the reverse of that, the manufacturer 
there is the same as our common workman in a factory in Yorkshire, 
except living in a detached house; in the west the wool is delivered 
out to t h e m to weave, in Yorkshire it is the man's own property. 1 

But in the Yorkshire domestic industry of the 18th century, the 
wool was the property, not of the weaver, but of the little 
master-clothier. Most weavers were journeymen, working for a 

1 Cited by E. A, L. Moir, op. cit., p. 226. For the West of England industry, see 
a lsoD. M . Hunter, The West of England Woollen Industry ( tgto) a n d j . de L. Mann, 
"Clothiers and Weavers in Wiltshire during the Eighteenth Century" , in (ed). 
L. S. Presnell, Studies in the Industrial Revolution (1960). 



single clothier, and (however much this was later idealised) 
in a dependent status. A n "idyll ic" picture of the clothier's 
life is to be found in a "Poem Descriptive of the Manners of the 
Clothiers, written about the year 1730".1 The weavers—we do 
not know whether Tom, Will, Jack, Joe and Mary are journey-
men, apprentices, or sons and daughters of the "Maister"— 
are shown eating at a common board, after keeping "time with 
hand and feet/From five at morn till Eight at neetl" 

Q u o t h M a i s t e r — " L a d s , work hard, I pray, 
" C l o t h m u n be pearked n e x t M a r k e t day. 
" A n d T o m mun g o to-morn to t'spinners, 
" A n d Will m u n seek about for t'swingers; 
" A n d J a c k , to-morn, b y time be rising, 
" A n d go to t'sizing house for sizing, 
" A n d get you web, in warping, done 
" T h a t ye m a y get it into t 'loom. 
" J o e — g o g i v e m y horse some corn 
"For I design for t 'Wolds to-morn; 
" S o mind and clean m y boots and shoon, 
" F o r I'll be u p it 'morn right soonl 
" M a r y — t h e r e ' s w o o l — t a k thee and dye it 
"It 's that 'at ligs i th ' clouted sheet!" 

Mistress: " S o thou's setting m e m y wark, 
" I thiiik I'd more need mend thy sark, 
"Prithie, who m u n sit at' bobbin wheel ? 
" A n d ne'er a cake at top o' the' creel! 
" A n d we to bake, a n d swing, to blend, 
" A n d milk, and barns to school to send, 
" A n d dumplins for the lads to mak, 
" A n d yeast to seek, and 'syk as that ' ! 
" A n d washing up, morn, noon and neet, 
" A n d bowls to scald, and milk to fleet, 
" A n d bams to fetch again at neet!" 

The picture invites comparison with Cobbett's nostalgic 
reconstructions of the patriarchal relations between the small 
southern farmer and his labourers, who shared his board and 
his fortunes in the 18th century. It is a credible picture of a 
time when, in the Halifax and Leeds districts, nearly all the 
processes of cloth manufacture took place within a single 

1 T h e MS. copy in Leeds Reference Library is transcribed by F.B. in Pub-
lications of the Tkoresby Society, X L I . Part 3, No. 95, 1947, PP- 275-9; there are 
extracts in H. Heaton, Yorkshire Woollen and Worsted Industries (1920), pp. 344-7. 
Professor Heaton's book remains the standard authority on the domestic industry 
in Yorkshire in the 18th century. 



domestic unit. By the end o f t h e 18th century it would require 
some qualification. Master would no longer buy his wool in the 
Wolds (he might now buy his yarn direct from a spinning-mill) 
and the finishing processes would be undertaken in specialised 
shops. Nor was the market for his pieces as "free", although the 
last of the great yeoman Cloth Halls was built at Halifax as 
late as 1779, and in the 1790s a new pirate cloth hall was set up 
at Leeds, where interlopers, unapprenticed "shoemakers and 
tinkers", and self-employed weavers marketed their cloth. The 
small clothier was becoming increasingly dependent upon 
merchants, factors or mills. He might, if successful, be a small 
capitalist, employing fifteen or twenty weavers, many of whom 
worked in their own homes. If unsuccessful, he might find 
himself being squeezed out of his independence; his profit being 
lost in a simple payment for the work undertaken, in working 
yarn into cloth to the specifications of a middleman. In spells 
of bad trade he might become indebted to the merchant. He was 
on his way to becoming a mere hand-loom weaver; and, as 
competition became more intense, so the Mistress's domestic 
economy was lost in the demands of the trade. 

These processes were slow and at first they were not excep-
tionally painful. Hundreds of yeomen clothiers were among 
those who rode to York to vpte for Wilberforce in 1807. The 
intricate sub-divisions of the industry enabled some small 
masters to cling on for fifty more years, while others founded 
small finishing and cropping shops. Moreover, the great 
increase in the output of yarn laid a special premium on the 
weaver's labour; between 1780 and 1820 the clothier's loss of 
independence and of status was to some degree disguised by the 
abundance of work. And if Master's status was, in some cases, 
falling to that of his journeymen, that of Tom, Will, Jack and 
Joe appeared to be rising. As the mills and the factors were 
searching for weavers, so the journeyman gained some inde-
pendence of the master-clothier. He might now pick and choose 
his masters. This was, in wool as in cotton, the "golden age" of 
the journeyman weaver. 

In the earlier 18th century the relationships described in the 
poem are idyllic only in a patriarchal sense. On the debit side, 
the journeyman had little more independence of his master 
than the yearly hand on the farm. The parish apprentice, if 
placed with a bad master, was for years in a position of near-
servitude. On the credit side, the journeyman considered 



himself to be a "clothier" rather than a mere weaver; his 
work was varied, much of it in the loom, but some of it out and 
about; he had some hope of obtaining credit to buy wool and of 
becoming a small master on his own account. If he worked in 
his own home, rather than in the master's workshop, he was 
subject to no work-discipline except that of his own making. 
Relations between small masters and their men were personal 
and sometimes close: they observed the same customs and owned 
allegiance to the same community values: 

T h e "little makers" . . . were m e n who doffed their caps to no one, 
and recognized no right in either squire or parson to question, or 
meddle with t h e m . . . . Their brusqueness and plain speaking might 
at times be offensive. . . . I f the little maker . . . rose in the world 
high enough to employ a few of his neighbours, he did not therefore 
cease to labour with his o w n hands, but worked as hard or perhaps 
harder than anyone he employed. In speech and in dress he claimed 
no superiority.1 

The master-clothier was the peasant, or small kulak, of the 
Industrial Revolution; and it is to him that the Yorkshire 
reputation for bluntness and independence may be traced. 

In the cotton industry the story is different. Here the average 
unit of production was larger, and relationships similar to those 
in Norwich and the west of England may be found from the 
late 18th century. By the 1750s Manchester small-ware and 
check-weavers had strongly organised trade societies. Already 
they were seeking to maintain their status, by resisting the 
influx of unapprenticed labour. "Illegal" men began "to 
multiply so fast as to be one in the Gate of another". During 
the summer (the weavers complained) these men "betook 
themselves to Out-work, such as Day labouring", and in the 
autumn: 

w o u l d again return to the L o o m , and w o u l d be content to work 
upon any Terms, or submit to do any K i n d of servile Work, rather 
than starve in the Winter; and what they thus submitted to, soon 
became a general Rule, . . ,2 

When the Oldham check-weavers sought, in 1759, to secure 
legal enforcement of apprenticeship restrictions, the Assize 
Judge delivered a hostile judgement in which the laws of the 

1 Frank Peel, " O l d Cleckheaton", Cleckheaton Guardian, Jan-Apri l 1884. Peel," 
a local historian of accuracy, was writing about the 1830s in a region of the West 
Riding where the master-clothier lingered longest * 

2 See A. P. Wadsworth and J. de L. Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial 
Lancashire (Manchester, 1931), p. 348. 


