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Abstract

This thesis examines the origins, aftermath and legacy of the Birmingham Priestley
Riots of 1791. Since the 1950s, the historiographical elevation of the crowd has
generated a renewed interest in popular protest. The Priestley Riots have proved to
be a prominent focal point, with historians persistently revisiting the debates
surrounding their origins. The first part of this thesis returns to the issue of what
caused the tumults. Rather than examine the riots in isolation, the thesis traces the
longer-term decline in relations between Anglicans and Dissenters in Birmingham
and Britain. The Priestley Riots are then placed into the context of the wider British
reaction to the French Revolution. It is argued that the outbreak of rioting was
caused by a combination of both religious and political grievances. The second part
of the thesis examines the prosecutions of the rioters and the compensation claims
made by the victims. It is suggested that the acquittal of the majority of rioters and
the victims’ inability to claim full financial remuneration resulted from three factors.
Firstly, the failures of the local law enforcement agencies; secondly, the sustained
animosity directed towards Dissenters; and thirdly, the idiosyncrasies of the
eighteenth century legal system. Finally, the thesis considers the longer-term legacy
of the riots for Birmingham’s Dissenters. The conventional perception, that the riots
had a ruinous impact, is overturned. Through examining Dissenters’ congregational
sizes, their choice of ministers and their involvement in wider Birmingham society, it
1s argued that, given the tumultuous events of July 1791, Birmingham Dissenters
underwent a surprisingly rapid recovery.
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Chapter 1: Introduction/ Historiographical Review

The Priestley Riots

The Birmingham ‘Priestley Riots’ of July 1791 were the most serious, violent and
widespread popular disturbances to occur outside the capital in eighteenth century
Britain. A dinner celebrating the second anniversary of the fall of the Bastille and
the symbolic beginning of the French Revolution culminated in four nights of
disorder in which some twenty-seven buildings were destroyed or severely damaged.
Historians working on Birmingham, on popular disturbances in the eighteenth
century and on Joseph Priestley have all provided attention to what was a formative
event in the history of the town. Much of this interest has been concerned with
providing a narrative of the riots and attempting to assess their causes. These themes
have been continually revived during the course of the historiography. More
recently attention has been focused on the impact of the riots although the scope of

the analysis on this subject remains narrow and the conclusions tentative.

Early studies of the riots tended to take a rather limited approach in assessing their
origins, focusing primarily upon Priestley’s personal role. This is characterised by
the lively and vociferous debate between Bernard Allen and Ronald Martineau
Dixon that occurred in the Transactions of the Unitarian Historical Society in the early
1930s.! The focus of debate was the single issue of Priestley’s culpability in

organising the infamous dinner which celebrated the second anniversary of the

' See Ronald Dixon, ‘Recollections of Dr Priestley by John Ryland’, Transactions of the Unitarian
Historical Society, IV (1927-30); Bernard Allen, ‘Priestley and the Birmingham Riots’, Transactions
of the Unitarian Historical Society, V, 2 (1932), pp. 113-32 and Ronald Dixon, ‘Was Dr Priestley
Responsible for the Dinner which started the 1791 Riots?, Transactions of the Unitarian Historical
Society, V (1931-34), pp. 299-323.
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falling of the Bastille. Dixon denied Priestley had played any significant part in
organising the dinner or encouraging others to attend. To this, Allen provided a
somewhat more credible repudiation. By using Catherine Hutton’s recollection that
Priestley encouraged her father William Hutton to attend as well an extensive
enumeration of Priestley’s other activities, Dixon successfully argued that Priestley
did have a more extensive involvement in the organisation of the dinner than
initially believed. Eric Robinson added an interesting addendum to this debate.?
Robinson demonstrated that despite Priestley’s claims to the contrary, he was active
in organising and recruiting for the proposed Warwickshire Constitutional Society
prior to the Priestley Riots. The society was intended to campaign for parliamentary
reform but plans for its creation were abandoned as a result of the outbreak of
violence in July 1791. The conclusion that can be drawn from this debate is that
Priestley was evidently more active in political movements in Birmingham than he
was prepared to admit. In reality these early histories added contention but little

substance to a wider understanding of what provoked the riots.

The focus on Joseph Priestley was also reflected in Ronald and Francis Maddison’s
research, which focused upon how the riots affected Joseph Priestley.? In a succinct
examination of the trials and subsequent claims for compensation, sufficient
contemporary evidence 1s presented to suggest that Priestley was forced to suffer
considerable hostility on both of these occasions. Of greater significance is that this
article marks the first attempt to explain the origins of the riots in Birmingham. The

authors assert that the rioters were primarily motivated by the religious animosity

* Edward Robinson, ‘New Light on the Priestley Riots’, The Historical Journal, 3, 1 (1960), pp. 73-
75.

? Ronald Maddison and Francis Maddison, ‘Joseph Priestley and the Birmingham Riots’, Notes and
Records of the Royal Society, 12, 1 (1956) pp. 98-113.
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that existed towards Dissenters in Birmingham. The analysis is largely superficial,
based solely on the memoirs of Joseph Priestley and Catherine Hutton. The
connection of the riots with religious tensions caused by the agitation for repeal over
the Test and Corporation acts is of particular significance. This interpretation was
to find favour with historians who subsequently studied the riots and who expanded

on this concept in greater detail.

Before 1950, the Priestley riots had received only cursory attention from historians.
The apparent disinterest was not confined to the Priestley Riots. Historians up until
this point considered popular disturbances unworthy of serious attention. This
attitude was to transform with the development of ‘history from below’ that led to
the historiographical ascent of rioting and popular disturbances, among other topics.
Paramount to this newfound interest in rioting was the identity and motives of
individual rioters. While this approach was initially pioneered by George Rudé in
studies of popular protests in Paris and London in the eighteenth century?, it was

first applied to the Priestley Riots by Barrie Rose.?

Rose’s synthesis remains one of the most comprehensive studies of the riots. He
provided a detailed narrative account of the disturbances before assessing their
causes and, briefly, the criminal proceedings brought against the rioters. The
primary achievement of this study is to provide the most detailed account of the
riots and to dismiss contemporary accusations that the riots were the result of a
government conspiracy against Dissenters. Instead Rose blamed three local

magistrates for failing to take any action prevent the riot, or worse, of possible

* George Rud¢, Paris and London in the 1 8" Century: Studies in Popular Protest, (London, 1959)
> Robert Barrie Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, Past and Present, 18 (1960) pp. 68-88.
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collusion with the rioters. In line with the methodological approach advocated by
Rudé, Rose sought to determine the identity of members of the crowd. This was
achieved by examining the occupation of the rioters who were prosecuted. This
research revealed that of the rioters brought to trial, the majority were industrial
artisans or drawn from other sections of Birmingham’s laboring classes. These
findings were then used to form the basis of Rose’s conclusion, that the riots were an
‘explosion of latent class hatred...triggered off by the fortuitous coming together of

old religious animosities and new social and political grievances’.

Rose’s conclusion has provoked much debate between subsequent historians of the
riots. In particular, Rose’s decision to prioritise social grievances as the primary
cause of the riots has been widely attacked. This 1s despite the fact that many of the
primary victims were both wealthy and prominent members of the local
community. The riots are however largely examined in isolation, with little attention
paid to the wider context within which they took place. No mention is made of the
growing animosity between Anglicans and Dissenters in the decade preceding the
riots beyond the Dissenters campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts. In
addition, there was only superficial contemplation of the influence of the outbreak of
the French Revolution on British popular politics. Rose’s attempt to establish the
identity of the rioters was admirable although, given the deeply unsatisfactory
nature of the trials, it is questionable whether those prosecuted were truly

representative of the rioters as a whole.

In his seminal text, Making of the English Working Class, E. P. Thompson also devoted

some attention to the Priestley Riots. Similarly to Rose, Thompson suggested that

® Ibid., p. 84.
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the local magistrates were complicit with the rioters and responsible for directing
sections of the crowd to the Unitarian meeting houses. Thompson denied that
widespread hostility towards the French Revolution was a significant motivating
factor for the rioters.” Instead, he argued that resentment of the Dissenters’ wealth
was the primary cause of the riots. Thompson concluded that the Priestley Riots
were an ‘episode in which the country gentlemen called out the urban mob to draw

the Dissenting teeth of the aggressive and successful Birmingham bourgeoisie’.?

Thompson’s depiction of the riots as an outbreak of class hostility is not entirely
convincing when some of his arguments are scrutinised in detail. While Thompson
described the riot as originating with the ‘country gentleman’, such a description
was not applicable to the establishment figures of Birmingham. The magistrates
could not in any sense be described as country gentleman. The only member of the
aristocracy who was present at the riots was Heneage Finch, the fourth Earl of
Aylesford (1751-1812) who, according to contemporary accounts, made every effort
to prevent the disturbances from spreading.? The attempt to downplay the role of
religious and political animosities in favour of social tensions in Birmingham is not

convincing given the religious and political controversies which preceded the riots.

The most convincing rebuttal of Rudé’s and Thompson’s interpretations was made
by John Money in his subtle and wide-ranging analysis of the political culture of the
West Midlands. Money insisted that the causes of the Priestley Riots were

multilayered and an explanation of their outbreak should not concentrate on social

" Edward Palmer Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondsworth, 1968), p.
80.

¥ Ibid., p. 80.

o Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 75.
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tensions alone. Money accepted that such tensions did exist in Birmingham,
particularly in the local buckle and button trades, but he identified three further
potential causes of the riots. Firstly, there were tensions within local government.
Secondly, the 1780s witnessed renewed antagonism between Dissenters and
Anglicans, caused by the Dissenters’ attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation
Acts. Finally, there was a growing Anglican fear of atheistic anarchy which had been
precipitated by the American War and further intensified by the outbreak of the
French Revolution.!? The regional and national campaigns to repeal the Test and
Corporation Acts and the fierce debate to which they gave rise to are given priority
in explaining the animosity that existed between Anglicans and Dissenters in

Birmingham on the eve of the riots.

Money also made an interesting contribution regarding the impact of the Priestley
Riots, a subject which at this point had been completely ignored by historians. His
primary interest was to establish how the riots affected the reform movement in
Birmingham. Money acknowledged that the reform movement was severely
damaged by the riots, but not brought to a complete standstill. He argued that the
men who led and sustained its revival after 1792 were not completely unconnected
to the Rational Dissenters who had been the primary victims of the riots. Money
identified the role played by Unitarians in administering reading societies and the
continuing presence of the book club as even more significant than the burning of
the New Meeting.!! Money also addressed the debate surrounding Birmingham
Dissenters’ involvement in political matters before the riots. It is suggested that their

involvement in the political movements of the 1780s was not as significant as

' John Money, Experience and Identity: Birmingham and the West Midlands 1760-1800
(Manchester, 1977) pp. 219-231, p. 271.
" bid., p. 223.
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previously suggested. Priestley’s own tireless publishing on political matters should
be balanced against Birmingham’s lack of involvement with the Society of
Constitutional Information in comparison to other industrial towns such as
Sheffield, Norwich and Manchester. On the eve of the riots there was no democratic
political association in Birmingham of the kind that existed in those towns.!?
Although such a conclusion illustrates the important role that reform societies
continued to play in Birmingham, no attempt is made to assess the impact of the

riots upon Nonconformity or upon Birmingham as a whole.

An alternative interpretation on the origins of the riots can be found in Martin
Smith’s PhD thesis on ‘Conflict and Society in Late Eighteenth Century
Birmingham’. Similar to Money, Smith prioritised the theological dispute and the
fall out between Anglicans and Dissenters arising from the Test and Corporation
Act repeal campaign as the most significant cause of the riots. He also identified the
local working class pamphlet press as instrumental in disseminating anti-Dissenting
ideas to the wider Birmingham populace. Smith deviated from previous historians of
the riots over the role of the magistrates. While Rose suggested that the magistrates
had failed to take positive action to prevent the riots and were potentially complicit
with the rioters, Smith went much further, arguing that the riots came about as a
result of a local conspiracy and a premediated plot by sections of the Birmingham
establishment which included the local magistrates. He claimed that much of the
destruction in the early stages of the riots bore the hallmark of prior planning.!3 The
argument has little evidential basis and rests primarily upon the claim that a list of

buildings designated for destruction had been circulated around Birmingham before

12 1.
Ibid., p. 224.

"> Martin Smith, ‘Conflict and Society in Late Eighteenth Century Birmingham’, unpublished PhD

thesis, University of Cambridge (1977), p. 30.
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the riots. Although Joseph Priestley referred to this list after the riots, there is no
hard evidence to suggest that it ever existed, let alone that the riots were ‘organised’

by the local justices.

A further contribution to understanding the origins of the riots can be found in the
research of Arthur Sheps.!* Through examining contemporary satires and
caricatures of Joseph Priestley and other leading Dissenters, Sheps provided an
insight into the public perception of the Dissenters and how this might have
influenced the outbreak of rioting. Sheps stresseed the unique role played by Joseph
Priestley in exacerbating existing tensions between Anglicans and Dissenters.
Priestley’s involvement in the national campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation
Acts as well as local controversies with Birmingham Anglicans, coincided with his
appearance in a number of disparaging satires. These negative depictions reached
sections of the public that were, as yet, untouched by newspapers or tracts. They
helped to create a negative public perception of Priestley and his fellow Dissenters
that successfully disseminated down the social orders.!> In discussing the causes of
the riots, Sheps inclined towards the secular interpretation that the riots were an
outbreak of class conflict and the rioters were motivated by jealousy of the wealth of
Dissenters. In reality the work of satirists such as James Gillray, James Sayers and
George Cruikshank also provide evidence of the religious and political controversies
that existed in the early 1790s. Joseph Priestley was frequently depicted as both a
heretic and a Jacobin, while Dissenters were often equated with French irreligion
and republicanism. Sheps’ study provided a useful insight into how an anti-

Dissenter ideology was circulated and also provides a valuable insight into how the

' Arthur Sheps, ‘Public Perceptions of Joseph Priestley’, Eighteenth Century Life, 13,2 (1989) pp.
46-64.
P Ibid., p. 63.
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religious and political controversies of the late 1780s and early 1790s had become

intertwined.

The 1991 bi-centenary of the Priestley Riots provided an opportunity for historians
to return to the main debates surrounding the riots. In a review of literature relating
to both the Priestley Riots and wider eighteenth century popular disturbances,
Grayson Ditchfield re-examined the origins of the Priestley Riots. He argued that
the riots were pro-Trinitarian in nature and that that the religious animosity that
existed within Birmingham ‘did not require a conjunction with other grievances to
take a riotous form’.!6 Much of this argument rests on Colin Haydon’s research on
the Gordon Riots, which suggested that the outbreak of violence in London in 1780
resulted from anti-Catholicism as opposed to social grievances.!” Ditchfield cited
extensively the view of contemporary Dissenters, such as Theophilus Lindsay, that
religious party was the cause of the disturbances. In Lindsey’s words, ‘a mob
pretended to be excited against them for their celebrating the anniversary of the
French Revolution’ but was prompted by Anglicans in hostility to ‘the affair of the
repeal of the Test laws’.!8 Although Ditchfield’s contention that religious resentment
played a crucial role in causing the riot offers a useful corrective, the decision to do
so at the expense of all other factors is unconvincing, especially given the
aforementioned work of John Money which stressed a variety of motivating triggers.
The comparison with Colin Haydon’s study is admirable but misleading as the
political climate in 1791 was quite different to that of 1780. Ditchfield failed to grasp

that the Test Act repeal campaign was a political as well as religious controversy and

'® Grayson Ditchfield, ‘The Priestley Riots in Historical Perspective’, Unitarian Historical Society,
Transactions, 20, 1 (1991/1994), p. 5.

"7 See Colin Haydon, Anti-Catholicism in Eighteenth Century England, C. 1714-80: A Political and
Social Study (Manchester, 1993), pp. 204-44.

' Ditchfield, ‘The Priestley Riots in Historical Perspective’, p. 10.
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that the outbreak of the French Revolution, and the Dissenters’ decision to use
French affairs as impetus for their pursuit of political rights, fundamentally altered

the dynamics of the debate. The result is an over simplified analysis.

David Wykes also used the occasion of the bi-centenary to make the first serious
attempt to examine the impact of the Priestley Riots. He returned to these themes in
a second article in 1996.1° Wykes argued that, in the short term, the riots were
responsible for encouraging Church and King feeling not just in the West Midlands
but across the nation. Wykes cited examples of violence in areas such as
Stourbridge, Nottingham, Manchester, Newcastle and Exeter between 1791-2 that
were, at least in part, prompted by the events of July 1791 in Birmingham. While
the winter of 1792 is often pinpointed as the time in which reformers were subjected
to violence and intimidation, the major contribution of this article was to emphasise
that disturbances against Dissenters were widespread before 1792 and that such
outbreaks of hostility were not limited to Birmingham and the surrounding area.
Wykes argued that the Priestley Riots had a profound impact on Unitarians and
‘shattered’ the ‘confidence Dissenters felt concerning their position in society’. It was
also suggested that the reaction to the riots, ‘the failure to punish those responsible,
inadequate and tardy payment of compensation, apparent public indifference or
even approval of the outrages did as much to undermine Dissenting confidence as
the riots themselves’.?0 These articles provide a valuable insight into the aftermath of

the Birmingham riots. The scope of this research was relatively narrow, being

' See David Wykes, ‘The Spirit of Persecutors Exemplified: The Priestley Riots and the Victims of
the Church and King Riots’, Unitarian Historical Society, Transactions, 20, 1, (1991/1994), pp. 17-
39 and “A finished monster of the true Birmingham breed”: Birmingham, Unitarians and the 1791
Priestley Riots in Alan Sell (ed) Protestant Nonconformists and the West Midlands of England
(Keele, 1996), pp. 43-69.

Y Wykes, ‘The Spirit of Persecutors Exemplified’, p. 31.
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primarily concerned with the concequnces for Birmingham’s Unitarians.
Furthermore, the research only dealt with the period up until the end of 1793. As a

result, Wykes may have exaggerated the impact of the riots.

In two articles in 7he Birmingham Historian between 1995 and 1996, Denis Martineau
returned to the question of the role of the magistrates.?! Although making no direct
reference to Martin Smith’s PhD thesis, the argument is similar. Martineau argued
that magistrates were not just guilty of failing to prevent the riots but played a
crucial part in instigating the riots and managing them. It is suggested that the
controversial advert in Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, which threatened to identify
attendees of the dinner was, in fact, placed by the magistrates in an attempt to
prevent the dinner, although no evidence was presented to support this claim.
Having failed to prevent the Bastille celebrations from going ahead, Martineau
suggested that the magistrates then attempted to disrupt the dinner by assembling a
crowd outside of Dadley’s Hotel and instructed the crowd to attack the Old and
New meetings. The excesses of the rioters, the attacks on Priestley’s house and the
homes of other leading Dissenters was attributed to the magistrates losing control of

the situation.?2

The conspiracy argument presented by Martineau is very similar to that made by
Martin Smith but is no more convincing. Martineau cited the memoirs of James
Amphlett, who at the age of sixteen participated in the rioting. Yet his recollections
of the riots were not written until he was eighty-five years old, which must cast

serious doubt on the reliability of this source. Meanwhile, the contention that the

*! Denis Martineau, ‘Playing Detective: The Priestley Riots of 1791°, Birmingham Historian, 12,
(1995) pp. 15-18 and 13 (1996), pp. 11-16.
** Martineau, ‘Playing Detective: The Priestley Riots of 17917, 13, p. 13.
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crowd outside Dadley’s hotel was acting purely at the behest of the magistrates 1s
unconvincing given the wider historiographical developments on the study of
rioting. As will be shown, historians have stressed that crowds should not be
considered as a homogenous mass but as a group of individuals, each with their own

specific reasons for participation in such demonstrations.

It is unsurprising that Priestley’s biographers have continued to show great interest
in the riots. Robert Schofield, in his comprehensive two-volume biography of Joseph
Priestley, devoted a substantial section to the riots. Schofield in particular scrutinised
the role played by Priestley’s arrival in Birmingham and provided a detailed account
of Priestley’s activities between his arrival in 1780 and the riots in 1791.23 The result
1s an overly sympathetic account. While Schofield’s criticism of Birmingham’s
Anglican clergy may not be unjustified, to describe Priestley as merely defending
himself against those who attacked him somewhat misrepresented the reality of the
theological and later political controversies that raged between 1780-91.
Fundamentally, it underestimated the level of controversy Priestley’s prose could

cause and that at times he could be deliberately inflammatory.

What differentiates Schofield from other historians who have worked on the
Priestley Riots is the criticism directed towards Prime Minister William Pitt the
Younger. While not attempting to contradict Rose’s contention that Pitt had no
direct role in organising the riots, Schofield instead argues that Pitt’s government
‘sponsored’ adverse propaganda in the press which drew parallels between the

radicals of the French Revolution and the Dissenters’ agitation for repeal of the Test

3 Robert Schofield, The Enlightened Joseph Priestley: A Study of his Life and Work from 1773 to
1804 (University Park, PA, 2004), pp. 263-289.
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and Corporation acts.?* Such propaganda was certainly commonplace in Britain

during 1790, but Schofield did not cite any evidence to support this argument.

In his recent study of Birmingham’s ‘Industrial Enlightenment’, Peter Jones revisited
the debates surrounding the causes of the riots and provided further insight into
their impact. Instead of examining the riots in isolation, Jones placed them in the
context of growing conflict between Anglicans and Dissenters. Priestley’s personal
role was centralised; ‘the quickness of opinion and his tendency to rush into print
turned him into a source of irritation, and not just to Anglicans’.?> The Dissenters’
campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts was seen as crucial in ‘catalysing
other niggling sources of tension in the town’. Jones concluded that the riots arose
from a unique set of circumstances, of which ‘the reawakening of religious tensions’
was the main causal factor. He acknowledged that other ingredients such as ‘recent

political frustrations’ contributed to the outbreak of violence.?

Jones provided some important observations regarding the concequences of the riots
for Birmingham’s Dissenters. He suggested that the tendency of historians, such as
John Money, to downplay the impact of the riots should be reversed. Jones argued
that the riots exposed the divisions between Unitarians and the more moderate old
Dissenting denominations. Jones emphasised that it was not just the Unitarians who
suffered, as ‘all members of the Dissenting family suffered marginalisation in the

decade that followed’. The most palpable example of this was the disempowerment

** Schofield, The Enlightened Joseph Priestley, p. 276.

* Peter Jones, Industrial Enlightenment: Science, technology and culture in Birmingham and the
West Midlands 1760-1820 (Manchester, 2008), p. 189.

*® Ibid., p. 192.
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of local Dissenters and their curtailed role in local government.?” While these
conclusions are significant, the aftermath of the riots is dealt with only briefly and, as
with the research of David Wykes, the study is primarily focused upon the period up

until the end of 1793.

A more substantial approach to the longer-term significance of the riots can be
found in Harry Smith’s recent article in Midland History.?® Smith assessed the impact
of the riots on Birmingham’s Unitarians through a close reading of sermons and a
wider consideration of the congregation of the New Meetings’ activities. He argued
that Birmingham Unitarians continued to adopt and develop the strand of
Unitarian thought advocated by Priestley. In particular, ministers at the New
Meeting adhered to the ‘doctrine of candour’ a strand of thought that Priestley was
perhaps the most notable exponent.?” Although Smith accepted that the Unitarians’
involvement in politics was dramatically diminished, he insisted that the New
Meeting remained an important part of life in the town and its members continued
to make an important contribution to society through their activities in local
mnstitutions. Smith’s study is of great significance as it marks the first attempt to
assess the broader impact of the riots, albeit on only one Unitarian congregation.
Smith’s conclusions offer a subtle but useful corrective to historians such as Wykes
and Jones who have depicted the riots as a disaster for Nonconformists in

Birmingham.

" Ibid., p. 195-8.

** Harry Smith, ‘The Blessedness of those who are persecuted for righteousness sake’: The Role of
‘Candour’ and the Priestley Riots in Birmingham Unitarian Identity, 1791, Midland History, 35, 2
(2010), pp. 174-90.

** Ibid., pp. 180-5.
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As noted at the beginning of the chapter, the major contribution of the research on
the Priestley Riots has done much to further our understanding of their origins. In
line with the wider historiographical trend, the social interpretations advocated by
Rose and Thompson have increasingly been superseded by an explanation that
stresses religious animosity as the primary incitement of the rioters. Despite this
substantial research, the question of the origins of the riots remains an open one.
Most historians have tended to focus on the short-term causes rather than take a
longer-term approach. The political context in which the riots took place and the
role of the outbreak of the French Revolution have also been continually overlooked
in previous literature. This thesis will suggest that these factors played a decisive role
in the outbreak of violence. Furthermore, given the large body of literature on the
riots, it is surprising that more research has not been conducted into their aftermath
and impact. While the work of Money, Jones and Smith has gone some way to
redressing this balance, conclusions by other historians on this subject remain

tentative and often lacking in evidential basis.
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The Eighteenth Century Riot

It was not until the late 1950s that historians considered popular protest and
popular disturbances worthy of scholarly attention. Any historians that did examine
crowd actions tended to stereotype their participants as the ‘dregs’ of society;
miscreants who were fuelled by alcohol rather than being historical actors in their
own right. Christopher Hibbert typified this approach in his account of the Gordon
Riots. Hibbert describes the outbreak of rioting in London as ‘senseless violence’,
carried out in ‘drunken high spirits’ and ‘encouraged by trouble-makers, prostitutes
and run away apprentices led by criminals’.3? In a similar approach, Conrad Gill
described the Priestley Riots as the result of a ‘multitude of untaught minds which
found in looting and civil disorder an excitement similar to that of bull baiting or
tavern brawls’.3! The wider fixation of historians with high politics led to riots being
dismissed as historically unimportant or insignificant. These presumptions were
initially overtuned by the work of two historians, George Rudé and Edward

Thompson, who sought to rescue the crowd from historical obscurity.3?

Rudé’s primary aim was to understand the crowd from within. He wanted to
understand the crowds behaviour, composition and how individuals were drawn

into its actions.?® Underpinning this approach was an interest in the identity of

3% Christopher Hibbert, King mob: the story of Lord George Gordon and the riots of 1780 (London,
2004), p. 61.

3! Conrad Gill, History of Birmingham, vol: 1, Manor and borough to 1865 (London, 1952), p. 129.
% A detailed overview of the historiography of rioting can be found in Adrian Randall, Riotous
Assemblies Popular Protest in Hanoverian England (Oxford, 2006), chapter 1. See also John Archer,
Social Unrest and Popular Protest in England 1780-1840 (Cambridge, 2000), chapter 1. For a wider
commentary on the impact made by Rudé and Thompson on the study of ‘history from below see
Jim Sharpe, ‘History from Below’ in Peter Burke (ed.) New Perspectives on Historical Writing,
(Oxford, 1991), pp. 25-42.

*3 This approach was used in a series of studies that examined the eighteenth century crowd. See
Rudé, The crowd in the French Revolution, (Oxford 1959), Paris and London in the 18" Century:
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individual rioters. This was achieved though examining police records and
prosecuting evidence, sources that were previously ignored by historians. Rudé’s
approach was partly indebted to his mentor, Georges Lefebvre, who was the first to
see crowds as not being a single entity but a group of individuals each with their
own logical reasons for protesting.?* Rudé’s research built upon Lefebvre’s
conclusions and revealed that participants in the eighteenth century crowd were not
criminals, delinquents or the unemployed but instead were ‘ordinary’ people of
settled employment with rational beliefs and value systems. By successfully
identifying the ‘faces of the crowd’, Rudé elevated the reputation of participants in
popular gatherings. He also demonstrated that negative insinuations regarding the
eighteenth century crowd, such as the phrase ‘mob’ or Burke’s ‘swinish multitude’,

were no longer appropriate.

This pioneering approach also enabled a detailed consideration of the causes of
popular disturbances and an assessment of why individuals participated in crowd
actions. Rudé found that rioters were often wage earners who were motivated by
their beliefs and values or through economic necessity. Rioters were usually
disciplined in their actions and directed their anger at specific targets, in most cases
property rather than actual people.3> Rudé’s research spearheaded a dramatic surge
of interest in popular protest and his method in identifying the social construct of the
crowd set an important precedent for future study. Despite the value of this

research, critiques of Rudé’s wider approach to crowd actions have been

Studies in Popular Protest (London, 1959) and The Crowd in History, 1730-1848 (London, 1964). A
Study of Popular Disturbances 1730-1848 (London, 1964).

* See Georges Lefebvre, The Great Fear of 1789 (Princeton, 1973) and The Coming of the French
Revolution, Translated by Robert Palmer (Princeton, 1967) pp. 143-155.

?* See for example Rudé, ‘The Gordon Riots: A Study of Rioters and their Victims: The Alexander
Prize Essay’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, Vol 6, (1956) pp. 93-114. Rudé argued
that the Gordon Riots were a social as well as religious protest and that the riots manifested ‘a
groping desire to settle accounts with the rich, if only for a day’, p. 111.
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considerable. In particular his broader generalisations about crowd activity and his
tendency to privilege social tensions above all other motivations has attracted
substantial criticism. Some of these will be discussed in greater detail during this

literature review.

The other historian who transformed our understanding of crowd activity was E. P.
Thompson. Thompson’s approach was more subtle and nuanced than that of
Rudé’s and focused specifically on food riots. Thompson argued that food riots were
not simply caused by hunger. Instead, participants in food riots were informed by a
clear and sustained value system which he labelled, ‘the moral economy of the
poor’. Thompson’s moral economy encompassed a ‘legitimising notion” and a belief
that the crowd’s members were ‘defending traditional rights or customs’. This
included a willingness to react to rising food prices, a sensitivity to legitimate and
illegitimate practices in marketing and milling and the ability to recognise the
malpractice of grain dealers. This was grounded upon ‘a consistent traditional view
of social norms and obligations’” and ‘of the proper economic functions of several

parties within the community’.36

The concept of a moral economy has proved to be highly durable. Not only has it
been used by historians of British food riots but also has been adapted to explain
food riots in other countries such as France, America and South East Asia.3” The

model has also frequently been applied to other types of disturbances including

%% Edward Palmer Thompson, ‘The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth
Century’, Past and Present, 50 (1971), p. 78-9.

*7 See for example David Arnold, ‘Food riots revisited: popular protest and moral economy in
nineteenth century India’ in Adrian Randall and Adrian Charlesworth (eds.) The Moral Economy and
Popular Protest: Crowds, Conflict and Authority (London 1999), pp. 123-46; Edward Countryman,
‘Moral economy, political economy and the American bourgeois revolution’, in, The Moral
Economy and Popular Protest, pp. 147-65; James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant:
Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia (London, 1976).
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political and industrial conflicts. Thompson has not always been comfortable with
these approaches, expressing concern that such research has contributed to the
dilution of the moral economy.38 Despite this, criticisms of the moral economy thesis
have been extensive.?? Economic historians have accused Thompson of ‘economic
reductionism’. Thompson has also been accused of neglecting the role of religion,
women, the middling sorts and constructing his model in a rural society, thus
misunderstanding the comparatively different world of eighteenth century urban
society.*? These criticisms have varying degrees of validity, although historians who
have accused Thompson of being economically reductive have frequently

underestimated the subtleties of the moral economy model.

The innovative and seminal work of Rudé and Thompson pioneered a new
approach to examining crowd activity and provided a valuable insight into the
composition of crowds and motivations for their behaviour. They remain
mandatory reading for any historian interested in crowd actions and popular
disturbances during the eighteenth century. Despite this, criticisms of both Rudé’s
and Thompson’s approaches have been multifarious. In particular, the tendency to
prioritise social grievances in preference to all others has provoked much debate

amongst historians.

John Bohstedt attempted to offer an alternative approach to the arguments of Rudé

and Thompson 1n a survey of riotous activity between 1790 and 1810. In a similar

¥ Edward Palmer Thompson, Customs in Common (London, 1993), pp. 339-40.

** The main criticisms of Thompson’s approach can be found in Dale Edward Williams, ‘Morals
Markets and the English Crowd in 1766, Past and Present, 104, 1984, pp. 56-73., John Stevenson,
The Moral Economy of the English Crowd, Myth and Reality in Anthony Fletcher and John
Stevenson (eds) Order and Disorder in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 1985) John Bohstedt,
‘The Moral Economy and the Discipline of Social Context’, Journal of Social History (1992) pp.
265-84.

%0 A summary of criticisms can be found in Randall, Riotous Assemblies, pp. 4-5.
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vein to Rudé and Thomspon, the eighteenth century crowd was seen as ‘rational’
with its own beliefs and values. Bohstedt however warns against the danger of
simply replacing one inaccurate stereotype, the ‘bad’ crowd or ‘mob’, with another,
which considers all participants in riots to be ‘good’. In particular Bohstedt cites
Richard Cobb’s contention that ‘Professor Rudé’s crowd is somehow altogether too
respectable’.*! Thompson’s moral economy was praised because it provides an
insight into the ideology of the crowd but also criticised because it did not explain
why some acted on that ideology and others did not.*? Bohstedt also believes that
the moral economy model is only of use when applied specifically to food riots. It is
of far less value when applied to other types of rioting. Instead, it is suggested that it
1s necessary to go beyond the composition of the crowd if an explanation as to why

riots occurred is to be achieved.

According to Bohstedyt, in explaining the reasons behind the outbreak of rioting, it is
not sufficient to ask why people rioted, but how riots were possible within the
communities which they took place. It is possible to ascertain this by examining the
social and economic structure of those communities. Bohstedt suggests that the riot
was the most common form of popular politics. What he describes as the ‘classic’
riot occurred in older county towns, medium sized market towns and small
manufacturing centers. These communities were large enough to grant the working
classes some autonomy from authority but small enough to maintain sufficient
association between the members of those communities and some co-operation with

those in authority. The result was that a ‘protocol’ of riot could be observed by both

*! John Bohstedt, Riots and Community Politics in England and Wales 1790-1810, Harvard
University Press, 1983, p. 11. See also John Bohstedt, The Politics of Provisions: Food Riots, Moral
Economy and Market Transition in England c. 1550-1850, Farnham, Ashgate, 2010.

*2 Bohstedt, Riots and Community Politics, p. 11.
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sides. This enabled rioters to calculate the respective costs and gains of riot while
those in authority were able to carefully consider their responses.*? In essence riots
were seen as means of collective bargaining. According to Bohstedt, riots were
common in towns such as those in Devon because they were successful. They
allowed the working classes to exert a certain amount of pressure on a particular
target but they also followed a protocol which prevented the authority of the gentry
being challenged.** In essence, they were highly controlled events with pragmatic
outcomes. They would not challenge those in authority nor seek to overthrow

existing institutions.

Bohstedt believes that the growth of urban environments such as Manchester or
Birmingham substantially altered the politics of riot. Communities were now cities
of ‘strangers’, a single market place no longer existed. No longer was the riot seen as
a means of bargaining with the authorities but as a direct threat to order.*> The
Priestley Riots are identified as being significant in this transition. It is argued that
the July 1791 riots were brought about by a ‘polarisation within Birmingham’s
bourgeois elite’. Bohstedt suggests the riots were licensed by the local magistrate, in
that the crowd were permitted to attack the Unitarian meeting houses and
Priestley’s home but the crowd exceeded their ‘license’ by attacking numerous other
targets within the town and the surrounding region. This dissuaded authorities from
allowing riots to go unchecked as they were now considered a genuine threat to the

public peace.*6

* Ibid., p. 22.

* Ibid., p. 202.
* 1bid., p. 203.
* Ibid., p. 205.
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There 1s much to commend in this approach. The decision to focus on the
community and the context within which the riots took place rather than purely the
identity of the rioters is praiseworthy and provides a greater insight into how local
contexts and conflicts could be instrumental in contributing to the outbreak of
popular disturbances. The attempt to provide a single unified theory with regard to
the causes of rioting in this period leads to awkward analysis in some instances. For
example, in regards to the Priestley Riots, although Bohstedt acknowledges the
polarisation within Birmingham’s elite, he centralises the role of the magistrates,
who would have been unlikely to prevent the riot even if they wanted to. Despite
Bohstedt’s criticisms of the moral economy, his approach owes much to the work of
E. P. Thompson. The crucial difference is that Thompson was concerned about the
ideology of the rioters, whereas Bohstedt was more interested in the community
within which the riot took place. Bohstedt’s research is valuable to our
understanding of the eighteenth century crowd, his interpretation should be seen as
an alternative to those put forward by George Rudé and E. P. Thompson rather

than superseding them.

The necessity of examining the context within which the riot took place was also
advocated by Mark Harrison in his thoughtful study of crowd gatherings in English
towns between 1790 and 1835. Harrison praised Rudé’s efforts to identify the faces
of the crowd and acknowledged that Rudé’s observations regarding the composition
of crowds have stood the test of historiographical time because they have largely
proven to be correct.*’” Harrison criticised Rudé for his overly restrictive and

selective definition of the crowd which was limited to what he found historically

*" Mark Harrison, Crowds and History: Mass Phenomena in English Towns, 1790-1835, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press (1988) p. 270.
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‘interesting and significant’, in this case the rioting or protesting crowd. Any and all
non-violent crowd gatherings were excluded. The result was to reinforce the
assumption that crowds were inherently violent, in Harrison’s words it ‘gave a face
to the crowd, but it was a face only of anger’.*® E. P. Thompson’s moral economy
thesis was likewise praised but also criticised, although Harrison takes most issue
with historians who have attempted to summarise the moral economy model and
succeeded only in producing a garbled and vulgarised variation of the argument
which have at times reduced Thompson’s theories to near absurdity. Thompson
himself was guilty of applying the term ‘the English crowd’ to what was a very
specific category of mass formation, namely the food riot. Harrison belived that the
danger of reading Thompson and Rudé’s work is that it could lead to the
assumption that all crowds were inherently violent, which Harrison stressed they

were not. %9

This leads to wider criticism of previous historians who have worked specifically on
popular disturbances. In particular Harrison was critical of the tendency to
‘conceptually compartmentalize’ rioting and riotous behavior.>? He argued that
most studies of popular disturbances deal with three simple themes, the context in
which the riot occurs, the event of the riot itself and the immediate impact of the
riot. As a result there is a temptation on the part of historians to give the riot what
he described as ‘solipsistic’ qualities, meaning that everything around the riot

becomes defined in terms of that riot itself. As a result context is seen as consisting of

*Ibid., p. 12.

* Ibid., p. 13.

> For a specific example of this criticism see Mark Harrison, 'To Raise and Dare Resentment': The
Bristol Bridge Riot of 1793 Re-Examined, The Historical Journal, 26, 3 (1983), pp. 557-85.
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previous riots, while the event is discussed in terms of the activities of the rioters and

the forces of suppression.>!

Individual studies of specific eighteenth century riots have also had ramifications for
Rudé’s methodological approach and for his tendency to prioritise class-conflict as
the primary motivation for the outbreak of rioting during this period. A typical
example can be found in Colin Haydon’s detailed study of the causes of the Gordon
Riots.5? Haydon took issue with Rudé’s contention that rich Catholics were the
main targets of the rioters. He suggested that Rudé’s conclusion is flawed, given that
his primary evidence (the use of claims submitted for damaged property) is unfairly
biased towards the wealthy property owners. Haydon argued that in reality it was
far more likely that attacks against the rich rather than the poor would be recorded.
Wealthy property owners were able to claim compensation for their losses, while
attacks against the impoverished were considered unworthy of going to court and
would not have shown up in Rudé’s sources. Haydon also noted that the Gordon
Riots may have degenerated into wholesale attacks on the poorer Catholic
communities if not for the intervention of the military.>®* While Haydon accepted
that wealthy Catholics were the initial target of the rioters, he argued that this was
because they were the most prominent members of the community and therefore

the most obvious targets.

An important addition to the historiography of eighteenth century rioting was made
by Nicholas Rogers. Rogers acknowledged a great debt to George Rudé for his

ground-breaking work on the crowd, however he like Bohstedt and Harrison

>! Harrison, Crowds and History, p. 270.
>% Colin Haydon, Anti Catholicism in Eighteenth-Century England, pp. 204-245.
53 11

Ibid., p. 219.
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highlighted the shortcomings of Rudé’s wider approach and generalisations about
crowd activity. In particular Rudé’s approach was criticised for being too subjective.
Roger’s argued that Rudé was primarily interested in outbursts of popular
revolutionary activity, and his focus on the crowd was primarily interested in
political demonstrations and aggressive crowd actions. Rudé’s definition of the
crowd was described as being at once too broad but also too restrictive. For example
he included street gangs but omitted electoral crowds, despite the fact that many
political demonstrations were a byproduct of the electoral process.>* Furthermore, it
was argued that his preoccupation with the most dramatic forms of social and
political protest led Rudé to explain popular disturbances in an overly simplistic
manner. Rogers suggested that to categorise popular disturbances as simply reactive
to events such as economic hardship underestimated other factors including the
significance of ‘ideological configurations’ and the ‘crowds own relations with
authority’. Fundamentally, Rudé’s decision to focus on the crowd in its most
confrontational mode divorces the crowd from its ‘deeper historical context’ which
should, in Rogers’s opinion include non-violent as well as violent forms of popular

protest.?

Roger’s own contribution is considerable. His study did not aim to be a
comprehensive account of crowd activity during this period but a number of
important observations are made about crowd interventions. He attempted to
rescue the term ‘the mob’ previously dismissed by Rudé as derogatory. In relation to
this study, Rogers’s comments on the loyalist crowds of the 1790s are of particular

use. The idea that loyalist crowds could simply be assembled at the behest of the

> Nicholas Rogers, Crowds, Culture and Politics in Georgian Britain, Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1998, p. 9.
> Ibid., p. 12.
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elites was refuted. In addition, Rogers did not regard efligy burnings of Tom Paine
as reliable indicators of the strength of popular loyalism.’¢ Considerable attention
was given to the role of women and he argued persuasively that women played a
much greater role in eighteenth century crowd gatherings than was previously
thought.”” Rogers also argued that crowd interventions should not be reduced to the
bi-partite model advanced by E. P. Thompson. Thompson previously suggested that
crowd interventions during the eighteenth century were played out between two
distinct groups. There were, on one side, the plebeians who were determined to
defend customary rights and liberties. They were opposed by the state whose
priority was to maintain order. While the plebeians contested the authority of the
ruling class they never fundamentally questioned its right to rule. Rogers argued
that such a model does not make sufficient allowance for the middling voices®, an
argument that is made most specifically in his discussion of food rioting between
1756-7 and the trial of Admiral Keppel. In both cases, Rogers advocated the use of
a tri-partite model which, broadly speaking, portrayed a three-way struggle between

the authorities, middle classes and plebeians.

The majority of popular disturbances in the eighteenth century have tended to focus
on a single riot, or one type of riot such as food riots. The studies of Rudé,
Thompson, Bohstedt, Harrison and Rogers provide a broader approach but remain
highly selective in the examples of popular protest which they select. The most
comprehensive study of riotous activity during this period was undertaken by
Adrian Randall. Randall, who had previously written extensively on food and

industrial riots widened the focus of his research to encompass all major types of

® Ibid., p. 213.
7 Ibid., chapter 7.
¥ Ibid., p. 275.
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popular disturbances including those that were political or religious in nature. The
primary aim of his study was to establish whether an overarching pattern or model
could be distinguished that helps to explain popular protest within wider society.>?
Randall aimed to build on the bi-partite model initially advanced by E. P.
Thompson. In doing so Randall attempted to rescue the concept of a two-way
struggle between the authorities and the plebeians which had previously been
dismissed by Nicholas Rogers as ‘reductive’ because it ignored the role of the
middling sorts. Other historians have also developed variations upon this model.5°
Randall argued that, despite the criticisms, the bi-partite approach provides a useful

framework within which examine to all types of popular protest.

Randall also argued that, during the eighteenth century, there was a ‘common and
sustainable ideology that went beyond the food rioting crowd’.%! The way in which
crowds drew on preconceived legal precedents to legitimise their actions is perhaps
the most striking example of the way in which this ideology manifested. Randall also
found that the rioting crowd was usually restrained, the targets of their hostility were
often very specific. Even when there was no coercive force to prevent their attacks,
the crowd was generally reluctant to cause widespread destruction. Local
magistartes, despite representing the state, were rarely the targets of a crowds’
hostility due to their responsibility for subsequently apprehending the rioters and the
fact that their support may assist the rioters’ cause.5? Randall also identified the role

of the press, especially the provincial press, as instrumental in the process of whether

%% Adrian Randall, Riotous Assemblies Popular Protest in Hanoverian England (Oxford, 2006), p. 8.
8 See Dror Warhman, ‘National Society, Communal Culture: An Argument about the Recent
Historiography of Eighteenth Century Britain’, Social History, 17, 1, (1992), pp. 43-72 and David
Rollison, ‘Property, Ideology and Popular Culture in a Gloucestershire Village, 1660-1740, Past and
Present, 93, (1981), pp. 70-97.

¢! Randall, Riotous Assemblies, p. 304.

52 Ibid., p. 309.
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disaffection could turn to disorder. Newspapers were at times unwilling to report
riotous activity for the fear that it would trigger fresh outbreaks of violence. Randall
also remains sensitive to the political climate within which the riot took place. When
discussing the Priestley Riots of 1791, the decision of Birmingham reformers to
adapt the rhetoric of the French Revolution and adapt it for their own campaign

was seen as ‘dangerously provocative’.53

This historiographical overview may not be exhaustive but it does emphasise how
historians’ approaches to the origins of rioting and popular protest have become
increasingly refined and sophisticated. The pioneering work of Rudé and
Thompson remains cruial to our wider understanding of popular disturbances;
subsequent research such as that of Bohstedt, Rogers and Harrison have offered
both useful correctives and subtle alternate interpretions. The research cited also
reveals the preponderance with focused on the origins of causes of riots rather than
their impact. There are very few specific studies that discuss the impact of a riot on
the particular location within which it took place, although assessments can be
found in broader histories such as John Money’s Experience and Identity. There are
exceptions to this rule, especially the studies of David Wykes and Harry Smith in
relation to the Priestley Riots and Colin Haydon’s thoughtful but brief assessment of
the short-term impact of the Gordon Riots.* Yet all of these studies remain
relatively short and narrow in focus. In regards to the eighteenth century riot in
general and the Priestley Riots in particular, there remains a scarcity of research

into how the disturbances effected the community within which they took place.

63 11
Ibid., p. 309.
% Haydon, ‘The Gordon riots in the English Provinces’, Historical Research, 63 (1990) pp. 354-9
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Loyalism in the 1790s

The subject of loyalism in the 1790s has proved to be a popular area of research for
historians. Historical accounts of Britain in the 1790s have frequently characterised
the conservative reaction to the French Revolution as primarily among the
propertied elite, suggesting that the majority of the middling and lower orders
became affiliated to the cause of reform.® The failure of reformers to affect change
is instead blamed on the hysterical reaction of the propertied elite and through a
Government inspired ‘reign of terror’ that checked the activities of radicals at every
turn.®® More recent research has illustrated the popular dimension of British
conservatism and that a loyalist and patriotic ideology was successfully disseminated
down the social hierarchy. This has led historians to attempt to determine the
fundamental paradox of the 1790s, why the British middle and lower orders so

stoutly defended an elitist constitution and monarchy.

It 1s necessary to place the Priestley Riots into the context of the growth of loyalism
during the 1790s. Historians frequently pinpoint the winter of 1792 as the moment
of a wider conservative backlash against the French Revolution and the resulting
widespread establishment of local loyalist associations.®” The Priestley Riots were
arguably the most serious outbreak of popular loyalism yet they predated the wider
conservative reaction to the French Revolution by over a year. It is thus imperative

to establish to what extent loyalist activity was evident before the riots.

% For a succinct discussion of this see Emma Macleod, ‘British Attitudes to the French Revolution’,
The Historical Journal, 50, 3 (2007), pp. 689-709.

% Harry Dickinson, ‘Popular Conservatism and Militant Loyalism, 1789-1815, in Dickinson (ed.),
Britain and the French Revolution 1789-1815, (Basingstoke, 1989), p. 103.

57 Mark Philp, ‘Introduction’, in Philp (ed.), The French Revolution and British Popular Politics
(Cambridge, 2004), p. 8.
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Despite there being considerable suspicion towards events in France by members of
the establishment, especially by members of the Anglican Church, the initial British
reaction to the fall of the Bastille was overwhelmingly positive.5¢ The origins of the
conservative reaction to the French Revolution in Britain is generally considered to
have occurred with the publication of Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in
France in November 1790. Burke provided the first warning that if domestic radicals
were not resisted, they could cause the collapse of the church, of monarchy and the
existing social order. Burke’s target was as much the British reaction to the French
Revolution as events in France itself, it was after all a reply to Richard Price’s
Discourse on the Love of Our Country (1789). Historically Burke’s Reflections has been
viewed as the cornerstone upon which the conservative reaction to the French
Revolution was built. The recent historiographical trend has disputed Burke’s very
centrality to the ideological dispute. Kevin Gilmartin emphasised that the
conservative British response to the French Revolution was multifarious and should
not be portrayed as adaptations of themes established by Burke. In a discussion on
the wider impact of the Reflections and Burke’s subsequent writings upon popular
opinion, Gilmartin argued that historians’ preoccupation with Burke has restricted
their understanding of counter-revolutionary culture and led to the neglection of
other significant factors such as the wider outpouring of literature and other modes
of public discourse and the repressive exercise of state power and violence.5?

Gilmartin reiterated this interpretation in a recent essay on counter-revolutionary

%8 Gregory Claeys, The French Revolution Debate in Britain: The Origins of Modern Politics,
(Basingstoke, 2007), p. 8. See also Mcleod, ‘The Crisis of the French Revolution’ in Dickinson (ed.)
A Companion to Eighteenth Century Britain (Oxford, 2006), p. 114.

%9 Kevin Gilmartin, ‘Burke, popular opinion and the problem of a counter revolutionary public
sphere’, in John Whale (ed.), Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, New
Interdisciplinary Essays, (Manchester, 2000) pp. 94-96.



41

culture. He noted, as did Gregory Claeys,’’ that the immediate impact of the
Reflections was less pivotal that has previously been thought. Gilmartin also suggested
that loyalist activities relied more on William Paley and Hannah More for their

polemics and that Burke cut an increasingly isolated figure in the 1790s.7!

This interpretation found favour with a number of historians, not least Mark Philp
who sought to move away from explaining the growth of loyalism from the
intellectual debate. Philp questioned whether the outpouring of literature can even
be termed a ‘debate’ at all considering the discordant nature of the views
expressed.’”? Fundamentally, Philp argued that the complex reaction to the
challenge of revolution abroad and growth of domestic radicalism inspired a ‘vulgar
conservatism’ that reached beyond boundaries ever envisaged by Burke. Through
examining the activities of loyalist associations in the 1790s, Philp found that such
associations committed themselves to a campaign of popular instruction. This
inherently rejected Burke’s contention that the ‘vulgar’ were the mere objects of
conservative thinking and not the intended participants in it.”3 Philp reminded us
that although the Reflections was never intended for a wider audience, loyalist
associations made considerable use of literature designed for the lower orders, thus
advancing a process of mass participation that must have been anathema to Burke

and his followers.”*

7 Gregory Claeys, ‘The Reflections refracted: the critical reception of Burke’s Reflections on the
Revolution in France in the 1790s, Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, New
Interdisciplinary Essays, pp. 40-60.

"' Kevin Gilmartin, ‘Counter-revolutionary culture’, in The Cambridge Companion to British
Literature of the French Revolution in the 1790s, edited by Pamela Clemit (Cambridge, 2011), p.
131. See also Gilmartin, ‘In the Theatre of Counterrevolution: Loyalist Association and Conservative
Opinion in the 1790s’, The Journal of British Studies, 41, 3 (2002), pp. 291-328.

7 Mark Philp, ‘Vulgar Conservatism, 1792-3", The English Historical Review, 110, 435 (1995), p.
43,

7 Ibid., p44.

" Ibid., p. 45.
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The move to de-emphasise Burke’s role in the conservative reaction to the French
Revolution has not found universal favour. Nicholas Rogers argued that although
Burke’s attack on the French Revolution was premature, his Reflections certainly
helped to shape conservative fears of it in Britain. According to Rogers, the
increasing totality of the French crisis combined with developing antagonism in
provincial politics helped bring conservative fears more sharply into focus and fuel
hostility to pro-French sentiment.”> Although accepting that Burke’s pamphlet was
never intended for a general audience, Rogers suggested that his popularisers in the
press did much to circulate his message. This may have helped fuel further hostility
to Dissenters in Birmingham as they were the targets of Burke’s most vitriolic
attacks. Burke linked the Dissenters’ pursuit of the repeal of the Test and
Corporation Acts with French Jacobinism and suggesting that there was a natural
progression from rational Dissent to irrational revolution. Through this, he

portrayed Dissenters as the greatest domestic threat to the social order.”°

Rogers’ suggestion that the press played a crucial role in disseminating Burke’s ideas
1s significant. Assessing to what extent newspapers adopted Burke’s ideas in the short
term 1s more problematic. The initial response of the press to the fall of the Bastille
was overwhelmingly positive.”” Most major studies of the newspaper press in this
period suggest that it was not until 1792 that the press began its widespread
denunciation of events in France. This is the view of Hannah Barker who

pinpointed the September massacres of 1792 as the time in which the widespread

> Rogers, Crowds, Culture and Politics, p. 191-2.

" Ibid., p. 191.

7" Norbert Schurer, ‘The Storming of the Bastille in English Newspapers’, Eighteenth Century Life,
Vol 29, No, 1 (2005), pp. 50-81.



43

euphoria which had initially greeted the French Revolution finally gave way to
alarm and dismay. The massacres in France were greeted with a tirade of anti-
French sentiment in the press.”® Barker noted that there was evidence of
considerable hostility towards the French Revolution before this time in elements of
the provincial press. The Birmingham press were cited as a conspicuous example.
Barker suggested that inflammatory letters and paragraphs that appeared in the
Birmingham press prior to the riots were actually a major cause of the unrest.”? This
is an argument that will be echoed in this thesis. Through examining the periodical
press in the revolutionary period, Stuart Andrews found that although the majority
of periodicals remained supportive of the French Revolution prior to the Priestley
Riots, the Gentleman’s Magazine was opposed almost from the very beginning,
spuriously claiming that Louis XVI had ‘done all that a king...could do to alleviate
the distress of his people’.80 It also lavished praise upon Burke’s Reflections when it
was published. This was in stark contrast to the rest of the periodical press which

condemned the Reflections.

To what extent Burke’s fears of the French Revolution were relayed to a wider
audience before the Priestley Riots is difficult to establish. Indeed the majority of the
research on the reception of the Reflections 1s confined to the reaction of the ruling
elite.®! It is worth noting, as Harry Dickinson did, that the Dissenters’ attempts to
repeal the Test and Corporation Acts excited a more tangible popular loyalist
reaction than Burke’s Reflections and one that predated its publication by several

months. The Dissenters’ third attempt at repeal in March 1790 led to the formation

"8 Hannah Barker, Newspapers, Politics and English Society (Harlow, 2000), p. 179.

" Ibid., p. 181.

% Cited in Stuart Andrews, The British Periodical Press and the French Revolution 1789-99,
(Basingstoke, 2000), p. 10.

*1 Claeys, ‘The Reflections refracted’, pp. 40-60.
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of many Church and King clubs in major urban centres such as Birmingham and

Manchester in order to defend the existing order.??

Despite this, the strength of popular loyalism before those defining months of the
summer and winter of 1792 remains firmly ensconced. The Priestley Riots have
often been seen as an anomaly by historians who have researched the riots, and
those working on the wider 1790s have shied away from placing the riots into the
context of a loyalist tradition, often seeking an explanation in other factors such as
social or purely sectarian antagonisms. As will be shown in this thesis, much of the
primary evidence relating to the outbreak of violence in Birmingham provides some
indication that the desire to protect the Anglican Church, the monarch and the
existing social order were motivating factors. The Priestley Riots are perpetually
defined as ‘Church and King’, riots indicating they were made in defence of the

existing social order, yet this has been frequently forgotten by historians.

Wider studies of the 1790s sometimes play down the loyalist element of the 1791
riots. Gregory Claeys for example, suggested that many of the rioters were
inebriated and were only involved because it provided an opportunity for
destruction and bad behaviour.?3 Likewise the fact that one rioter allegedly shouted
‘no popery’ is too often used to suggest that the rioters did not know what they were
protesting against. Given that this argument unfairly divorces the crowd from
having cohesive reasons to riot, such conclusions, in light of extensive research into
the causes of the Priestley Riots and eighteenth century can be seen as completely

eérroneous.

%2 Harry Dickinson, ‘The Political Context’ in Pamela Clemit (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to
British Literature of the French Revolution, (Cambridge, 2011), p. 8.
% G. Claeys, The French Revolution Debate in Britain, p. 79.
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Moving away from examining the extent of loyalist activity before the Priestley
Riots, it now necessary to attempt to establish why loyalists were so successful in the
1790s and how public opinion was mobilised against reformers who sought to
improve the standing of the lower orders. This question has produced a broad body
of literature. In his wide ranging and informative study of loyalist activity during this
period, H. T. Dickinson argued that the conservatives were able to win the
ideological argument through the persuasiveness of their ideas and tactics. As a
result a large proportion of the British population actually appreciated the benefits
provided by the existing social and political order, such convictions therefore made
people hesitant to calls for reform made by radicals.?* Dickinson also stressed the
importance of conservative propaganda in this process as this provided the means
by which loyalist thinkers were able to undermine the intellectual ideas of radicals.
As events in France took an increasingly radical and violent course, propagandists
such as Hannah More, John Bowles and William Jones were able to illustrate the
stark contrast between the benefits enjoyed by British citizens and the horrors being
experienced by the French. According to Dickinson these were not simply variations
on Burke but relied on more pragmatic arguments to appeal to the middling and

lower orders.8>

In the short term, this interpretation was greeted with such favour by historians that
John Dinwiddy branded it the ‘Dickinsonian consensus’.8% Ian Christie picked up

the baton, arguing that the conservative case was ‘formidable’ and that they were

* Dickinson, ‘Popular conservatism and militant loyalism’, p. 104.

% Ibid., p. 105.

% John Dinwiddy, ‘Interpretations of anti-Jacobinism’ in The French Revolution and British Popular
Politics, p. 38.
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able to promote the lessons of history and of pragmatism in defence of the existing
system of government.?” Philip Schofield likewise argued that conservatives
successfully propagated an intellectual case in favour of stability by emphasising that
inequalities in property and rank in Britain were necessary and promoted both
individual and general welfare. According to Schofield conservatives were able to
contrast the British example with France where sovereignty of the people had given

way to tyranny.?8

Dinwiddy argued that such an interpretation is too simplistic, that it underestimates
the range of dialogue that was in process in the 1790s and that a recognition that
although in some areas, conservatives were able to effectively counter radical
arguments, there were others in which they had to resort to little more than
evasiveness and misrepresentation.?? Dinwiddy also argued that circumstances
played a crucial role, enabling conservative polemicists to misrepresent supporters of
reform as French style Jacobins.?® Mark Philp also took issue with the suggestion
that loyalists won the ideological argument, arguing that it is impossible to
distinguish two clearly opposing sides in the mass of published literature and that
little emphasis should be placed on the ‘natural loyalty’ of the people. Philp
emphasised that popular loyalism was a complex and evolving phenomenon and

prioritised the growth and organisation of loyalist associations such as the

¥ Tan Christie, Stress and Stability in Late Eighteenth Century Britain: Reflections on the British
Avoidance of Revolution (Oxford, 1984) p. 159.

% Philip Schofield, ‘Conservative Political Thought in Britain in Response to the French
Revolution’, The Historical Journal, Vol. 29, No 3 (Sept 1986), pp. 621-22.

% Dinwiddy, ‘Interpretations of anti-Jacobinism’, p. 41.

* Ibid., p. 48.
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Association for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans and

Levellers in mobilising popular support for the conservative campaign.”!

A further explanation of the failure of reformers lies in the suggestion that the British
government systematically and ruthlessly repressed the reform movement during the
1790s. This was certainly the view of some contemporaries. The memoirs of both
Thomas Hardy and Francis Place recall how during the 1790s, Prime Minister
William Pitt and his government imposed a ‘reign of terror’ upon the British
public.?? This argument was popularised by E. P Thompson who claimed that the
terror and repression that existed within Britain during the 1790s revealed a
government lurching in the direction of dispensing with the rule of law, dismantling

constitutional structure and exercising power by force.??

These claims have, to an extent been dismissed by Clive Emsley, in his
comprehensive and informative discussion of government sponsored repression in
Britain during the 1790s. While Emsley acknowledged that Pitt’s government
repressed radicals and political opponents during this period, he argued that any
such comparison with the ‘terror’ of the French Revolution is ‘ludicrous’.”* Emsley
argued that during the 1790s the machinery of government repression barely
changed and that although some repressive measures were considered, most of these
did not see the light of day. The suspension of Habeas Corpus during 1794 1s

acknowledged, but it is argued that this was rapidly overturned in the courts and

°! Philp,“Vulgar conservatism’, p. 68.

%2 Cited in Jennifer Mori, Britain in the Age of the French Revolution 1785-1820, (Harlow, 2000), p.
92

% Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, chapter 5.

% Clive Emsley. ‘Repression, ‘Terror’ and the rule of law in England during the decade of the
French Revolution’. The English Historical Review, 100, 397 (1985), p. 802.
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those arrested during that period swiftly released. In all the government inspired
‘reign of terror’ amounted to some two hundred prosecutions for sedition, many of
which resulted in acquittals. The numbers put on trial were considerably less than
the Jacobite emergencies of 1715-16 and 1745-46.9> Thus according to Emsley, the
1790s did not constitute a new departure or serious attack on English liberty, instead
it merely exposed some of the limits of boasted liberty within the British
constitution. Furthermore the 1790s demonstrated the powers already available to

English rulers to maintain their ascendancy.”

Furthermore, Emsley emphasised the importance of drawing a distinction between
the terror employed by law and the unofficial terror of beatings, inquisitions,
sackings and other forms of ostracism that went on in Britain during the 1790s.97 H.
T. Dickinson likewise drew attention to the importance of the ‘unofficial terror’ that
took place as a result of the actions of loyalist and Church and King clubs during the

early 1790s in intimidating and repressing reformers and Dissenters.”®

This theme has received a more detailed investigation from Alan Booth in his study
of popular loyalism in the northwest of England. Booth challenged the
misconception that loyalist violence was limited to large scale but infrequent
disturbances in major industrial urban centres such as those seen in Birmingham in
1791, Manchester in 1792 and Nottingham in 1794. Booth identified twenty-five

incidents of loyalist violence in the Northwest during the first half of the 1790s. He

% Emsley, ‘Repression, ‘Terror’ and the rule of law’, p. 806, p. 822. See also Emsley, ‘An Aspect of
Pitt’s ‘Terror’: Prosecutions for Sedition during the 1790s’, Social History, 6, 2 (1981), pp. 155-84.
For the way in which the Home Office gathered information about reformers see Emsley, ‘The
Home Office and Its Sources of Information and Investigation 1791-1801°, The English Historical
Review, 94, 372 (1979), pp. 532-561.

% Emsley, ‘Repression, ‘Terror’ and the rule of law’, p824.

7 Ibid., p. 802.

% Dickinson, British Radicalism and the French Revolution 1789-1815, p. 32.
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suggests that the majority of these were small-scale disturbances and occurred as
frequently in smaller urban settlements as they did in the larger manufacturing
centres.”” Booth also pinpointed a number of similarities between examples of
loyalist disorder during this period, the most striking being the unwillingness of the
authorities to act. Regardless of the scale of the disturbance, magistrates were
apathetic towards the plight of reformers and frequently failed to act all together.
There was also a consistent failure to bring the perpetrators to account. Where
arrests were made it was often the victims that found themselves incarcerated for

using or threatening to use firearms in self defence.!%

The issue of loyalism in Birmingham has attracted only sporadic interest from
historians. The most detailed analysis of that subject can be found in Martin Smith’s
PhD thesis. Smith found that through the existence of a local conservative coalition,
the Bean Club, there existed a long-standing organisational structure upon which
opposition to reform could be built in the 1790s.19! Smith identified the second half
of 1792 as the period in which Church and King enthusiasm in the town reached its
peak, with the establishment of a number of loyalist associations of varying degrees
of respectability. The numbers attracted to such associations massively
outnumbered those of the recently formed Birmingham Society for Constitutional
Information. Smith noted that some members of the Bean Club, whose membership
was drawn from the established ranks of society, also had a hand in administering
the less respectable loyalist organisations. As was the case nationally, Smith stressed

the role played by local loyalist propaganda, primarily the Nott pamphlets in

% Alan Booth. ‘Popular Loyalism and Public Violence in the North-West of England: 1790-1800",
Social History, 8, 3 (1983), p. 297.

"% 1bid., p. 301.

%" Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, p. 64.
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manipulating public opinion.!?? Smith also argues that the relative explosion of the
Association movement placed the most pressure on the Dissenters, yet as will be

argued in this thesis, harassment of Dissenters was dramatically curtailed in the

second half of the 1790s.

John Money likewise asserted that the Bean Club played a central role in loyalist
activity in Birmingham during the 1790s. Money however emphasised that the Bean
Club was not reactionary, it was a conservative coalition whose membership had
played an instrumental role in the development of Birmingham. Despite the role
played by its members in the harassment of Dissenters in the 1790s, the Bean Club
had in other respects done much for the town.!% The formation of other loyalist
clubs in Birmingham is also discussed in some detail. Money emphasised the role
played by the Church and King club and less respectable organisations such as the
Loyal True Blues in mobilising support for the loyalist cause and subjecting

reformers to harassment and intimidation.!%4

The discussion of loyalism in the 1790s has demonstrated that the riots preceded the
more widespread expressions of popular animosity towards the French Revolution.
Despite this, opposition to events in France was evident before July 1791, not only in
the writings of Burke but in newspapers and other forms of print. Recent work has
shown that the success of the loyalist movement should not only be attributed to a
desire to protect the existing social and political order. Certain characteristics of the
Priestley Riots were also evident in later outbreaks of loyalist violence, notably the

reluctance of authorities to act and the failure to successfully prosecute the rioters.

192 Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, chapter 3.
1% Money, Experience and Identity, p102.
% Money, Experience and Identity, p236.
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This historiographical review has examined the research conducted into the
Priestley Riots, eighteenth century popular disturbances and loyalism in the 1790s.
Such research has made an important contribution to the understanding of the
causes of rioting in the late eighteenth century and placed the Priestley riots into the
context of 1790s loyalism. It has also demonstrated the shortcomings of research
conducted specifically into the outbreak of violence in Birmingham. With the
exception of the work of John Money, considerations of the causes of the Priestley
Riots lack the sophisticated analysis that has been applied to the wider eighteenth
century riot. Neither do they consider the significance of the national context within
which the riots took place. Reflecting the wider historiography, there also remains a
paucity of substantial research on the impact of the Priestley Riots and conclusions

on this subject remain provisional until further research is carried out.

Purpose of the Thesis

Given the significant amount of research carried out into the Priestley Riots and
into the wider eighteenth century riot outlined in the previous section, a further
study of the riots may initially be regarded as a redundant exercise. The question
may be asked, to what extent is a new study of the riots even necessary? Despite the
considerable exertions of historians on this subject, the fascination with the events of
July 1791 has largely been confined to establishing the causes of the riots and to
provide an account of the destruction. This is, in part, a reflection upon the wider
historiography of rioting in the eighteenth century. For Rudé, Thompson, Harrison

and Bohstedt, examining the causes of outbreaks of popular disturbances has taken
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preference over considerations of their aftermath and impact. In line with this
historiographical trend, there remains several aspects of the Priestley Riots about

which relatively little is known.

The prosecutions of the rioters and victims efforts to claim compensation are two
such examples. Historians of the Priestley Riots frequently allude to the outcome of
the criminal and compensation trials, without exception in disparaging terms, yet
little substantive evidence is presented to support these conclusions. This reflects the
wider historiography where interest in criminal prosecutions and compensation suits
brought after a riot is largely confined to establishing the identity of the rioters and
their victims in view of attempting to discover the cause of the riot.!%> No previous
research on the Priestley Riots has considered how the outcome of the criminal
prosecutions or the compensation suits were reached or considered the local and
national context within which the trials were held. Neither is much attention given
to the 1diosyncrasies of the eighteenth century legal system. Thus, the unanimous
conclusion, that the trials were ‘disgraceful’,!6 cannot be sustained until further
research is conducted. The expansive collection of primary material available in
Birmingham Archives and the National Archives provide a unique opportunity for
comprehensive studies of both the prosecutions of the rioters and the compensation
suits brought by the victims. Chapters 4 and 5 will provide a detailed analysis of
events prior to, during and after the criminal and compensation trials. This will
encompass a consideration of the role of both local law enforcement agencies and
the British Government. The typicality of these trials will also be considered in the

wider context of the eighteenth century legal system. This will enable rigorous

195 A typical example of this approach can be found in Rudé, ‘The Gordon Riots’.
% Dent, The Making of Birmingham, p. 222-3.
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scrutiny to be placed upon the conventional perception that the judicial proceedings

failed to provide justice to the victims of the riots.

As noted in the overview of literature, considerations of the impact of the Priestley
Riots have largely been absent from the historiography. More recent research on
the riots has attempted to redress this balance!?’, although such studies remain
narrow in focus dealing only with the one or two years sequential to the events of
July 1791. These studies have provided us with brief overviews but little more. The
most recent publication related to the Priestley Riots took a longer-term view but
confined itself to considering the impact of the tumults upon the local Unitarian
congregations. Despite the scarcity of research, historians have not been hesitant in
making assertions about the consequences of the riots, especially upon
Birmingham’s Dissenters. The riots are frequently described as having a ruinous
effect upon Birmingham’s Dissenting community. The final chapter will seek to
challenge these conclusions through a more substantial study of Birmingham’s
Dissenters between 1791-1820. This survey will include some quantitative analysis,
for example considering how the riots affected the congregation sizes of each of the
local Nonconformist denominations. The chapter will also include a wide-ranging
discussion of how the riots effected the contribution made by Dissenters to wider
Birmingham society. This will encompass a discussion of ministers and other
personalities who came to Birmingham after 1791. It will also examine local
Dissenters’ involvement in the major political movements of the 1790’s and assess

whether this was curtailed in comparison to the 1780s. Finally the contribution

17 See Wykes, ‘The Spirit of Persecutors Exemplified’, pp. 17-39, ‘A finished monster of the true
Birmingham breed’, pp. 43-70, Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, pp. 188-201 and Smith ‘The
Blessedness of those who are persecuted for righteousness sake’, pp. 174-90.
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made by Dissenters to other aspects of Birmingham society such as local

government and the field of education will be considered.

Preceding these chapters will be an extensive analysis of the causes of the riots. The
historiographical review has already established that although a number of
historians have examined the origins of the riots, the question of what actually
caused the outbreak of violence in Birmingham remains an open one. When
discussing whether the riots were social, political or religious in origin, Peter Jones
recently concluded that ‘all these ingredients plus some others went into the making
of the riots’.!% This demonstrates the kind of uncertainty that continues to prevail in
relation to this question. Despite the extensive research already carried out on this
subject, an authoritative analysis, considering the complexities of the riot and the
local and national context within which the disturbances took place has not been
attempted. Much of the latest research examines only the immediate causes of the
Priestley Riots and fails to place them into their wider context. Chapters 2 and 3 of
this thesis will attempt to rectify this situation. The second chapter will establish the
relative positions of the Anglican Church and Protestant Dissent in Birmingham
before tracing the breakdown in relations between the two parties that occurred
between 1780-91. Chapter 3 will then briefly discuss events immediately prior to the

outbreak of violence before providing a detailed analysis of their origins.

1% Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 192.
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Chapter 2: Religious Structures and Cultures in Late Eighteenth

Century Birmingham

It is readily apparent that questions over the origins of the Priestley Riots have
provoked considerable debate between historians. Rose’s theory, that the riots were
an outbreak of class animosity, was accepted for some time. The recent
historiographical trend has placed religion at the forefront of attempting to explain
the outbreak of violence. Strong emphasis is often placed on the role of Joseph
Priestley, suggesting he did much to stir up hostility against Birmingham’s
Dissenters, particularly the Unitarians.! In contrast, John Money has stressed that
tensions between Anglicans and Dissenters preceded Priestley’s arrival in
Birmingham.? If an understanding is to be gained as to why only the Bastille
celebrations in Birmingham resulted in violence, it is necessary to enquire into the
relative positions of the Church and Dissent in Birmingham. In particular, this
chapter will scrutinise the nature of tensions between the two groups and ascertain
whether these were caused by theological, political or social differences.
Contemporary literature has alluded to a decline in this tension between Priestley’s
arrival in 1780 and the outbreak of rioting in 1791. The final section of this chapter
will trace this decline in relations and establish whether Priestley’s arrival was indeed

a turning point in the town’s trajectory towards the riots of 1791.

! Sheps, ‘Public Perceptions of Joseph Priestley’, pp. 49-55.

* Money, ‘Science, technology and dissent in English provincial culture: from Newtonian
transformation to agnostic incarnation’, in Paul Wood (ed.) Science and Dissent in England, 1688-
1945, (Aldershot, 2000), p. 87.



56

The Established Church

Until recently the state of religion within eighteenth century Birmingham has been
largely ignored by historians. This is no longer the case. Peter Jones’ study of
‘Industrial Enlightenment’ within Birmingham between the years 1760-1820
includes a detailed analysis of the state of Nonconformity within the town.? Jones
does not provide similarly detailed scrutiny to the Established Church except to
emphasise that tensions existed between Anglicans and the town’s Unitarian
congregations, primarily due to the activities of Joseph Priestley. The position of the
Church in Birmingham has hitherto attracted very little interest from historians. If
an understanding is to be reached as to why such tensions existed, then it is
necessary to consider the position of the Church in Birmingham in the late
eighteenth century. To this end, it is important to briefly consider the wider position
of the Church in late eighteenth century Britain and to what extent the Anglican
presence in Birmingham reflected this. It will consider the main challenges faced by
the local clergymen during this period, in particular the threat posed by Protestant
Dissenters. Finally the chapter will examine the impact of the French Revolution

and consider how this shaped conflict between Anglicans and Dissenters.

There has been much division between historians on the subject of the Church in
eighteenth century Britain. The debate between ‘optimists and pessimists’ has
continued.* On one side, the notion that the Church was severely weakened by

events of the seventeenth century and had become increasingly corrupt in the

* See Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, chapter 5.

* John Walsh and Stephen Taylor, ‘The Church and Anglicanism in the “long” Eighteenth Century’
in John Walsh, Steven Taylor and Colin Haydon (eds.) The Church of England c. 1689- c. 1833:
from Toleration to Tractarianism (Cambridge, 1993), p. 2.
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eighteenth century has proved popular.> More recent studies have tended to offer a
more positive interpretation. This restoration of the Church’s reputation has been
led by Jonathan Clark. Clark argued that the Church was not substantially
weakened and remained an integral part of the English state during the eighteenth
century. The Glorious Revolution has often been seen by historians of the Church
as a decisive moment in its declining influence. Clark argued that while the Glorious
Revolution had changed the monarchy, it did not seriously weaken the Established
Church and its place within English Society. Clark also argued that by the late
eighteenth century, Britain was not dominated by ideas of democracy and
representation but by ideas of allegiance to the Church and state.® The real threat to
the Church during this period was not a self-imposed implosion but by a more
assured and assertive form of Dissent. After 1760 Dissenters dogmatically sought
equality with Anglicanism within the state. Clark’s research has gone someway to
restoring the reputation of the Church during this period. John Walsh and Stephen
Taylor have emphasised that regional diversity and variation affected all areas of
Church life and such diversity has provided evidence to support both sides of the
debate. In particular. they refer to a north/south divide and a divergence between
towns and the countryside.” A recent series of local studies has provided further

support to this argument. ® Donald Spaeth’s recent contention that the ‘rigidity” of

> See for example Alan Gilbert, Religion and Society in Industrial England. Church, Chapel and
Social Change 1740-1914, (London, 1976), p. 4, D. Hempton, Religion and Political Culture in
Britain and Ireland: From the Glorious Revolution to the Decline of Empire, Cambridge, 1996), p. 6.
% Jonathan Clark, English Society 1660-1832 (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 14-39

" Walsh and Taylor, ‘The Church and Anglicanism in the “long” Eighteenth Century’, p. 12.

¥ See Jeremy Gregory, Restoration, Reformation and Reform, 1660-1828: Archbishops of
Canterbury and their Diocese, (Oxford, 2000); Jeremy Gregory and Jeffrey Chamberlain (eds.) The
National Church in Local Perspective: The Church of England and their Regions, 1660-1800,
(Woodbridge, 2002).
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the Church left it ill equipped to face the challenges of the later eighteenth century?

however illustrates that a consensus 1s unlikely to emerge.

The position of the Church in Birmingham is equally open to debate. This is largely
due to the absence of detailed research on the Birmingham parishes. The solitary
recent study of note was conducted by Zillah Scott in her PhD thesis. Guided by
Clark’s theory that the Church was a powerful and accepted force within English
Society, Scott argued that the Church maintained a strong presence in Birmingham
and was an important part of life in the town.!? She also suggested that in the last
quarter of the century Dissenters emerged as an increasing threat to the Church’s
position in Birmingham.!! The remainder of this section will now assess the validity

of this claim.

By 1750 Birmingham had three major places of worship. The parish church of St
Martin’s dates back to the twelfth century. It was built at the centre of the medieval
village. It was rebuilt at the end of the thirteenth century and underwent a major
renovation in 1690.!2 The benefice was about £350 per annum in 1771 but
increased to £700 by the time of the riots.!® The church of St John the Baptist in
Deritend was originally founded in the second half of the fourteenth century. The

building was capable of accommodating around seven hundred persons in total.

® Donald Spaeth, The Church in an Age of Danger: parsons and parishioners, 1660-1740
(Cambridge, 2000) pp. 258-9.

' Zillah Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort: Ideas and Learning in Late Eighteenth Century Birmingham’,
unpublished PhD thesis, University of Warwick (2006), p. 166.

" bid., p. 166.

2¢cRr Elrington, 'Religious History: Churches', in W.B. Stephens (ed.), 4 History of the County of
Warwick: Volume 7: The City of Birmingham (London, 1964), p. 365.

" William Hutton, The History of Birmingham: sixth edition, Birmingham, James Guest, 1835, p.
256.
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The annual income of the chaplain was £100 in 1791.1* At the beginning of the
eighteenth century it had become apparent that a single parish church was no
longer sufficient to accommodate the needs of a town whose population was steadily
expanding. The church of St Philip was built between 1711 and 1725 as a result of
an Act of Parliament from 1708. This allowed for a new parish to be created within
the existing parish of St Martin’s. St Philip provided seating for some two thousand
people, although it had been known to accommodate nearer three thousand in some
instances.!® The benefice was sufficiently valuable to allow the rector a generous
annual income of £289 13s 4d in 1781. It also provided provision for the
employment of a curate to assist the rector.!® By 1791 the annual income had risen
to £300. The income combined with where the church was situated allowed it to

attract a candidate of distinction to the position of rector.!”

[lustration 1. Hanson’s map of Birmingham (1781) identifying locations of Anglican

Churches.!8

' Hutton, The History of Birmingham, p. 258.

' Hutton, The History of Birmingham, p. 263.

' Elrington, 'Religious History: Churches built before 1800', p. 377.

'7Z. Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 167.

'S W. Hutton, An History of Birmingham, The Second Edition, Birmingham, 1781.
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Over the course of the eighteenth century further churches were constructed in
order to accommodate the town’s growing population. Between 1750 and 1800 the
population in Birmingham more than trebled, rising from around 23,000 to
approximately 73,000. As a result the existing churches in Birmingham were no
longer large enough to accommodate a growing population. In 1749 the church of
St Bartholomew was built as a chapel of ease to St Martin’s. The church could
accommodate eight hundred and the incumbent received an annual stipend of
£100.19 In 1772 the rapid expansion of the town necessitated a further act of
parliament which made provision for the construction of further chapels to ease the
burden upon the Parishes of St Martin’s and St Philips. The church of St Mary was
constructed in 1774 as a chapel of ease to St Martin’s. The income of the incumbent
was around £200 in 1781.20 The church of St. Paul in Birmingham was built
between 1777 and 1779 as a chapel of ease to the parish of St. Martin's. The chapel
was administered by a curate who received an annual income of over £200 in
1778.2! Despite efforts to accommodate a rapidly increasing population it seems
apparent that these churches only provided for a small percentage of Birmingham’s
burgeoning population which by the time of the riots was just over 70,000. These
churches were often frequented by the town’s middle classes.?? As a result there was

a substantial percentage of the population who did not attend their parish church.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century the existence of a large body of
impoverished clergy was a source of continued embarrassment for the Church. This

problem had been partly eased by remunerative augmentations which substantially

' Elrington, 'Religious History: Churches', p. 362.

*% Lichfield Record Office (hereafter LRO) B/A/1/24. Episcopal register of Rev Richard Hurd
Bishop of Lichfield and Coventry 1777-85.

2! Stephens, 'Religious History: Churches', p. 365.

** Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 170.
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increased clerical incomes.?? There remained however considerable diversity in
clerical incomes.?* In comparison to many of their brethren the Birmingham clergy
appear to have been relatively well paid. The incumbents of St Martin’s and St
Philips were earning in excess of £700 and £300 a year respectively.?> Meanwhile

incumbents of the chapels of ease were each earning over £100.

Members of the clergy would often face other difficulties within their parishes aside
from poverty. The issue of boredom was actually commonplace, particularly for
clergy operating in rural areas.?® This was not a problem in the growing industrial
town of Birmingham. The local clergy had little difficulty in finding similarly
minded company within the town. For example, Dr Benjamin Spencer, the vicar of
Aston and a local magistrate was a prominent member of the Bean Club, a
gentleman’s loyalist dining club.?” There were also ample opportunities for them to
be involved in philanthropic activities and clergymen played pivotal roles in both
the local hospital and during the 1780s the establishment and administration of

Sunday schools.

It was these opportunities that enabled Birmingham to attract clergymen of some
stature.?® A typical example of this is provided by Spencer Madan, the rector of St
Philips between 1787 and 1811.?° Madan had links with both the senior clergy and

the aristocracy. He was the son of Spencer Madan senior (1729-1813), the bishop of

* Michael Snape, The Church of England in Industrialising Society: The Lancashire Parish of
Whalley in the Eighteenth Century, (Woodbridge, 2003), p. 144.

** Walsh and Taylor, ‘The Church and Anglicanism in the “long” Eighteenth Century’, p. 7. See also
Nigel Yates, Eighteenth Century Religion and Politics (Harlow, 2008), p. 133.

>LRO B/A/1/24.

*® Hempton, Religion and Political Culture, p. 17.

*" Money, Experience and Identity, p. 100.

¥ Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 168.

* LRO B/A/1/25. Episcopal Register of the honourable James Cornwallis, Bishop of Lichfield and
Coventry 1786-91.
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Peterborough and Lady Charlotte Cornwallis who was the daughter of Charles
Cornwallis (1700-62), the first Earl Cornwallis.3® Madan was also the brother-in-law
of the hon. James Cornwallis who was appointed as the Bishop of Lichfield and
Coventry in 1781. Cornwallis himself was the nephew of the Hon. Frederick
Cornwallis who was the Archbishop of Canterbury between 1768 and 1783.3! It is
highly likely that James Cornwallis played a considerable role in Madan’s
appointment to St Philips in 1787. Madan was educated at Westminster School and
Trinity College Cambridge and was a notable academic. His aristocratic and
clerical connections secured him rapid promotion. He was only 29 when he was
appointed Rector of Birmingham but his career was already in its ascendency. In
1788 Madan was also appointed as chaplain-in-ordinary to the king, a post which
he held until 1832.32 Madan remained in Birmingham until 1809. The fact that
Spencer Madan was present at Birmingham during the height of his career provides
an indication as to the quality of candidates that the town was able to attract and the

prestige of the livings available in the town.

Other notable clergy in Birmingham in the late eighteenth century include Charles
Curtis who was rector of Birmingham St Martin’s between 1781 and 1829. Despite
being the son of a wealthy Presbyterian, Curtis was a churchman of straight
orthodoxy. He was also a magistrate and a ‘fine example of a rich sporting

parson’.33 Curtis was assisted by a lecturer who between 1785-1789 was John

30 Robert Hole, ‘Madan, Spencer (1758-1836)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford,
2004) http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/17750?docPos=2.

*! Ditchfield, ‘Cornwallis, Frederick (1713-83)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/6340/?docPos=1.

32 Hole, ‘Madan, Spencer (1758-1836)’.

> Warren Derry, Dr Parr: A Portrait of the Whig Dr Johnson, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1966, p.
140.
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Clutton.?* Clutton was a belligerent opponent of the Unitarians in Birmingham and
of Priestley in particular. He had played a key role in the Birmingham library
dispute and vehemently attacked Priestley in his final sermon before moving to
Hereford.?> When Clutton departed it is likely the Birmingham clergy sought a
similarly charismatic opponent of the Unitarians. In George Croft they found the
ideal candidate. Croft was educated at University College Oxford and like Madan
was a respected scholar.36 Croft was interested in education but he was most well
known for his outspoken criticism of Dissenters. He had earned an enviable
reputation as a preacher and in 1786 was invited to deliver the prestigious Bampton
lectures. He used this occasion to launch scathing attacks on Dissenters.3” In 1788
Croft attacked Joseph Priestley with his Cursory Observations chiefly respecting Dr Priestley
which was a strongly worded rebuttal of Priestley’s theological opinions. In 1790
Croft had spoken out against the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts. Croft said
that the restraints imposed by the acts were necessary for anyone who opposed the
doctrine of the Trinity.3® Thus, when he arrived in Birmingham in 1791 Croft was
already a renowned opponent of Priestley.?* Croft’s record of effectively impugning
Priestley can only have assisted in his appointment at St Martin’s. Together with
Spencer Madan, Croft was a leading loyalist in Birmingham during the 1790s. He
sharply attacked Priestley after the riots and proved to be as an effective adversary of

parliamentary reform as he was against Dissenting communions.*’

**LRO B/A/1/25.

> Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 168.

%% peter Nockles, 'Croft, George (1747-1809)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/6715?docPos=1

*7 See George Croft, Eight Sermons Preached before the University of Oxford, in the
Year 1786 (Oxford, 1786).

¥ Nockles, 'Croft, George (1747-1809)'.

% Nockles, "Croft, George (1747-1809)'.

0 Nockles, 'Croft, George (1747-1809)'.
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Since its construction, St Mary’s Chapel had already established a reputation for
housing vocal clergyman. John Riland was appointed as curator in 1774 and served
in that position until 1785. Riland was one of the most influential clergymen in the
area*! and during the American War of Independence published a series of
pamphlets entitled The Sinful State of the Nation. In these Riland warned that the
nation was going astray and this was partly caused by Dissenters.*?> While these
pamphlets were published five years before Priestley’s arrival, they reveal the
growing discord between Church and Dissent that was apparent in the 1770s.
Riland was succeeded at St Mary’s by Edward Burn who served as lecturer and
curate between 1785 and his death in 1837. Burn was educated at Oxford and
known for his exemplary oratory. Since his arrival in Birmingham, Burn had
established himself as an opponent of Joseph Priestley. Burn published his and
Priestley’s exchanges in the form of Letters to Dr Priestley on the infallibility of the apostolic
testimony concerning the person of Christ (1790). This brought their controversy into the
public domain and served to end what had been a mutual acquaintance.*? After the
riots Burn again engaged Priestley over his Appeal to the Public on the subject of the late
riots in Birmingham. He accused Priestley of provoking the people of Birmingham with
his attacks on the Church and his steadfast defence of the French Revolution. In
later life Burn was to become more conciliatory and more tolerant of Dissenters.**
In the 1780s Burn was firmly conservative in his thinking and hostile to Priestley
and the Unitarians. He was also deeply suspicious of the French Revolution and an

avid opponent of the Dissenters’ attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts.

*! Money, Experience and Identity, p. 195.

* Ibid., p. 196.

3 Alexander Gordon and Rev Philip Carter, 'Burn, Edward (1762-1837)', Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography, http: //www.oxforddnb. com/view/article/4040.

* Gordon and Carter, 'Burn, Edward (1762-1837)
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The Birmingham clergy were affluent, assertive and occupied a substantial position
within the town. Despite this, they faced a number of challenges. Jonathan Clark
has argued that an increasingly assured and forceful dissent presented the primary
threat to the Church in this period. While many dioceses in Britain found the small
and decreasing numbers of Dissenters of little concern,* in Birmingham the
problem was particularly acute. As an expanding industrial town it was the kind of
area where Dissent thrived. The West Midlands area has often been described as an
area where Nonconformity had a substantial presence during this period, although
Peter Jones recently described the West Midlands as ‘neither a stronghold of
religious nonconformity nor a region in which dissent was notably weak’.*6 Jones
calculated that between 1771 and 1780 11.6% of the Birmingham’s houses were
occupied by Dissenters, although acknowledges that these figures may not be
entirely accurate.*” If the Dissenters did not make up a large percentage of the
Birmingham population then they formed a particularly vocal minority, particularly
the Unitarians who counted amongst their numbers one of the most controversial
ministers in the country, Dr Joseph Priestley. The fact that a number of the
Unitarians were also some of the wealthiest and influential men within the town
made them a very real and credible threat to the Church. This threat was to

become more apparent as the decade wore on.

As will be shown, the years between Priestley’s arrival in 1781 and the riots in 1791
witnessed a breakdown in relations between Anglicans and Birmingham’s Unitarian

congregations. The outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 added a new

*>See W. M. Marshall, The Dioceses of Hereford and Oxford, 1660-1760 in Gregory and
Chamberlain (eds.), The National Church in Local Perspective, pp. 219-221.

* Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 162.

7 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 171.
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dimension to these hostilities. It would be incorrect to assume that the reaction of
the Church to the French Revolution at the time of its outbreak was purely
negative. While some members of the clergy such as Samuel Horsley were vocally
hostile towards events in France from the outset, others were more cautious.*® In
Warwickshire there was a small cohort of clergy who greeted events in France with
some sense of optimism. John Henry Williams, a Warwickshire clergyman believed
1789 was a natural progression from Britain’s Glorious Revolution. Williams
praised many of the revolutionaries ecclesiastical reforms carried out in the early
stages of the revolution. In particular he applauded redistribution of clerical wealth
and the declaration of man’s civil and ecclesiastical liberty.* Samuel Parr at Hatton
was another cleric who welcomed the French Revolution. Parr considered the
French Revolution to be the advancement of liberty and remained a supporter of
events in France even in the wake of Burke’s tirade.5? Parr gained notoriety amongst
the Birmingham clergy for praising Priestley in a sermon delivered in Birmingham
in 1790. Parr stated that Priestley, despite having ‘dangerous tenets upon a few
controversial subjects’, was ‘one of the brightest ornaments of our age’.”! Parr’s
untactful sermon provoked the censure of the Birmingham clergy. This led to a
printed exchange between Parr and Charles Curtis on the subject of the French

Revolution.

The majority of clergy in Britain were at the very least deeply sceptical of the

French Revolution.? In particular, the clergy in Britain greeted the revolutionaries’

* Yates, Eighteenth Century Religion and Politics, p. 183.

* Colin Haydon, John Henry Williams 1747-1829 ‘Political Clergyman’: War, the French
Revolution and the Church of England (Woodbridge, 2007), p. 73.

> Derry, Dr Parr, p. 145.

°! Derry, Dr Parr, p. 131.

> Haydon, John Henry Williams, p. 75.
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abolition of tithes, in August 1789, with great concern. Tithes had been a primary
source of increasing wealth for clergyman in the Eighteenth Century.® In general
most clergymen’s opinions of the French Revolution ranged from suspicion to
downright hostility. There was particular concern about the ecclesiastical changes
occurring in France. The minority of clergy such as Williams who had been openly
supportive of the French Revolution quickly found themselves to be isolated and the

targets of resentment from some members of their brethren.’*

In Warwickshire the vast majority of the clergy were firmly conservative in their
thinking.”> This was certainly the case in Birmingham. After the Revolution broke
out there was an increasing confidence and willingness among the local clergy to
assert their beliefs publically and to actively engage anyone who challenged them.
Outspoken Anglicans who had welcomed the French Revolution, such as Samuel
Parr, were targeted in print and via the pulpit. Dissenters with such beliefs were
treated with similar distain.>® In Birmingham Madan, Curtis, Burn and Croft were
vociferous in their opposition to Joseph Priestley and their refutation of his political
beliefs. While Priestley was despised for his perceived heresy he was also deplored
for his dangerous political beliefs. The outbreak of the French Revolution had
brought Priestley’s own political beliefs sharply into focus. Priestley’s support for the
revolutionaries appeared to confirm him as a genuine threat to the Church and the

Crown alike. His presence in Birmingham greatly alarmed local Anglicans.

> Yates, Eighteenth Century Religion and Politics, p. 133.
>* Haydon, John Henry Williams, p. 74.

> Ibid., p. 75.

*% Derry, Dr Parr, p. 139.
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Hostility towards Dissenters was increased as a result of their renewed attempt to
repeal the Test and Corporation Acts in 1790. This issue will be discussed in greater
detail in the final section of this chapter. A few initial observations need to be made.
The first attempts to repeal the acts in 1787 and 1789 preceded the French
Revolution. Events in France provided a natural stimulus for a third repeal attempt
in 1790. The Dissenters’ advocacy of political and ecclesiastical rights was already
seen as a threat to the Church.”” The Dissenters’ decision to link French affairs with
their own repeal agitations backfired and they found themselves tarnished by the
connection.’® Increasingly Dissenters’ demands for equality were being equated as
just the first stage of a program of political reform that would change the entire
fabric of the British constitution. This notion was further strengthened by the fact
that one of their most vocal protagonists was campaigning for political reform that
went far beyond political equality for Dissenters. Joseph Priestley used the occasion
of the third attempt at repeal to call for significant changes to Parliament as well as
changes to the authority wielded by the monarchy. In the words of one historian,
Priestley’s campaigning ‘fell little short of calls for rebellion’.5? The repeal campaign
resulted 1n bitter exchanges between Priestley and Madan. These exchanges further

divided local Anglicans and Dissenters.

In the late eighteenth century the Anglican clergy of Birmingham found themselves
in an increasingly ambiguous position. On the surface they were relatively fortunate.
The Church occupied an important position within a burgeoning industrial town
and had recently expanded its seating to accommodate an expanding population.

Likewise, the clergy occupied positions which were considered prestigious and

3" Robert Hole, Pulpits, Politics and Public Order in England 1760-1832 (Cambridge, 1989), p. 98.
> Philp, ‘Introduction’ in French Revolution and British Popular Politics, p. 3.
%% Clark, English Society 1660-1832, p. 403.
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provided generous benefices. Members of the Church were becoming increasingly
alarmed by the growing threat of Dissent within the town. They were most wary of
the Unitarians who counted amongst their numbers a number of influential
members of the town. The Unitarians vocal support of the French Revolution only
served to heighten Anglican suspicion towards them. The clergy’s attempts to
censure the more vocal elements of Dissent had failed. On the eve of the riots the

Church was in an uncomfortable position.

Protestant Dissenters

Historically, Birmingham has frequently been described as a stronghold of
Protestant Nonconformity in eighteenth century Britain. The presence of a
substantial minority of Dissenters has often been attributed as a significant factor
behind Birmingham’s industrial growth.®® The primary aim of this section will be to
consider the relative strength of the Dissenting congregations within Birmingham.
In order to do this it will be necessary to identify which Dissenting denominations
existed in Birmingham in the late eighteenth century. This section will also discuss
the size and social background of the local Dissenting congregations. This will
include a discussion of some of the most prominent Dissenters in Birmingham,
including William Russell and William Hutton. Finally, this section will consider to
what extent Joseph Priestley was responsible for the breakdown in relations between
Anglicans and Dissenters in Birmingham.

The presence of Dissent within Birmingham can initially be dated back to the

middle of the seventeenth century. While the enforcement of the Act of Uniformity

% Eric Hopkins, Birmingham The First Manufacturing Town in the World 1760-1840 (London,
1989), p. 5.
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in 1662 provides the first factual evidence of the existence of Dissenting
congregations within the town, it is known that they already had some presence in
Birmingham before this point. The first written record of a congregation, which
existed outside the confines of the established Church in Birmingham, refers to a
Quaker meeting first established in 1655. The Quaker Meeting house was situated
on Newhall Lane and remained in use until 1703 when a new Meeting House on
Bull Street replaced it. Bull Street remained the sole Quaker Meeting House in
Birmingham until 1873 although it was expanded in 1778 and again in 1792.5!
Dissent was able to gain a more substantial presence within Birmingham towards
the end of the seventeenth century through the Act of Toleration for
Nonconformists and Dissenters after the Glorious Revolution of 1689. It was shortly
after this time that the Presbyterian meeting houses were established and registered.
The Old Meeting on Philip Street was constructed in and registered in 1689 while
the Lower Meeting on Moor Street dates back to 1690.52 Both were to become a
mainstay of the Dissenting presence within Birmingham during the eighteenth

century.

During the course of the first half of the eighteenth century other denominations
began to establish a presence within Birmingham. The Baptists are believed to have
had some presence in the town from the beginning of the century. Despite this, it
was not until 1737 that they established their first chapel on Cannon Street. Local
Baptists who had previously formed part of a church in Bromsgrove built the

chapel.5? By the 1780s the Baptist presence had expanded sufficiently to require a

61 Rose, 'Religious History: Protestant Nonconformity', in W. B. Stephens, 4 History of the County
of Warwick, p. 456.

62 Ibid., p. 476.

% Ibid., p. 435.
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further chapel which was built in Bond Street in 1785. The existence of
Congregationalists can be dated back to 1748 with the construction of a chapel on
Carrs Lane in Birmingham that could accommodate up to 450 worshippers. The
chapel was located in one of the poorest parts of Birmingham and was apparently
surrounded by ‘forty families of paupers’.®* The fact that Birmingham
accommodated, relatively speaking, a sizeable distribution of Nonconformists
possibly encouraged the Swedenborgians to open their first ever chapel in Newhall

Street on the eve of the Priestley Riots. They had previously met in a room in Great

Charles Street from 1789 until 1791.65

Methodism was also rapidly expanding in Birmingham in the later part of the
eighteenth century. Their first chapel was located on Steelhouse Lane and had been
in use from 1751. With only a small congregation, services were conducted in an
outhouse behind a private house. The Methodist presence expanded rapidly in the
second half of the eighteenth century. To accommodate the increasing numbers the
Methodists moved to a chapel on Moor Street, which was a converted theatre. A
more permanent home was found in 1782 when a chapel was built on Cherry
Street. It cost £1200 and was opened personally by John Wesley.6¢ This marked the
beginning of a period of more rapid expansion of the Methodist presence in
Birmingham with further chapels being opened in Bradford Street in 1786 and

Belmont Row in 1789.67

4 Ibid., p. 448.

% Ibid., p. 479.

% Hutton, 4 History of Birmingham, second edition, p. 124.

%7 Rose, ‘Religious History: Protestant Nonconformity’, p. 461.
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By 1790 there were ten Nonconformist or Methodist chapels in Birmingham in
contrast to five main Anglican Churches.®® The presence of all the major
denominations indicates that Birmingham possessed a dynamic religious culture
during the eighteenth century. It is important to emphasise that Dissent is an
umbrella term applying to all groups and individuals who refused to conform to the
doctrines or practices of the Anglican Church. A wide range of theological
differences could be found amongst these groups.®? Methodists were not technically
regarded as Dissenters until the death of their founder John Wesley in 1791.
Methodists were not however completely detached from the term ‘Dissent’. They
increasingly viewed themselves as a category of Dissent and were often treated as

such by others.”?

[lustration 2 Hanson’s map of Birmingham (1781) identifying locations of

Nonconformist Meeting Houses’!

Key: Unitarian: light blue, Independents: green, Quakers: yellow, Methodists: dark

red, Baptists: dark blue, Swedenborgians: orange.

% Schofield, The Enlightened Joseph Priestley, p. 274.

% David Wykes, ‘Introduction’, in Isobel Rivers and Wykes (eds.) Joseph Priestley, Scientific,
Philosopher and Theologian (Oxford, 2007), p. 4.

7 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 168.

" 'William Hutton, An History of Birmingham, The Second Edition (Birmingham, 1782).
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It 1s not surprising that there was some discord between the different Dissenting
denominations, considering the divergent theological beliefs to be found between
the groups. Accoridng to John Money, the American War of Independence
increased tensions between Dissenters in Birmingham. During this period the
Dissenters were attempting to recover religious liberties in the form of Sir Henry
Hoghton’s Dissenters’ relief bill of 1772 and the Feathers Tavern petition of 1773.
These movements were not uniformly popular and were opposed by a number of
Dissenting ministers outside of London.”? The hostility towards these movements
discouraged many Dissenters from opposing the ministry.”? The decision of leaders
of the movement to change the justification for the imposition of religious liberties’*
created a separation between Rational Dissenters (Unitarians) and the ‘old’
Trinitarian Dissenters. Money argues that as with many towns and cities, this split
occurred in Birmingham. Conversely, the attempt to repeal the Test and
Corporation Acts served to unite the different denominations behind a single
common cause. While Priestley and the Unitarians were often the most vocal
denomination in advocating repeal, they were not alone. The Baptist David Bogue’s
Reasons for the Repeal of the Test Corporation Acts (1790) illustrates how the campaign
united Dissenters and the movement found strong support from all denominations

in Birmingham.

In the eighteenth century, Birmingham developed a reputation for religious
disturbances directed against Nonconformists. In 1714, hostility towards Dissenters

was attributed by William Hutton to the influence of Dr Sacheverell’s preaching at

> Money, Experience and Identity, p. 190.

 Ibid., p. 190.

" Increasingly leaders of the Feathers movement were moving away from the argument concerning
historical justification and instead saw the imposition of liberties as the ‘claiming of natural rights.
See Money, Experience and Identity, p190.
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Sutton Coldfield.”> Sacheverell also provided possible impetus to a Jacobite uprising
in 1715. There was an outbreak of popular fury against Presbyterians who were
castigated for defending the Hanoverian cause. While the most serious outbreak of
rioting in reaction to these events could be found in London,’% serious disturbances
also took place in Birmingham. These lasted for ten days and during this time, both
of the Presbyterian meeting houses were attacked.”” The Old Meeting on Philip
Street was completely destroyed while the Lower Meeting was ransacked and its
contents destroyed. It is believed that the Lower Meeting only avoided sharing the
fate of the Old Meeting because the landlord who was not a Presbyterian was able
to reach a compromise with the rioters.’® Presbyterians were to escape further
attention until the riots of 1791. The events of 1715 initiated a pattern that was to
continue throughout the eighteenth century in Birmingham with long periods of
relative tranquillity being disrupted by intermittent periods of violence directed
towards Dissenters. Disturbances were directed against the Methodists in 1751
when their meeting house on Steel House Lane was attacked and the seats and
pulpits burned by a hostile crowd. The Quakers meeting was also attacked in
1759.79 It was feared that the Gordon Riots in London in 1780 may inspire an
outbreak of popular violence against Catholics in Birmingham and although a large
crowd gathered, they dispersed peacefully.?0 Whether these disturbances provide
sufficient evidence to claim that an anti-Dissenting tradition existed within
Birmingham is open to debate. Dissenters were able to live alongside the rest of the

population peaceably for most of the century. It does appear that an undercurrent

7 Rose, ‘Religious History: Protestant Nonconformity’, p. 415.

7 For a detailed discussion of the rioting in London see Geoffrey Holmes, ‘The Sacheverell Riots:
The Crowd and the Church in Early Eighteenth Century London in Rebellion, Popular Protest and
the Social Order in Early Modern England, edited by Paul Slack (Cambridge, 1984) pp. 232-263.
7 Rose, ‘Religious History: Protestant Nonconformity’, p. 415.

" Ibid., p. 415.

7 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 193.

% Rose, The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 71. See also Rose, "Political History to 1832, pp. 280-1.
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of anti-Dissenter feeling could emerge with the stimulus of growing national or local
tensions. As relations between the Church and Dissenters fully broke down during
the 1780s, a wider anti-Dissenting feeling began to emerge which culminated in the

1791 riots.

Assessing the numerical strength of Protestant Dissenters in Birmingham during this
period is fraught with difficulties. Attempting to determine the size of Dissenting
congregations before 1720 1s almost impossible due to a lack of reliable population
figures. Likewise, assessing the size of congregations later in the century is also
problematic. This 1s due to the boundaries for what passed as the Dissenting
community changing considerably during the later eighteenth century and the fact
that there is no attendance data for many of the meeting houses.?! As previously
noted, Peter Jones estimates that Dissenters accounted for 14.9% of Birmingham’s
households in the 1750s and around 11.6% of Birmingham’s households in the
1770s. These numbers are considerably higher than the estimated 6% of the
population for the years after the Priestley Riots. If less than 15% of Birmingham’s
population were Dissenters, then this would cast doubt on the idea that Birmingham
was a stronghold of Dissent in the late eighteenth century. In reality, these numbers
do however compare favourably with the percentage of Dissenters nationally which
can roughly be estimated at being between 5-10% in the course of the late
eighteenth century.?? Initially, it is difficult to consider Birmingham a bulwark of
Dissenting interest if almost 90% of the population were not actually Dissenters,
however the strength of the Nonconformist presence cannot be assessed by

examining population figures alone.

8! Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 171.
2 Ibid., p. 168.
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Contemporaries have frequently asserted that Dissenters were unusually well
represented within the town. It is therefore also necessary to examine what kind of
people worshipped at these congregations and to consider what influence they had
on wider Birmingham society. Michael Watts has argued that in commercial and
manufacturing centres where Dissent had a strong presence, those who made up the
Dissenting congregations could not be differentiated from the remainder of the
town’s population in terms of either their wealth and occupation or social status.?3
While this may be true of some town’s or cities that Watts refers to, such assertions
cannot comfortably be applied to Birmingham. Peter Jones has suggested that
Dissenters played a role in the Birmingham and West Midlands economy far greater
than their relatively small numbers would initially suggest. They enjoyed both
wealth and influence disproportionate to their modest numbers and they dominated
certain sections of the local economy.? It is important to make some distinctions, as
there were marked variations between different congregations. The affluent
manufacturers and industrialists who worshipped at Dissenting chapels appear to
have primarily done so at either Unitarian or Quaker meetings. In stark contrast,
Baptists and Methodists appear to have drawn their worshippers from the lower end
of the socio-economic hierarchy. For example, Methodists recruited heavily from
the unskilled and semi-skilled labour forces. It is also important to state that large
numbers of wealthy individuals were to be found worshipping at Birmingham’s

Anglican churches.?

%3 Michael Watts, The Dissenters: Volume II: The Expansion of Evangelical Nonconformity (Oxford
1985), p. 354.

% Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 174.

¥ Ibid., pp. 176-77.
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Despite Watt’s distinctions, an examination of the town’s Unitarian congregations at
the Old and New Meetings reveals that services were dominated by individuals of
considerable wealth and influence. This appears to follow the pattern established at
a national level where Unitarian congregations around the country were often
dominated by such men.# Theophilus Lindsey’s Essex Street chapel in London
attracted individuals as notable as Benjamin Franklin, the Dukes of Norfolk and
Richmond and a number of barristers.8” The New Meeting in particular appears to

have been dominated by people of high socio-economic status.?®

Examples of those individuals who attended Birmingham’s Unitarian meeting
houses include the metal merchant William Russell who was one of the wealthiest
men in Birmingham prior to the riots.?? Russell was one of the town’s largest
employers and also one of its most active citizens. He played an influential role in
improving parts of Birmingham’s infrastructure including improving roads, streets
and lighting and played an equally important role in establishing the town’s hospital
and public subscription library.?® He was also Justice of the Peace for
Worcestershire and had served as Low Bailiff in Birmingham.?! Russell was equally
active in national affairs. He was a member of the Society for Constitutional Affairs

and played a prominent role in the Dissenters national campaign to repeal the Test

% Gilbert, Religion and Society in Industrial Britain, p. 40. See also John Seed, ‘Gentleman
Dissenters: The Social and Political Meaning of Rational Dissent in the 1770s and 1780s,” The
Historical Journal, 28, 2 (1985), p. 303.

87 Seed, ‘Gentleman Dissenters’, p. 305.

% Scott, “The Enquiring Sort’, p. 184.

% Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 139.

%0 J. Price, "Russell, William (1740-1818)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/24349?docPos=17.

I Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 184.
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and Corporation Acts.?? It was his involvement in the repeal campaign that earned

him notoriety within Birmingham.

Other attendees of the New Meeting include the button manufacturer John Taylor.
Taylor was, until the arrival of Mathew Boulton, Birmingham’s largest
manufacturer and its largest employer. Taylor was also the co-founder of the Taylor
and Lloyd banking firm. Taylor had died in 1775 but had handed the reins of the
business to his eldest son, John Taylor junior.?® The Ryland family were also regular
attendees. John Ryland was a wire-drawer and pin maker?* and lived in the
substantial Baskerville house in Easy Hill on the outskirts of the town. William
Hutton was one of the Old Meeting’s noteworthy members. Having arrived in
Birmingham in the 1750s, Hutton successfully established a profitable stationary
and book-selling business. Hutton was active in local affairs and in 1768 became an
overseer of the poor. Hutton later became a commissioner under the Birmingham
Improvement Act of 1769 and commissioner of the court of requests, which was
responsible for settling small debts within the town. He was also notable for being
Birmingham’s first historian.? His daughter, Catherine Hutton, was a novelist and
letter writer who attended the New Meeting. She had been attracted by Joseph

Priestley’s reputation as a preacher.%

%2 Money, Experience and Identity, p. 220.
3 Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 135. See also Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 44, pp. 180.
** Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 139.
% Elrington, Hutton, William (1723-1815), Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/14317?docPos=2. See also Money, Experience and Identity,
p- 8, p. 18.

6 Rosemary Mitchell, "Hutton, Catherine (1756-1846)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/14299.
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Members of Birmingham’s most prominent families also regularly attended the
Quaker meeting on Bull Street. Among the most well known worshippers was
Sampson Lloyd. Lloyd, having arrived in Birmingham from north Wales, was able
to establish a prosperous ironmongery business before co-founding the Taylor and
Lloyd banking firm with John Taylor.?” The Galton family were also notable
members of the Quaker Meeting. The Galton’s were gun makers, while Samuel

Galton Jnr was also a member of the Lunar Society.”

Several of Birmingham’s wealthiest and most prominent families were Dissenters
and this enabled them to wield substantial influence within the town. The ruling
elite of Birmingham could be divided into two groups, leading Anglicans and
leading Dissenters.? Anglicans were strongly represented amongst the towns
governing classes, particularly amongst the magistracy. Despite the limitations
imposed by the Test and Corporation Acts, Dissenters were also active in local
government. The most important manorial agent was the Low Bailiff who was
responsible for summoning the Court Leet, who in turn nominated the town’s
offices for the following year. Since the beginning of the eighteenth century, this
position was traditionally held by a Dissenter.!%° Hutton was chairman of the local
small claims court and both Taylor and Russell sat as county justices in
Worcestershire. Dissenters also made up a substantial proportion of the local street
commissioners.!?! This was not unique to Birmingham. John Seed has found that

commercial towns where Rational Dissenters had a strong numerical presence

°7 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 173.

%8 For more on the Galtons see Barbara Smith, ‘The Galtons of Birmingham; Quaker Gun Merchants
and Bankers, 1702-1831’, Business History, IX, 1-2 (1967), pp. 144-6.

% Eric Hopkins, Birmingham: The First Manufacturing Town in the World 1760-1840 (London,
1989), p. 137.

1% Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 183.

"bid., p. 184.
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exhibited a similar profile to Birmingham. Their chapels were dominated by
families of substantial merchants and manufacturers with professional men such as
physicians also well represented. Some of these individuals sat on the edge of county

society and also occasionally served on the magistrate’s bench.!92

That the Methodists, Congregationalists and Baptists tended to attract people lower
down the social scale has already been discussed. In the case of the Unitarians and
Quakers it would be incorrect to suggest that Taylor and Russell were typical of
Unitarian and Quaker laity. Such congregations in other towns typically attracted
assorted tradesman, shopkeepers, small-scale manufacturers and other lesser
professionals. It was these kinds of people that made up the majority of the
congregation while the wealthy merchants and industrialists made up the elite.!03
Between 1781-5, 42% of attendees at the New Meeting were engaged in either
medium scale or small-scale industrial enterprise. In the same period, 56% of the
Bull Street Quaker meeting were engaged in such activities. In contrast, only 11% of
members of the Cannon Street Baptist Church were involved in industrial

activities.!0¢

Dissenters unquestionably maintained a substantial presence within Birmingham
prior to the Priestley Riots. While the number of houses occupied by Dissenters was
in slight decline, it would be a mistake to underestimate the power and influencethat
prominent Dissenters commanded. The Baptist, Congregationalist and newly

constructed Methodist chapels provided provision for some of the poorer sections of

192 Seed, ‘A Set of Men Powerful Enough in Many Things’: Rational Dissent and Political
Opposition in England 1770-1790, in K. Haakonssen (ed.) Enlightenment and Religion (Cambridge,
1996), p. 148.

% bid., p. 148.

% Hopkins, Birmingham: The First Manufacturing Town, p. 100.
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Birmingham while the town’s Unitarians were a prominent force among the town’s
middle classes.!% Dissenters were both major employers in Birmingham and
wielded substantial influence in local government, sharing power with Anglicans for
much of the eighteenth century despite efforts by the latter to wrest away some of
that control. Despite the prominent position Dissent occupied in eighteenth century
Birmingham, its place in local society is often measured by the presence of one man,

Dr Joseph Priestley.

Joseph Priestley

When Joseph Priestley arrived in Birmingham in 1780 there was a cohort of
conservative and assertive Anglican clergy who were well placed within the town.
There was also a diverse group of Protestant Dissenters who formed a substantial
minority. They were prominent among Birmingham’s middling sorts and
commanded a disproportionate influence in local government. Despite a spirit of
cordiality there were growing tensions between the two groups based largely on
national issues such as the war in America and the Dissenters’ campaign to repeal
the Test and Corporation Acts.'% As will be shown, Priestley’s arrival in
Birmingham not only served to further exacerbate these tensions but create entirely

new ones as well.

Before arriving in Birmingham, Priestley had served as Tutor of Warrington
Academy, minister of Mill Hill chapel in Leeds and librarian to the reforming 2nd

Earl of Shelburne at Bowood. Priestley was initially brought to Birmingham by the

1% Scott, The Enquiring Sort, p. 186.
1% See Money, Experience and Identity, chapter 8.
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advantages the town offered for his scientific pursuits. He also wanted to be nearer
to his brother in law, John Wilkinson, who had emerged as a generous
benefactor.!9” He did not arrive with the expectation of resuming his ministerial
duties. Within a month of Priestley’s arrival one of the ministers of the New Meeting
resigned and an invitation was made for Priestley to replace him. The position was
likely to have been very attractive. Although the New Meeting contained a cross
section of theological viewpoints,'% it was reputed to have been leaning towards

Unitarianism since 1746.109

When Priestley arrived in Birmingham the local clergy would not have greeted him
enthusiastically. Priestley had already garnered a reputation as an outspoken
opponent of the Church. He had been enthusiastic in his support of the colonists of
America, he had also strongly supported the Dissenters’ relief Bills in 1772 and 1773
and had promoted the disestablishment of religion.!!? Not long after his arrival
Priestley was to publish what could perhaps be considered as his most controversial
work, his History of the Corruptions of Christianaty (1782). In this Priestley tried to trace
everything that he regarded as a corruption in the Christian faith from its
beginnings.!!! He launched a scathing attack on the primary elements of the
Christian doctrine; the concepts of the Trinity and predestination. The doctrine of

the Trinity was described by Priestley as ‘corrupt’.!!?

7 Wykes, ‘Joseph Priestley: Minister and Teacher’, in Joseph Priestley, Scientific, Philosopher and

Theologian, p. 40.

1% Wykes, ‘A finished Monster of the true Birmingham breed’, p. 45.
1% Rose, 'Religious History: Protestant Nonconformity', p. 416.

10 Schofield, The Enlightened Joseph Priestley, p. 264.

""" Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 171.

"2 Wykes, ‘Joseph Priestley: Minister and Teacher’, p. 41.
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Priestley’s rejection of the Trinity caused particular anger amongst Churchmen
across Britain. This resulted in very public disputes with prominent Anglican
Bishops including Samuel Horsley and George Horne.!!? In the case of Horsley, the
resulting exchanges led to a fierce controversy between the two and lasted for
several years.!!* In the course of these exchanges Priestley published another
controversial publication, The Importance and Extent of Free Enquiry in Matters of Religion
(1785). This pamphlet reiterated his stance on the Trinity but also contained
perhaps Priestley’s single most controversial statement During his time in
Birmingham. In discussing the actions of the Unitarians, he said ‘We are, as it were,
laying gunpowder, grain by grain, under the old building of superstition, which a
single spark may hereafter inflame, so as to produce an instantaneous explosion’.!!?
Some historians have sought to play down this significance of this statement,
claiming that Priestley was merely stating that the Anglican clergy were placing
themselves in a perilous situation.!!® The statement may also be referring to how
unsustainable the existing establishment was in light of new scientific discovery. The
true meaning of Priestley’s writing is largely irrelevant; the way in which it was
perceived is of much greater significance. Priestley’s controversial choice of prose
was used despite the advice of colleagues and friends such as Josiah Wedgwood who

regarded it as inflammatory.!!” As Boyd Hilton observes, the gunpowder metaphor

'3 For Priestley’s dispute with Horne see Nigel Aston, ‘Horne and Heterodoxy: The Defence of

Anglican Beliefs in the Late Enlightenment’, The English Historical Review, 108, 429 (1993), pp.
895-919.

"4 Hole, ‘Horsley, Samuel’, (1733-1806), Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/13820?docPos=1.

'3 Joseph Priestley, The Importance of Free Enquiry in Matters of Religion (Birmingham, 1785), pp.
40-1.

116 Sheps, ‘Public Percpetions of Joseph Priestley’, p. 54. Gibbs also claims that in context the
statement ‘seems harmless enough’, p. 173.

""" Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 173.
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proved to be a prophetic comment considering the fate that would befall his own

house in the riots of 1791.118

Some historians have claimed that intellectually Priestley was the victor in his
exchanges with Horsley.!!® Whether this is true is debatable. What is of greater
significance 1s the effect of the theologial dispute upon Priestley’s own reputation.
Instead of answering Priestley’s arguments directly Horsley aimed to destroy the
authority of his name.!?% In this, he had some success and was evidently aided by
Priestley’s own ill-advised choice of prose. These exchanges began to shape a
negative public perception of Priestley, painting him as a dangerous radical who
wanted to bring down the Church. This was only reinforced by the infamous
gunpowder metaphor, which earned him the nickname of ‘Gunpowder Joe’. The
obvious connotations associated with gunpowder and revolutionaries only

strengthened the conviction that Priestley was the propagator of dangerous ideas.

Priestley earned further notoriety through his involvement in the Dissenters’
attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts. Together with Richard Price,
Priestley was at the very forefront of the campaign.!?! His close friend William
Russell led the local campaign for repeal. As will be discussed later in this chapter,
Priestley’s Letter to the Right Honourable Wailliam Pitt (1787) at the outset of the first
repeal attempt did much to infuriate the local clergy. He produced one of the first
replies to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, which marked the

beginning of the conservative reaction to the French Revolution. In his Letters to the

"8 Boyd Hilton, A Mad, Bad and Dangerous People? England 1783-1846 (Oxford, 2008), p. 446.
"' Hole ‘Horsley, Samuel (1733-1806)’.

"2 Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 172.

121 Roy Porter, English Society in the 18" Century (London, 1991), p. 345.
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Right Honourable Edmund Burke (1791) Priestley denounced Burke’s fears that the
French Revolution would result in anarchy and ultimately dictatorship. The French
Revolution was likened to that of America’s. Priestley also expressed his desire for a
more open, egalitarian, humane and prosperous England based on the American
model.!?> He again called for the disestablishment of the Church. The dangers of an

established clergy maintained by public property were also discussed at length.!?3

Having already engaged in controversy with one member of the local clergy,
Spencer Madan, in regards to the Test and Corporation Acts, Priestley proceeded
to participate in another bitter exchange. In reply to Burn’s Letters to the Reverend Dr
Priestley (1790), Priestley composed his retort in Letters to the Rev. Edward Burn (1790).
This was published just before Parliament debated the third repeal motion. The
letters were primarily concerned with defending the Unitarian faith!?* They also
discussed the impending repeal vote in some detail. In the preface Priestley warned
the clergy of ‘the violence and folly of their conduct, and the probable consequences
of it.”1?> Priestley’s claim, that it was ‘with reluctance’,!?6 that he intervened in the
debate over the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts was misleading. Far from
being a bystander, Priestley, along with William Russell, was a prime mover in the

local repeal campaign and a prominent figure in the national campaign.

By this stage, the local theological-political controversy had developed a pattern.

Priestley’s exchanges with Madan focused primarily on politics while his altercations

122 Marilyn Butler (ed.), Burke, Paine, Godwin and Revolution Controvesy (Cambridge, 1984), p. 84.

12 Claeys, ‘The Reflections refracted’, p. 48.

124 See Burn, Letters to the Reverend Dr Priestley, on the Infallibility of Apostolic Testimony,
Concerning the Person of Christ (Birmingham, 1790).

125 See Anon, The following extracts from a preface to a late publication, entitled,"Letters to the Rev.
Edward Burn, of St. Mary's chapel, Birmingham" by Dr Priestley (Birmingham, 1790), p. 4.

126 priestley, An Appeal to the Public, p. 18.
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with Burn discussed theology and scripture. Despite the attacks directed against
him, Priestley remained unmoved. His Familiar Letters to the Inhbatiants of Birmingham
(1790) provoked further resentment.!?” Over the course of 270 pages, Priestley
returned to the major controversies of the 1780s and renewed his attack upon the
local clergy. Priestley ridiculed the intransigence of the Church and dared Madan
and Burn to admit that on scriptural and historical grounds they were wrong about
the trinity and the divinity of Christ. Their opposition to the repeal of the Test and

Corporatio Acts was also described as arising from ‘bigotry” and ‘prejudice’.!?®

Priestley’s vociferous writing was to have consequences beyond Birmingham. By
1790 he was attracting the attention of political satirists. James Sayer’s February
1790 print, The Repeal of the Test Act: A Vision marked the second time that Priestley
appeared in satirical print. Sayers predicted the potential results if the Acts were
repealed in a forthcoming parliamentary debate. In the print, Dissent was explicitly
associated with French secularism and with republicanism.!?? Joseph Priestley
featured prominently in the print. He was depicted as bellowing hot air onto a
congregation, the hot air symbolising Atheism, Deism, Socinianism and
Arianism.'3? The print also depicts an American flag whose revolutionary rejection
of the British monarchy Priestley had supported in his writings.!3! Richard Clay has
suggested that Sayers is warning that the heated, allegedly godless utterances of

Priestley and his allies could lead to a revolution in Britain.!3?

12" See Priestley, Familiar Letters Adressed to the Inhabitants of Birmingham (Birmingham, 1790).
28 A succinct overview of Priestley’s main arguments can be found in Stephen Bygrave, ‘I Predict a
Riot’: Joseph Priestley and the Langauges of Enlightenment in Birmingham in 1791, Romanticism,
18, 1 (2012), p. 72.

129 Sheps, ‘Public Perceptions of Joseph Priestley’, p. 52.

B0 bid., p. 52.

! Clay, ‘Riotous images: representations of Joseph Priestley in British prints during the French
Revolution’, History of Education, 35: 4 (2008), p. 590.
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Hlustration 3 The repeal of the Test Act a Vision (1790) by James Sayers!33
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In the months prior to the riots, Priestley was appearing more and more frequently
in satire. In James Sayers Mr Burke’s Pair of Spectacles for Short-sighted Politicians (1791).
Priestley 1s depicted as single handedly leading an attack on the religious authority of

the Anglican Church.!'3* His intervention in the debate on the French Revolution

and his public admonishment of Burke’s Reflections doubtlessly contributed to his

133 Birmingham Central Library, Archives Department (herafter BCL) 1IR10/73449. Timmins
Collection.
134 Clay, ‘Riotous images’, p. 592.
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prominence in Sayers caricature. Only two weeks before the riots Priestley appeared
again in satire in the form of Doctor Phlogiston: Politician or the Political Priest (1791). This
linked Priestley with atheism and sedition. In the print he wielded firebrands and
emerging from his pockets were writings on Dissenters’ rights and attacks on
orthodoxy.!3> Such depictions continued to strengthen the negative public

perception of Priestley that had been increasing during the 1780s.

There is little disputing the fact that Dissent maintained a significant presence in
Birmingham in the late eighteenth century. While, numerically speaking, the
number of Dissenters was in slight decline and accounted for only ten percent of the
population, their strength should be measured in factors other than numbers. Just as
the Anglican clergy maintained a local power base of confident and assertive
individuals such as Spencer Madan or Edward Burn, the same could be applied to
the local Dissenting congregations, especially the Old and New Meetings.
Prominent Dissenting families could be found working within local government,
while the presence of Joseph Priestley ensured that the New Meeting in Birmingham
was one of the leading congregations in the country engaged in politics and reform.
Priestley’s presence in Birmingham helped to portray local Dissenters as outspoken
and vociferous opponents of the Church. While the Unitarian and Quaker meetings
tended to be occupied by wealthy and influential bourgeoisie, the expanding
Methodist congregations were increasingly attracting more of the poorer sections of
the town’s population. Local Anglicans were highly sensitive to the influence that
Dissenters wielded and were concerned by the continued attacks made by Priestley

upon their establishment.

133 Sheps, ‘Public Perceptions of Joseph Priestley’, p. 55.
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Religious Tensions in 1780s Birmingham

Having considered the relative positions occupied by the Church and Dissenters in
late eighteenth century Birmingham, it is now important to further scrutinise the
conflicts that broke out between the two groups in advance of the Priestley Riots.
Barrie Rose has suggested that it was not until the eve of the riots that any
distinction was made between upper class Churchmen and Dissenters in
Birmingham.!3¢ Such conclusions cannot be supported by either contemporary or
secondary evidence. John Money has argued that the American War and the
beginnings of Dissenters’ attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts had
precipitated a cooling of relations even before Priestley’s arrival in Birmingham. As
will be shown, the period between 1780-1791 witnessed a rapid deterioration in this

decline.

The relationship between Anglicans and Dissenters before Priestley’s arrival has
attracted conflicting interpretations from both contemporaries and historians.
Joseph Priestley claimed that, upon arriving in Birmingham, he noticed ‘the spirit of
party...ran higher than in most other places in the kingdom’.!37 Priestley claimed
that local Anglicans refused to go into the same coach with Dissenting ministers or
walk with them in the procession.!3® The cause of this party spirit, Priestley claimed

was because Dissenters were in possession of all the civil power in Birmingham.!39 It

136 Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 70.

7 Priestley, An Appeal to the Public on the Subject of the Late Riots in Birmingham: To Which are
Added Strictures on a Pamphlet Intitled Thoughts on the Late Riot at Birmingham, (London, 1791),
p. 4.

18 priestley, An Appeal to the Public, p. 4.

19 Priestley, An Appeal to the Public, p. 8.
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1s possible that Priestley exaggerated the animosity that already existed between in

an attempt to exculpate himself for responsibility in causing the riots.

The first major point of contention occurred over the Birmingham library’s decision
to stock controversial theological writings. The library was established in 1779 by a
group of men who were primarily Dissenters. John Lee, a Unitarian button maker,
had played an influential role in the establishment of the library and it was within
his rooms that the library was originally housed.!* The library was managed by a
committee of subscribers. As an organisation it was initially primarily made up of
Dissenters but also received support from the local Anglican Church. During the
course of the decade, members of the Church were able to exert a much greater
influence over the library. By the middle of the decade the committee was
dominated by local Anglicans. Prominent local clergy, such as Spencer Madan,
became influential members of the committee of subscribers. Joseph Priestley also
maintained a strong interest in the public library and had since his arrival in
Birmingham provided it with considerable support. Contemporaries were in
agreement that Priestley had played a significant role in transforming the library
from a small institution which catered for a minority to one that was successfully

reaching wider sections of the Birmingham populace.!*!

Tensions arose in 1786 with the decision to stock Priestley’s Hustory of the Corruptions of

Christianity (1782). The circumstances surrounding the decision to purchase this

'Y Hunt, A History of the Birmingham Library 1779-1979: A Bicentenary Reappraisal (Birmingham,

1979), p. 2.

'4!'See Burn, 4 Reply to the Reverend Dr Priestley’s Appeal to the Public on the subject of the late
Riots at Birmingham in Vindiction of the Clergy and other respectable inhabitants of the Town,
(Birmingham,1792) p. 13; J. Edwards, Letters to the British Nation and to the Inhabitants of Every
Other Country (Birmingham, 1792), p. 11.
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pamphlet remain difficult to ascertain.'*? As previously discussed, the committee of
subscribers was, at this point, dominated by members of the Church. Priestley
claims to have opposed the inclusion of his work on the basis of a preference that the
library did not include any books that could be considered controversial.
Furthermore William Russell was the only Dissenter present at the meeting where
the decision was made to purchase the book and he apparently voted against it.!*3 A
direct result of this disagreement was that four local clerics including Spencer
Madan decided to withdraw their membership from the library although all later
reinstated their membership. What is perplexing about this entire affair is that it
appears that those committee members who voted for the inclusion of Priestley’s
Corruptions of Christianity were Anglicans.!** Edward Burn claimed that the decision
by Madan and his colleagues to withdraw their membership was because they
thought that the introduction of Priestley’s writings was inconsistent with the
original design of the institution.!® Their opinion was not incompatible with that of
Priestley’s. Priestley had argued that theological texts of a controversial nature
should not be permitted unless funds were available to purchase books from both
sides of the theological dispute. Where the difference appears to have occurred 1s
that Madan and certain other members of the Church seemed determined to
prevent any theological works that attacked the Church from being available

through the library.!46

"2 There are a number of contemporary accounts relating to this controversy including Anon, 4 Fair

Statement of Facts, Containing a Short Account of the Institution of the Birmingham Library,
(Birmingham, 1789); Priestley, An Appeal to the Public, pp. 78-81; Burn, A Reply to Dr Priestley’s
Appeal, pp. 4-12.

14 Priestley, Appeal to the public, p. 11.
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Priestley’s History of the Corruptions of Christianity. If William Russell was the only Dissenter
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At this point Priestley took the decision to withdraw his assistance from the library.
This was only temporary as by 1790 he could again be found on the committee of
subscribers. Priestley’s decision to withdraw from the committee provoked the
condemnation of Edward Burn. Priestley later defended his involvement with the
library, suggesting that he hoped it would bring ‘reading and thinking to the town’.
In describing his own actions with respect to the business of the library, ‘it was not
possible for any man to act with any more liberality than I did’.!*” Priestley may
have overstated his case but it appears that in regards to the dispute over the library
he did very little wrong. The decision to stock his History of the Corruptions was
apparently taken against his wishes. Priestley’s decision to withdraw his membership
from the committee of subscribers over the dispute was misguided, his actions could
not be considered any worse than that of some of the clergy. The result of the fall
out was to divide the body of subscribers along party lines.!*® Priestley’s own
involvement in this dispute may have been minimal but it was to set a precedent of

confrontation between Priestley and the local clergy in Birmingham in the second

half of the 1780s.

A further area of dispute between Dissenters and Anglicans arose over the initially
unassuming subject of Sunday schools. The national Sunday school movement
began in the 1780s.!* In Birmingham, the establishment of Sunday schools can be

dated back to 1784. Initially the movement spread across all denominations,

147 Priestley, An Appeal to the Public on the Subject of the Late Riots at Birmingham. Part II

(Birmingham, 1792), p. 31.

'8 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 190.

' For the most comprehensive discussion of this subject see Malcolm Dick, English Conservatives
and Schools for the Poor c. 1780-1833, School of Industry and the Philanthropic Society’s School for
Vagrant and Criminal Children’, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Leicester (1979).
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marking an example of co-operation between Anglicans and Dissenters. The
primary aim of these schools was to provide an education for the children of
manufacturers.!5? The responsibility for organising the Sunday schools lay with
members of all denominations involved. The process appears to have been
dominated by members of the established Church from the beginning. Charles
Curtis played a leading role in initiating the scheme and was one of its primary
supporters.'>! Members of the local clergy could be found organising the schools,
which were held at Anglican churches and chapels. The schools were attended by
children of all denominations.!? The Sunday schools were undoubtedly of
considerable importance to the local clergy as they provided one way in which to

reach sections of the poorer community in Birmingham.

The town’s Dissenters had initially agreed to the idea that all the Sunday schools
would take place in Anglican churches. It was not long before they began to
campaign for the right to run their own schools. These attempts were frustrated by
the clergy who were openly hostile to the idea.!®® Matters came to a head in 1786
when the Unitarians lobbied for their children to be able to attend a Dissenting
service after their Sunday school rather than an Anglican one. This was voted on by
the committee responsible for the running of the Sunday schools and narrowly
rejected. The Unitarians then made a second attempt in 1787 this was also rejected
by the commiittee. In this case, the deciding vote was apparently cast by Charles
Curtis, who used his authority as chair of the committee to reject the motion. Curtis

was apparently motivated by the desire for Sunday schools to be exclusively

" John Alfred Langford, A Century of Birmingham Life: Or a Chronicle of Local Events: From
1741 to 1841 (Birmingham, 1868), p. 410.
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Anglican establishments.!>* As a result, the combined organisation broke down and
the Unitarians departed to establish their own schools. While Baptists and
Independents continued to collaborate with the Church, this fallout marked the

beginning of the end of interdenominational Sunday schools in Birmingham.

After the riots, Joseph Priestley portrayed the decision of the local clergy not to allow
Dissenters to establish their own Sunday schools as a further example of the ‘absurd’
and ‘long-standing’ bigotry which resided within Birmingham.!>> Edward Burn
defended the role of the clergy in the resulting commotion. He suggested that the
establishment of Nonconformist Sunday schools could have resulted in children not
attending any place of worship at all.!3% Burn also suggested that on this issue there
existed disagreement among the ranks of Dissenters. He accused Priestley of
‘deliberately ignoring some Dissenters wishes’.!>7 This did not stop Priestley
considering the conduct of the clergy in regards to Sunday schools to be the product
‘of the most contemptible bigotry’.!5 The motivation behind the clergy in opposing
the establishment of Nonconformist Sunday schools is not difficult to discern. Curtis
and his colleagues were motivated by the desire to protect children (and particularly
poor children) from potentially being exposed to dangerous ideas, which it was
feared would happen if the Dissenters were able to run their own Sunday schools.!>?
The coming of the French Revolution in 1789 only served further to strengthen the
Birmingham clergy’s resolve on this issue, as there was increasing concern that those

children taught to read could be easily influenced if they read publications by the

13 Scott, “The Enquiring Sort’, p. 228.

13 priestley, An Appeal pt II, p. 23.

"3 Burn, 4 Reply to Dr Priestley’s Appeal, p. 8.
"7 Burn, 4 Reply to Dr Priestley’s Appeal, p. 12
18 priestley, An Appeal pt II, p. 26.

1% Scott, “The Enquiring Sort’, p. 228.
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likes of Joseph Priestley.!%? This caused further tension between Anglicans and
Dissenters as Anglicans witnessed their fear of independent Dissenting Sunday

schools with the potential to spread dangerous ideas turn into a reality.

Although the Sunday schools established by the Unitarians were at first relatively
small scale, there mere presence was a source of consternation amongst local
Anglicans.!%! That Joseph Priestley played such a significant role in the
establishment of the Unitarian Sunday schools only exacerbated this consternation.
He was the first name on the committee that was tasked with establishing the
Unitarian Sunday school.'6? It is possible that Priestley’s involvement in the
campaign for independent Dissenting schools and the potential influence of his
radical ideas played its part in the suspicion and distrust within which the Unitarians

attempts to form separate schools was met with by the local clergy.

It was not only in Birmingham that Sunday schools led to a decline in relations
between Anglicans and Dissenters. The appendices of Priestley’s Appeal to the Public
part 1T included An Account of the High-Church Spirit which has long prevailed at
Stourbridge.'%3 In this account the author accused the clergy of Stourbridge of
deliberately preventing children of poor Dissenters from gaining access to Sunday
schools.!%* This accusation was strenuously denied by the reverend Robert Foley,
who, as minister for Cradley, was one of those accused. Foley claimed to have never

witnessed a single instance of partiality or personal bias in relation to the admission

10 Scott, “The Enquiring Sort’, p. 229.

' Langford, 4 Century of Birmingham Life, p. 421.

12 Scott, “The Enquiring Sort’, p. 230.

19 priestley, A4n Appeal pt II, pp. 197-206.

1% <An Account of the High-Church Spirit which has long prevailed at Stourbridge’, in J. Priestley,
Appeal pt 11, p. 204.
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of children into Sunday schools.'%> Regardless of whether this is true, it is apparent
that the controversy over Sunday schools was to have far greater significance in
Birmingham. John Money argues that ‘in one of their most influential aspects of
their relationship with the community, Church and Dissent were now divided
against each other.” Furthermore, ‘much of their pastoral work henceforth assumed
the form of a mutual battle for the minds of the younger generation’.!%6 Certainly
this controversy, however outwardly insignificant, was an important part in the

piecemeal decline in relations between Dissenters and Anglicans in Birmingham.

If one issue did more than any other in Birmingham to cause animosity between
Anglicans and Dissenters then it was the local Dissenters’ involvement in the
campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts. The campaign was conducted
on a national level and encompassed Dissenters from all denominations. The
Corporation Act was introduced in 1661 and was intended to restrict membership
of a municipal or chartered corporation to communicant members of the Church of
England. The Test Act dates from 1673 and was intended to exclude Catholics and

other non-Anglicans from holding military or civil office.!6

The first attempt to repeal these acts was made in March 1787. Joseph Priestley
claimed to have had no involvement in this attempt, suggesting the movement for
repeal was entirely organised by Dissenters in London.!%8 Such claims are totally

inaccurate. Birmingham Unitarians and in particular Priestley and William Russell

1% Robert Foley, 4 letter to Dr Priestley in answer to the appendix (No. 19) of his appeal to the

public on the subject of the late riots at Birmingham, part I (London, 1793), p. 12.

1% . Money, Experience and Identity, p220.

17 Robert Cornwall and William Gibson, ‘Introduction’, in Cornwall and Gibson (eds.) Religion,
Politics and Dissent, 1660-1832 Essays in Honour of James E. Bradley (Farnham, 2010), p. 2; D.
Wykes and 1. Rivers, ‘Introduction’ in Joseph Priestley. Scientist, Philosopher and Theologian, pp.
3-4.

18 1. Priestley, Appeal to the public, p. 15.
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were prominent in the move for repeal from the start. Russell, in particular, was a
leading player in the national repeal movement.!%9 During this first attempt at
repeal Priestley wrote and published a letter to Prime Minister William Pitt the
Younger. In it he criticised Pitt’s opposition to abolishing the Test and Corporation
Acts. While Priestley cites his involvement as ‘accidental’,'7? it directly contradicts
his earlier contention that he had no involvement in repeal movement. His letter
was to cause great offence to not only Pitt and other members of parliament but also
the Anglican clergy in general. Priestley reminded Pitt that his tenure as Prime
Minister had been a disappointment to those who had come to expect ecclesiastical
and political reform from him.!7! Pitt had previously made clear that he was
concerned that if the Dissenters were allowed this measure of relief then they would
make further demands.!7? In his letter to Pitt, Priestley agreed and proceeded to
elaborate on what they would demand, including a repeal of the law which made it
blasphemy to impugn the doctrine of the trinity.!”3 This letter not only offended Pitt
and many of the clergy but also some Dissenters, who felt that their aspirations were
being misrepresented.!’* Even Priestley himself seems conscious that his letter
caused ‘great offence’ but because it was published in London and made no
particular reference to Birmingham he claimed to be oblivious to how this could
have an effect on relations at Birmingham.!”> At best this can be seen as naive. The
ivolvement of the Birmingham Dissenters in the attempt to repeal the Test and
Corporation Acts further contributed to a further deterioration in their relations

with the local clergy. The first motion brought before parliament was defeated

1% See J. Money, Experience and Identity, p. 220; Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 191 and Rose,
“The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 71.

170 priestley, Appeal to the public, p. 16

I Cited in A. Sheps, ‘Public Percpetions of Joseph Priestley’, p. 52.

172 Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 176.

'3 priestley, Appeal to the Public, p. 15.

174 Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 176.

'3 Priestley, Appeal to the Public, p. 17
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comfortably by seventy-eight votes. Subsequent attempts by Dissenters to repeal the

acts ensured that this remained a contentious issue in Birmingham.

Priestley’s involvement in the first attempt to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts
made him the target of sustained criticism from members of the Anglican clergy. In
1788 George Croft published his Cursory Observations in Respect to Dr Priestley in which
he directly attacked Priestley for supporting the attempt to repeal the Test and
Corporation Acts. Croft maintained that the acts should not be abolished on
account of the fact that Dissenters were republicans and were enemies of Church
and state.!76 Croft was to later give sermons defending the Test Acts. At this point
Croft had no tangible connection with Birmingham. His defence of the Test and
Corporation Acts and his reputation as an established opponent of Joseph Priestley

are likely to have aided his appointment to the lectureship of St Martin’s in 1791.

It 1s initially difficult to understand why Birmingham Dissenters were such
vociferous supporters of the attempt to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts. James
Bradley has noted that despite the restrictions imposed by the acts, Dissenters were
relatively free to advance in local and national government and did so in a local
setting in surprisingly large numbers.!”” This was certainly the case in Birmingham
where Dissenters were active in local government and even from the magistrate’s
bench. They were also well represented in the ranks of street commission and in the
Court of Requests. John Taylor and William Russell both sat as County Justices.!”8

Priestley acknowledged that locally, few, if any, Dissenters were excluded from civil

170 Croft, Cursory Observations in Respect to Dr Priestley (Birmingham, 1788), p. 2.

""" James Bradley, Religion, Revolution and English Radicalism: Nonconformity in Eighteenth
Century Politics and Society (Cambridge, 1990), p. 37.

'8 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 184.
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offices with in which they serve.!”? From this, it is difficult to understand why
Birmingham Dissenters were so concerned with the repeal movement. Peter Jones
argues that the restraints of the Test and Corporation Acts underlined the
shortcomings of the toleration Act. Despite this, Jones suggests it was uncertain
whether the bulk of Dissenters considered the issue of repeal really worth fighting

for.189 Priestley and Russell undoubtedly did.

The repeal movement was to cause considerable uneasiness amongst Anglicans
nationally. To them the acts represented, in the words of Robert Hole, ‘the sacred
alliance of Church and state, the cornerstone of the constitution. To attack the
Church establishment on the grounds of religious liberty was to appeal to an
abstract right against the very foundation of the British constitution’.'8! Disputes
over the potential repeal of the Acts raged in the provinces, with those in
Birmingham being particularly bitter. In is no coincidence that contemporary
accounts of the Priestley Riots frequently suggested that Dissenters’ attempts to
repeal the Test and Corporation Acts were one of the principal causes of the riots.
In the words of one ‘authentic account’, they ‘excited much alarm and
apprehension among many of the established clergy and was most forcibly felt by

those residing in Birmingham’.182

The national debate sparked a bitter controversy in Birmingham between Spencer

Madan and Joseph Priestley. On 14 February 1790 Madan published a sermon, 7#e

179
180

Priestley, An Appeal to the Public, p. 13.

Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p. 190.

81 Hole, Pulpits, Politics and Public Order, p. 125.

182 Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots in Birmingham on the 14" 15™ 16" and 17" days of
July; also the judges charge and pleadings of the counsel, and the substance of evidence given on the
trials of rioters, and an impartial collection of letters, written by supporters of the establishment and
the dissenters in consequence of the tumults (Birmingham, 1791), p. vi.
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Principal Claims of the Dissenters Considered. In it he charged Priestly and his fellow
Unitarians as being enemies of church and state because they were attempting to get
the Test and Corporation Acts repealed.!®3 Priestley then published his Familiar
Letters Addressed to the Inhabitants of Birmingham (1790). In these letters Priestley attacked
the Test Act’s legal requirement of ‘occasional conformity as a prostitution of sacred
ordinance’. Priestley went further, attacking the established Church and claiming
there was no need for its existence.'8* This exchange served only to increase the

bitterness felt between Priestley and the Birmingham clergy.

This 1s certainly reflected in Edward Burn’s reply to Priestley’s Appeal. Despite this,
Burn suggested that the issue of repealing the acts was not the primary cause of the
clergy’s indignation towards Dissenters. Instead he suggested that Priestley’s letter to
Pitt caused greater offence. Burn argued that until Priestley’s letter to Pitt appeared,
the issue of repeal had excited little attention within the town. He also claimed that
many members of the establishment, including some clergy, up until that point
entertained strong doubts on the propriety of continuing these restrictions.!® It was
Priestley’s letter to Pitt however that ‘gave great, just and general offence’.186
Priestley denied this, countering that ‘it was the extreme of bigotry, the same that
had existed long in the place before I went there’ that led to the clergy opposing the

Dissenters attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts.'8’

Subsequent attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts were to excite further

controversy. The second motion was brought in May 1789 and narrowly defeated in

183 Schofield, The Enlightened Joseph Priestley, p. 274.
" bid.

'S5 Burn, 4 Reply to Dr Priestley’s Appeal, p20.

1 bid., p22.

'8 Priestley, An Appeal part II, p. 36.
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the Commons by 122 votes to 102. In Birmingham, Priestley’s decision to take a
back seat in the 1789 campaign partly explains why the issue attracted relatively
little contention in Birmingham when compared to either the 1787 or 1790 repeal

attempts.

The third repeal attempt in 1790 proved to be far more controversial. It altered the
relationship between Anglicans and Dissenters nationally and marked the final step
in the total breakdown in relations between the two groups in Birmingham. The
outbreak of the French Revolution may have given renewed impetus to the
Dissenters repeal campaign, but it had the same effect on Anglicans opposition to it.
The Dissenters deicision to link their advocacy of political rights with their
enthusiasm for the French Revolution spectacularly backfired. It only rekindled and

inflamed old sectarian antagonisms. 88

Before the motion came before parliament Dissenters made very public efforts to
mobilise support for the campaign. Meetings in relation to the repeal attempt were
called throughout the country in December. The clergy became increasingly
alarmed that opposition was being organised against them in towns such as
Birmingham.!® Joseph Priestley returned to the fore of the campaign. In November
1789 Priestley’s Conduct to be Observed by Dissenters was published. This sermon
reiterated the rights that he felt Dissenters were entitled to but emphasised only
peaceful tactics should be employed.!0 Priestley claimed that this was one of the

calmest and most moderate of all discourses that was ever written on a political

'8 Rogers, Crowds Culture and Politics, p. 194.

"% Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 179.
10 See Priestley, The Conduct to be Observed by Dissenters in Order to Procure the Repeal of the
Test and Corporation Acts (Birmingham, 1789).
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subject’.!?! Regardless of Priestley’s opinion of his work, his continued intervention

led to the atmosphere in Birmingham becoming increasingly strained.

During the third attempt at repeal, Priestley claimed that Dissenters in Birmingham
became the objects of ‘general odium and resentment’.!92 This resentment may have
been provoked by prominent Churchmen publishing sermons attacking Priestley
and the Dissenting community in Birmingham. Prior to the debate in Parliament on
2nd March the controvesy further intensified. On 3" January George Croft entered
Spencer Madan’s pulpit in St Philips church in Birmingham to deliver a sermon
entitled The Test Laws Defended. The sermon called for the preservation of the Test
Acts. Croft declared that Priestley and his fellow dissenters were ‘demolishing the
whole fabric of Christianity’.!?3 Crofts sermon was described by John Hobson,
minister of the Unitarian Kingswood Chapel, as ‘viciously prejudiced...scurrilous,
morose, persecuting and abusive’.!?* Spencer Madan then delivered his own sermon
discussing the impending debate in Parliament on the 14 February. Madan
described Dissenters occupation of offices of civil and ecclesiastical power as
‘incompatible with the welfare of the Established Church’.'% He warned of the
potential for ‘liberty to lead to licentiousness’.'9¢ Madan also suggested that the
repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts would not only weaken the security of the
Church but also the state. He asked, ‘Can the state receive, then, a security from
them (Dissenters), equal to the safety it enjoys from the Church of England? The

question was undoubtedly rhetorical.

1 Priestley, A4n Appeal to the Public, p. 17.

2 1bid., p. 17.

193 Cited in Rose, The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 71.

194 John Hobson, 4 series of Remarks upon Sermon preached at St Philips Cathedral in Birmingham
on Sunday 3 Jan 1790 (Birmingham, 1790).

195 Spencer Madan, The Principal Claims of the Dissenters Considered (Birmingham,1790), p. 12.
1% Madan, The Principal Claims, p. 24.
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To what extent these publications influenced the final outcome of the third
Parliamentary debate is difficult to ascertain. The magnitude of the defeat, 104 votes
for and 294 votes against, ensured that the Acts would not be finally be repealed
until 1828.197 As the Birmingham Dissenters rued the failure of the national repeal
campaign, little did they know they were yet to face the full repercussions of their

support for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts.

Conclusion

The late eighteenth century marked a transition in the relationships between
Anglicans and Dissenters in eighteenth century Birmingham. Anglicans and
Dissenters had occupied positions of strength within the town. The years between
1750-1780 witnessed growing tensions within these communities, brought about by
the war in America and the beginning of the Dissenters’ pursuit of the repeal of the
Test and Corporation Acts. This was not sufficient to significantly disrupt the
collaboration found amongst members of the town’s elite, particularly in the areas of

local government and urban improvement.

Following the arrival of Joseph Priestley, the 1780s witnessed growing fractures
within Birmingham’s religious community. Birmingham’s clergy became
increasingly concerned by the vocal, confident and aggressive rational Dissent

spearheaded by Joseph Priestley. The fear of an escalation of the spread of

"7 Ditchfield, ‘Debates on the Test and Corporation Acts, 1787-90: the Evidence of the Division
Lists’, Historical Research, 50, 121 (1977), p. 69. For more about the 1828 repeal see G. I. T.
Machin, ‘Resistance to the Repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts 1828°, The Historical Journal,
22,1 (1979), pp. 115-39.
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dangerous ideas resulted in leading Anglicans destablising collaborative projects
such as the public library and Sunday schools. This was motivated by a desire to
prevent controversial material being available in the library and preventing children
who had attended the Sunday schools from attending Dissenting services. Dissenters
responded in kind by abandoning their partnerships with Anglicans. These events

set a precedent of conflict, which escalated as the decade drew to a close.

The campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts was a pivotal moment in the
increasing animosity, which ultimately resulted in the outbreak of rioting in July
1791. Dissenters’ desire for equality proved to be an inflammatory issue, particularly
during the third repeal attempt in 1790. The level of opposition can partly be seen
as resulting from the outbreak of the French Revolution and the extensive reforms
to the Catholic Church in France. This was observed with apprehension by
Anglicans in Britain. The stance adopted by leading Dissenters, to use events in
France as a stimulus for their own political agitations, changed the parameters of the
debate and particularly worried Anglicans. Prominent Churchmen in both
Birmingham and Britain as a whole rushed to the pulpit and to print to oppose the
third repeal motion and predict dire consequences should Parliament have voted for
the acts to be repealed. During the course of these attacks Dissenters were frequently
likened to the revolutionaries in France, an association that became increasingly

harmful as British attitudes towards the French Revolution cooled.

The analysis presented in this chapter has placed a considerable burden on the role
played by Joseph Priestley. It is no coincidence that his arrival in Birmingham in

1780 preceded the piecemeal falling out between Anglicans and Dissenters in
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Birmingham. Upon his arrival he was regarded with suspicion by local Anglicans
and this attitude only worsened throughout the 1780s. That he was involved,
advertently or inadvertently, in most of the local disputes reflects his own centrality
in the affair. His energetic pen and contentious subjects of discussion made him a
source of vexation and ultimately acrimony amongst Birmingham’s Anglican

community.

It is thus difficult to support John Money’s contention that Birmingham had already
entered a crucial stage of its religious development before 1780. Underlying tensions
undoubtedly existed between the Church and Dissent, however during the 1760s
and 1770s there remained a spirit of relative cordiality between the two groups. This
was not the case after 1780 when relations were tarnished by a theological dispute,
quarrels over local intuitions and the Test Act repeal campaign. Taken as a whole
this series of disputes firmly propelled the town towards one of the longest and most

violent riots of the eighteenth century.
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Chapter 3: The Priestley Riots of 1791

Introduction

As discussed 1n the historiographical review, the question of what caused the
outbreak of rioting in Birmingham has both interested and confounded historians.
The resulting body of literature has offered a number of potential explanations, if
not a definitive answer. By examining the state of the Church and Dissent in
eighteenth century Birmingham and tracing the decline in relations between the two
groups, the previous chapter has attempted to outline the context in which the
outbreak of rioting was possible. The purpose of this chapter will be to discuss the
immediate causes of the riots, such as the Bastille dinner and the infamous handbill.
A brief narrative of events between 14" and the 18" of July will then be offered.!
Finally, a detailed analysis of the origins of the riots will be attempted. This will
encompass a consideration of both short-term and long-terms causes and the
relative importance played by both local and national contexts. The relative merits
of the social and religious interpretations previously advanced by historians will then
be balanced alongside a consideration of the importance of the political context and

the outbreak of the French Revolution.

It will be suggested that far from being a spontaneous eruption of violence, the
causes of the Priestley Riots were complex and multi-layered. They had their
foundation in the breakdown in relations between Anglicans and Dissenters in

Birmingham during the 1780s. Dissenters’ support for the French Revolution and

! For the purposes of this chapter only a brief narrative is necessary, for the most comprehensive
account of the riots see Vivian Bird, The Priestley Riots of 1791 and the Lunar Society (Birmingham,
1991).
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their final attempt to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts in 1790 provided a
crucial pre-requisite for the violence directed against them in July 1791. These
events were crucial in transforming contemporary perceptions of Dissenters and
portraying them as a threat to not only the Church but also the monarch and the
existing social order. The Bastille dinner and the inflammatory handbill then

provided the immediate provocation.

The Bastille Dinner and the Riot of 1791

The immediate precedent for four nights of rioting was a dinner celebrating the
second anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. Organised by local reformers and
supporters of the French Revolution, this gathering would ultimately attract some
ninety diners. The dinner was publically advertised in Aris Birmingham Gazette on 11t
July. It invited ‘any friend of freedom’ to ‘commemorate the auspicious day which
witnessed the emancipation of twenty-six millions of people from the yoke of
despotism’.? Included was a notice that a list of diners would be published in the
subsequent edition of the newspaper. This has been interpreted as an attempt to
deter potential attendees? and provided an ominous warning of the commotion that

was to follow.

The 1nitial advertisement of the dinner coincided with the publication and
circulation of an inflammatory handbill around Birmingham. The handbill was
published as an ‘advertisement’ for the Bastille dinner. It lauded ‘Gallic liberty’

before stating ‘is it possible to forget your own parliament is venal? Your Minister

% Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots, p. 1.
? Rose, The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 72.
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hypocritical? Your clergy legal oppressors? The reigning family extravagant? The
crown of a certain great personage every day becoming too weighty for the head
that wears it?’* In any context the complaints about taxes, civil and ecclesiastical
impositions and coarse expressions of disloyalty against King George III would have
caused dismay. As an advertisement for the Bastille dinner they caused a furore.?
Although the author of the handbill was unknown it was widely believed at the time
to have originated from within the Dissenters ranks.5 The magistrates offered a one
hundred guinea reward to anyone who could identify the author or publisher. The
organisers of the dinner moved swiftly to distance themselves from any knowledge of
the handbill, publically declaring their disapprobation of it and denying any
knowledge of its author.” This was not sufficient to discourage the perception that
the contents of the handbill were representative of the political opinions of the
organisers of the dinner. Contemporaries were unanimous in contending that the

handbill inflamed an already tense situation.®

The emergence of the handbill and the appearance of inscriptions on Birmingham’s
walls declaring ‘Church and King forever’ and ‘destruction to the Presbyterians’
gave Priestley sufficient cause to reconsider his decision to attend the Bastille

celebrations. Despite the growing hostility, the organisers of the dinner including

*J. Creasey, ‘The Birmingham Riots of 1791: A contemporary Account’, Transactions of the
Unitarian Historical Society, X111 (1963-66) p. 114. For the handbill in full see Appendix 2.

> Graham, The Nation, the Law and the King, p. 235.

% John Brooke later claimed the author was John Hobson, minister of the Unitarian Kingswood
Chapel although this was never substantiated. See The National Archives (hereafter TNA) HO 42/19
folio 522, Brooke to Dundas 15™ August 1791

"Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 73.

¥ See Priestley, A4n Appeal to the Public part I, p. 26; Hutton, The Life of William Hutton, p. 83;
Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots, p. 4; Burn, A Reply to Dr Priestley’s Appeal, p. 42.
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William Russell, James Keir and the hotel owner Thomas Dadley decided to

proceed but moved the time forward to 3pm in the afternoon.’

At around 3pm on 14® July 1791 around ninety diners assembled at Dadley’s Hotel
in Birmingham. Although the ranks of the crowd attacked Dissenters it is frequently
forgotten that attendees of the Bastille celebrations was made up of both Anglicans
and Dissenters, although the latter were very much in the majority.' As the diners
arrived, they were greeted by a crowd of around sixty or seventy protestors who
shouted abuse at them before dispersing. The meeting was chaired by James Keir
the chemist, industrialist, Anglican and prominent member of the Lunar Society. A
total of nineteen toasts were drunk, none of which could in any way be described as
revolutionary.!! Upon leaving, diners were greeted by a larger assemblage of people
who threw dirt and stones. The massed crowd maintained its presence for some
time, breaking the windows of the hotel and looting it. T'wo of the local magistrates
arrived, allegedly intoxicated, and made only half-hearted attempts to disperse the
rioters. According to some depositions collected by William Russell after the riots,
they may have directed the crowd towards the New Meeting.!? Having momentarily
threatened the Quaker meeting house on Bull Street opposite the hotel, the crowd

then proceeded on to the Unitarian New Meeting, which was set on fire.

This marked the beginning of the riots. Having destroyed the New Meeting the

rioters preceded to the Old Meeting. The building was ransacked and pulled down

’ Edward Burn and the Treasury Solicitor described Russell as instrumental in ensuring that the
dinner went ahead. Russell claims that it was Dadley who dissuading the organisers from cancelling,
instead suggesting the dinner be held earlier. See Burn, 4 Reply to Dr Priestley’s Appeal, p. 55-6,
TNA HO 42/19 folios 391-2; J. Priestley, An Appeal to the Public, p. 136.

' Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p193.

' Martineau. ‘Playing Detective: The Priestley Riots of 17917, p. 16; for a list of the toasts see
Appendix 2.

'ZTNA HO 42/19 Folio 403. Affidavit of Ann Hanwall, Birmingham 2™ August 1791.
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but not set on fire due to its proximity to other buildings.!? The next target was
Joseph Priestley’s house at Fairhill, Sparkbrook a mile and a half out of the town.
Priestley had been warned about the approaching rioters and was able to escape
with just minutes to spare. Upon arrival, the crowd plundered Priestley’s house
before burning it to the ground, in the process destroying his library and scientific

laboratory.

Mlustration 4 Destruction of Dr Priestley’s House and Laboratory, July 14" 1791 (1791)1*

DESTRUCTION OF DR, PRIESTLEY'S HOUSE AND LABORATORY, JULY 14, 1791

3 Rudé, The Crowd in History, p. 143.
' For more on visual representations of rioting in this period see Herbert Atherton, ‘The “Mob” in
Eighteenth Century Caricature’, Eighteenth Century Studies, 12, 1 (1978), pp. 47-58.
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On the 15% July, Lord Aylesford, the Lord Lieutenant of Warwickshire, arrived on
horseback at Fairhill and attempted to persuade the rioters to desist. Although
successfully diverting them the smouldering ruins of Priestley’s house, he only
succeeded in leading them back to Birmingham. With no coercive force to disperse
the now expanding crowd, Aylesford and the magistrates were powerless to prevent
the renewal of attacks upon Birmingham property. The rioters broke open the town
prison, releasing all the prisoners. During the course of the 15 July, attacks were
made on the properties of several prominent Unitarians, including the wealthy
industrialists John Ryland and John Taylor.!> A stationers’ shop belonging to
William Hutton was also attacked. Although a Unitarian, Hutton’s role as a local
debt collector may have also motivated the rioters. Upon arriving at Hutton’s home,
members of the crowd declared ‘this is the conscience house’ (referring to Hutton’s

role as the chairman of the Court of Requests), ‘By God, it must come down’.!6

The magistrates, concerned by the unremitting violence on the 15" made their most
serious attempt to disperse the riots. They swore in a number of special constables
at the Swann Inn on Bull Street and armed them with half mop sticks. The
Constables intercepted the main band of rioters at Baskerville House, the home of
John Ryland. After a struggle, the constables were beaten back with one dead and
several injured. According to Rose, a number of the rioters were sworn in as

constables and turned on their allies upon arriving at Ryland’s house.!”

' Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 74.

'® BCL IIR 1 331068, Compensation claims made by William Hutton for losses incurred in the
Birmingham Riots 1791, p. 13.

"7 Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 74.
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The defeat of the constables allowed the rioters to continue their campaign of
destruction until the arrival of a detachment of dragoons on the evening of the 17t
July. During this time other property belonging to prominent Unitarians was
attacked. This including the house of William Russell and Hutton’s Washward
Heath home, around 3 miles outside of Birmingham. The Unitarian Kingswood
chapel and the house of its pastor also fell victim to the rioters. Attacks were also
made on non-Unitarian Dissenters property including a Baptist Chapel at Kings
Heath and the house of the Baptist preacher John Harwood. The rioters also
attacked Mosely Hall, owned by John Taylor but occupied by Lady Carhampton, a
staunch Anglican and distant relative of George IIL.!% The rioters carefully loaded
her furniture unharmed onto wagons and escorted her to Castle Bromwich before
returning to burn down the hall.!? By the 17% the riots were subsiding. The final act
of the remnants of the crowd was to attack the property of William Withering.
Withering was an Anglican and prominent member of the Lunar Society. He had
taken the liberty of procuring ‘some famous fighters from Birmingham’ to defend his
property and was able to repel the attack with ease.?’ The arrival of the first
detachment of dragoons at around 8pm on the 17" brought four days of rioting to a
close. In total, some twenty seven buildings were attacked with around twenty of
those being destroyed or severely damaged. The riots had caused a number of
fatalities, most of whom were rioters themselves, and caused in contemporary

estimated tens of thousands of pounds worth of damage.?!

" Ibid.

¥ Ibid., p. 75.

20 Jenny Uglow, The Lunar Men The Friends Who Made the Future 1730-1810 (London, 2002), p.
444. For biographical details on Withering see J. K. Aronson ‘Withering, William (1741-99)’,
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29805

*I Wykes, ‘The Spirit of Persecutors Exemplified’, p. 17.
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The immediate aftermath of the riots was dominated by initially inaccurate
newspaper reporting of proceedings at the Bastille dinner and the subsequent riots
in both the local and London press. The worst offender was 7The Times. The 19 July
edition of the paper carried a largely erroneous account of events in Birmingham.
The paper blamed the riots on the Dissenters of Birmingham and the decision to
hold the Bastille dinner. It suggested that it was ‘natural for sensible Englishman to
revolt at the idea of poisoning the minds of the lower class of the people with those
wild and frantic notions of the demolition of crowns and the establishment of the
rights of man which have destroyed the real liberty of France’.?? It claimed that the
‘treasonable handbill’ had been circulated by the ‘Presbyterian party’. It described
the rioters as ‘to a man respectable house keepers and manufacturers’ and suggested
the crowd only attacked the hotel when they heard the ‘treasonable toasts’ being
made during the dinner. William Withering was also described as a ‘violent
Dissenter’ when he was in fact an Anglican.?? Some of these accusations were also

reprinted in the local press.

Although other elements of the London Press managed to report the riots with a
good deal more accuracy, the inaccuracies of The Times account endured. The
organisers of the Bastille dinner felt that its purpose has been sufficiently
misrepresented to justify a public rebuke of The Tumes report. Russell wrote a letter
to the Morning Chronicle describing the report in The Times as ‘the most atrocious
calumny that was laid before the public’ and vigorously defended the Bastille dinner.

He denied that the toasts were treasonable and gave a complete list of the toasts that

22 The Times, July 19™ 1791. See Appendix 3.
 Ibid.
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had been drunk, the first of which was to King and Constitution.?* James Keir, in a
letter to the Burmingham and Stafford Chronicle, likewise refuted some of the accusations
that had made in the local press, including a denial that Joseph Priestley’s behaviour
at the dinner had caused offence since Priestley ‘was not present’.?> Keir also
reminded readers that the dinner was attended by both Dissenters and Anglicans
and that it was not just Dissenters who celebrated the fall of the Bastille. Both letters
also reiterated that the meeting was attended by friends of liberty rather than by

revolutionaries.

Despite Russell and Keir’s best efforts, they were unable to overturn the lingering
suspicions that some of the diners were planning their own revolution in Britain.
This was only strengthened by the satirist James Gillray’s print, A Birmingham Toast,
which was circulated only a week after the riots (figure 3.1). It depicted a meeting of
leading Dissenters and prominent opposition members assembled at the dinner
including Charles James Fox, Priestley, Horne Tooke and Theophilus Lindsay,
none of whom were actually present on the 14t July. Priestley featured prominently
in the print and is depicted as holding a platter and saying “The...head here’
referring to the King’s head. By not referring to the king explicitly by name, Gillray
implied the toast was too shocking to transcribe. Furthermore by occupying such a
prominent position in the print Priestley was depicted as being the ring-leader of the
revolutionaries.?6 An image can also be seen in the background depicting a church
from which pigs heads feed from a trough, suggesting attendees of the dinner

wanted to profane the church as well as the king.?” The inaccurate newspaper

** Priestley, An Appeal to the Public, p. 136.

> Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots in Birmingham, p. 30.
*® Clay, ‘Riotous images’, p. 596.

* Clay, ‘Riotous images’, p. 596.
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reporting and satirical prints strengthened the conviction that Birmingham’s
Dissenters were culpable for causing the riots in the first place. As will be shown, this
was to have a profound impact upon the criminal proceedings brought against the

rioters and the victims efforts to claim compensation.

Mlustration 5 ‘A Burmingham Toast, 14 July 1791°(1791) by James Gillray?®

Analysis

In his influential study of the riots, Barrie Rose suggested that it was not until the
eve of the riot that any distinction was made between prominent Anglicans and
Dissenters in Birmingham. This contention was made on the basis that Dissenters

and Anglicans served alongside each other as magistrates, in local government and

¥ Reproduced in R. K. Dent, Old and New Birmingham, A History of the Town and its People,
(Birmingham, 1880), p. 215.
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worked together in philanthropic activities. According to Rose, this was only ended
by Dissenters’ attempts to repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts.?? While repeal
agitations were decisive, Rose’s analysis ignores the deterioration in relations during
the 1780s caused by the theological dispute and friction surrounding the library and
Sunday schools. The role of the religious and political grievances was not completely
disregarded but these were merely seen as secondary triggers to an ‘outbreak of

latent class hatred’.3°

From a similar ideological perspective, E. P. Thompson argued that the riots were a
‘discriminatory outburst’ instigated by the magistrates and clergy who directed the
urban working class against the ‘aggressive and successful Birmingham
bourgeoisie’.3! Fundamentally Thompson saw resentment of the wealth of the
prominent Birmingham Dissenters as the primary motivation of the rioters. There is
no denying that the majority of the victims were drawn from the wealthy middle-
class Dissenting bourgeoisie. The wealth of the victims, together with the attack on
the town’s prison, would initially point to social grievances being an important
contributing factor to the outbreak of violence. There is little evidence to support
this argument. In the swathe of contemporary pamphlets related to the riots, hardly
any reference is made to the wealth of Dissenters. As will be shown, it was their
religious and political beliefs that dominated the controversies of the 1780s and early
1790s. Furthermore, both Rose and Thompson describe the crowd as merely acting
upon the orders of those higher up the social scale. In the words of Rose, the riots

were an ‘episode in which the country gentleman called out the urban mob’.3? It is

** Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 70.
*% Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 84.
*! Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p. 80.
32 Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 17917, p. 84.
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ironic that although Marxist historians of the 1960s aimed to understand the crowd
from within,? in the context of Priestley Riots the role of the individual rioter was
lost, their motivations reduced to simply acting at the behest of the magistrates or

clergy.

To place the motivation of the crowd into purely economic or class terms is to
seriously misrepresent the reality of what took place. To reduce the motivations of
the rioters to being manipulated by individuals higher up the social scale both denies
the rioters a voice and underestimates the diverse and complicated range of
grievances that existed in 1791. This is the view taken by most subsequent studies of
the riots which have largely dismissed distanced themselves from the ‘social’
interpretation. The one exception is John Money who found that the decline of the
local button and buckle trades could have provided a social stimulus to the outbreak
of violence. In Money’s wider analysis the significance of the decline of local trades
is given only a supporting role. Religious hostility arising from the Test Act repeal
agitations is seen as the primary cause of the riots.3* These convictions have found

favour with other historians who have advanced variations of Money’s analysis.3?

There 1s a much greater body of evidence to support this argument. If the identity of
the victims is examined then an obvious pattern emerges. As Peter Jones has noted,
the rioters showed a ‘curious discipline’ with whose property they attacked. The

violence was not directed towards Dissenters as a homogenous group but primarily

?3 Frederick Krantz, ‘Introduction’, in Krantz (ed.) History from Below: Studies in Popular Protest
and Popular Ideology, Oxford, Blackwell, 1985, pp. 5-8.

** Money, Experience and Identity, p. 222.

* Ditchfield, ‘The Priestley Riots in Historical perspetive’, p5. Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, p.
192.
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towards members of Birmingham’s Unitarian congregations.3¢ The objectivity
shown towards other Dissenters is highly significant. A large crowd momentarily
surrounded the Quaker chapel on Bull Street but were dissuaded from attacking it
by some individuals within the crowd.?” The Independent chapel in Carrs Lane was
ignored, as were the two Baptist chapels in Cannon Street and Bond Street. A
Baptist chapel in the village of King Heath was assaulted but this occurred much
later on in the riots. There were murmurings within the crowd that the Methodist

chapels would be targeted but they avoided the rioters attention.

It is necessary to consider why Birmingham’s Unitarians were the objects of such
particular animosity. Two possible explanations present themselves. From a
theological standpoint the Unitarians’ anti- Trinitarianism set them apart from the
orthodox Dissenters, such as the majority of Baptists and Independents. Unitarian
theology had been at the heart of disputes between Priestley and prominent
Anglicans in the decade before the riots and also featured in the outpouring of post-
riot literature.?® This encouraged Grayson Ditchfield to prioritise the theological
dispute as the primary cause of the riots. In his words, ‘theological tenets espoused
by Unitarians crossed class divisions, cut them off from many who may have shared
economic and social interests and made them targets of xenophobic prejudice of the
mob’.39 Ditchfield placed the Priestley Riots in the same category as the Gordon

Riots, as the product of sectarian bigotry.

%% Jones, Industiral Enlightenment, p. 194.

*7 Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 73.

*¥ Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 208.

% Ditchfield, ‘The Priestley Riots in Historical Perspective’, p. 8.
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There is no disputing that anti-Trinitarian theology expounded from Priestley’s
pulpit greatly alarmed Birmingham’s clergy. It is difficult to discern to what extent
this alarm was transferred to the laity and in turn the ranks of the crowd. Madan,
Curtis and Burn were known to have preached on the dangers of anti-Trinitarian
theology in advance of the riots.*0 As Robert Hole noted, the theological
controversies of the 1780s took an increasingly subsidiary role after the outbreak of
the French Revolution and Dissenters advocacy of religious rights.*! James Bradley
has previously suggested that English Dissenters between 1754-84 represented a
religion of resistance rather than revolution. He also acknowledged that during this
period the Dissenting pulpit publically advanced views that were considered
politically disruptive.*? Between 1789 and 1791 the relationship between Anglicans
and Dissenters was altered. Through their campaign to repeal the Test and
Corporation acts and their support of the French Revolution, the threat they posed
to the established Church dramatically increased. These developing fault lines were
apparent nationally but were most profoundly felt in Birmingham where Priestley,

arguably the most outspoken Dissenter of his time was located.

The local breakdown in relations between Anglicans and Dissenters recorded in the
previous chapter did not occur simply on the basis of the theological dispute alone,
although they certainly played some part. As discussed in the previous chapter
Birmingham Dissenters were at the forefront of Dissenting protest during this
period. They featured prominently in the campaign for Dissenting liberties in the
1770s and the campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation acts. They challenged

the Anglican establishment before events in France provided a continental cue for

* See for example Burn, Letters to the Reverend Dr Priestley.
*! Hole, Pulpits, Politics and Public Order, p. 98.
* Bradley, Religion, Revolution and English Radicalism, p. 35.
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reform.* To suggest that the theological dispute alone provoked the outbreak of
rioting again misrepresents the diverse range of grievances that existed both

nationally and locally in 1791.

It is frequently forgotten that the Bastille dinner in July 1791 took place in an
atmosphere of increasing doubt about the French Revolution. French affairs were
given renewed prominence through the attempted flight of Louis to Varennes. His
capture and subsequent treatment was a source of increasing alarm in Britain.**
Edmund Burke’s fears of the Revolution, laid out in his Reflections, were initially
dismissed as fantasy.*> By the middle of 1791 his ideas were gaining support and
were increasingly circulated through Burke’s popularisers in the press.*6 Dissenters
and in particular Unitarians suffered through their association with the Revolution
and became one of the focal points of Burke’s attacks. Dissenters were characterised
by Burke as dissimulating, intemperate zealots and associated with Jacobinism.*’
While the ferocity of Burke’s attacks drew much criticism, they helped to shape
conservative fears of the Revolution and to fuel hostility at home to pro-French
sentiment.*® The warm reception given to events in France by prominent Dissenters
such as Joseph Priestley and Theophilus Lindsay ensured that Dissenters became

indissolubly associated with support for the French Revolution.

While Barrie Rose oriented towards an interpretation of the riots which

characterised them as an outbreak of class violence, to his credit he argued that ‘we

* Andrews, Unitarian Radicalism: Political Rhetoric 1770-1814 (London, 2002), p. 3.
* Graham, The Nation the Law and the King, p. 227.

*> Whale, ‘Introduction’, p. 3.

¢ Rogers, Crowds Culture and Politics, p. 191.

*" Claeys, The French Revolution Debate, p. 30.

* Rogers, Crowds Culture and Politics, p. 192.
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can hardly disregard the charged atmosphere and disruptive claims injected into
English politics by the French Revolution.*? This is precisely what subsequent
historians of the riots have done. E. P. Thompson cautioned against attributing
animosity towards events in France as contributing to the outbreak of violence.
Thompson argued that it would be ‘a serious error to generalise from the
Birmingham riots as to the general hostility of the urban poor to French
Revolutionary ideas’.>® Thompson underestimated the importance of the handbill
disseminated in advance of the riots, which contemporary observers agree
dramatically increased tension within the town.”! As an invite to the Bastille dinner,
the handbill which eulogised the French Revolution and denigrated the British
constitution was greeted with dismay and indignation.’? Thus, it was the political
opinions of the diners rather than their religious beliefs which dominated the

immediate controversy.

The role of Dr Joseph Priestley has already been discussed in the previous chapter
but further remarks need to be made. Priestley’s presence magnified the threat
posed by Dissenters to the establishment in Birmingham. His theological writings in
the mid-1780s caused consternation amongst local clergy. His political writings
resulted in even more widespread alarm. Priestley’s biographers may have sought to
portray him as the innocent victim,? but he both reacted to and at times sought
controversy. His contentious choice of prose, the intended meaning of which was

frequently misinterpreted, exacerbated the threat he posed to the Church. By

* Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p. 84.

> Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p. 80.

>! Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots in Birmingham p. 3; See also Hutton, The Life of William
Hutton, p. 108.

> Graham, The Nation, the Law and the King, p. 235.

>3 Schofield, The Enlightened Joseph Priestley, p. 275.
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engaging local Anglicans in both theological and political disputes, Priestley

provided a natural focal point for attacks on Birmingham’s Dissenters.

The diverse range of instigating factors discussed above is also evident what the
ranks of the crowd are alleged to have shouted during the course of the riots. An
account that appeared in 7The Tumes claimed that slogans included ‘God save the
King’, ‘long live the King and the constitution in church and state’, ‘down with the
Dissenters, down with the abettors of French rebellion’, ‘Church and King’, ‘down
with the rumps’, ‘no Oliver’s’, ‘no false rights of man’.>* As Adrian Randall has
pointed out, these slogans suggest the attitudes of the crowd were informed by a
‘curious dualism of old and new’.”>> They provide further evidence that the crowd
was motivated by both old religious and new political grievances. This includes
hostility to Dissenters, to the French Revolution and a desire to maintain the status
quo. Hutton claimed that the shouts of ‘no popery’ during the riots reveal that some
of the crowd did not know what they were rioting against. While this may be true in
regards to some individuals, the shouts of no popery were very much an anomaly.
The other slogans indicate that the crowd was clearly informed by a diverse range of

religious and political motivations.

It 1s important to determine how negative views of Dissenters, of the French
Revolution and of Joseph Priestley were communicated to the ranks of the crowd. It
is not satisfactory to conclude that the rioters were merely acting at the instruction of

the magistrates and the clergy. Although members of the local Anglican elite may

* The Times, 18" July 1791.
>3 Randall, Riotous Assemblies, p. 316.
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have been prominent in attempting to lead the rioters, the ranks of the crowd were

not unknowing participants and clearly informed by their own beliefs and values.>®

The pulpits of Birmingham provided one potential way in which hostility to
Dissenters and to Joseph Priestley was circulated. The clergy’s opposition to
Unitarian theology and Dissenters’ attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation
Acts were articulated in the pulpit before being published in print. Madan’s Principal
Claims of the Dissenters Considered was initially given as a sermon at St Philip’s on 14
February 1790. Aside from predicting disastrous consequences for the Church
should the Test Acts be removed from the statue book, Madan also warned of the
threat posed by the Socinian doctrine ‘gaining ground among the Presbyterians’.”’
George Croft covered similar ground in his sermon opposing the repeal of the Test
Acts, as did John Clutton during his farewell sermon delivered from the pulpit of St
Martin’s.%® It is difficult to believe that parishioners were not influenced by the

extent and ferocity of these attacks.

At the same time, it would be incorrect to suggest that many of the individual
rioters’ hostility towards Dissenters was founded upon an understanding of the
intricacies of the theological and political debate. It is possible to speculate, as
William Hutton did, that many of the rioters were not regular attendees at St
Martins or St Philips. In the wider dissemination of anti-Dissenting ideas, Martin

Smith has suggested that the local working class pamphlet press assumed particular

% Randall, Riotous Assemblies, p. 316.

" Madan, The Principal Claims of the Dissenters, p. 9.

*¥ See George Croft, The Test laws Defended. A Sermon preached at St Philips Church in
Birmingham on Sunday January 3" 1790 (Birmingham, 1790); John Clutton, 4 Farewell Sermon,
Preached in the Parish Church of St Martin, Birmingham on Sunday December 13" 1789
(Birmingham, 1790); Gibbs, Joseph Priestley, p. 179.
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importance. Smith in particular cites the Nott pamphlets, written under
pseudonyms such as John Nott, button burnisher or Job Nott, buckle maker as

crucial in implanting suspicion of Dissenters into the minds of the public.%?

The pamphlets were written in local vernacular and designed to appeal to the
labouring and manufacturing classes of Birmingham. Their origins and authorship
remains unknown, although they are thought to have originated from members of
Birmingham’s establishment.®® They were intended to function as a local instrument
for mobilising public opinion against reformers and Dissenters. Broadly speaking,
they were hostile to Dissenters, to the French Revolution and were anti-
intellectual.! They were equally hostile to anyone in Britain sympathetic to the
French cause. The Nott pamphlets also had more specific targets. John Nott’s first
three pamphlets were all critical of the campaign to repeal the Test and Corporation
Acts.%? Joseph Priestley was a popular and prominent target. His scientific
achievements were belittled, his political writings were branded as dangerous while
his integrity was questioned.%® In John Nott’s Very Familiar Letters, Priestley’s
infamous ‘gunpowder’ sermon was condemned. Addressing Priestley, Nott stated
‘you never write but to tell us church people that you’re laying it grain by grain
under the churches and mean to blow ‘em up very soon’.6* Although a startling
misrepresentation of what Priestley was attempting to say, it was this kind of
language that the Nott pamphlets used to portray Priestley and the Dissenters as a

threat to society.

>% Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, p. 17.

% See Scott, “The Enquiring Sort’, p. 171-190.

%1 Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, p. 113-114.

52 Ibid., p. 113.

%3 Scott, ‘The Enquiring Sort’, p. 198.

% John Nott, Very Familiar Letters, addressed to Joseph Priestley in Answer to his Familiar Letters
to the Inhabitants of Birmingham (Birmingham, 1790), p. 128.
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Smith also infers that popular taverns provided another way in which antipathy
towards Dissenters was disseminated. Contemporary writers testify to the fact that
the toast ‘damnation to dissenters’ and ‘damnation to Priestley’ became part of a
standard public house routine, a routine that was often participated in by the
magistrates.®> Allied to this, negative inscriptions were made on the walls of
Birmingham such as ‘damn the Presbyterians’, ‘damn Priestley’ and ‘Church and
King forever’.56 All of this contributed to the growing hostility towards Dissenters in

Birmingham.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that the riots did not originate from a single cause but a
complex milieu of connected motives. While the theory that the riots had their
foundation in the theological disputes of the 1780s has proved popular and has some
substance, the importance of the political context has been lost. The total
breakdown of relations between Anglicans and Dissenters did not transpire purely
on the basis of the theological dispute alone. It was the particular conjunction of
religion and politics in the period between 1789 and 1791 which propelled

Birmingham towards the outbreak of rioting.

The controversies fought out between Priestley on one side and Horsley and the

Birmingham Anglicans on the other set an important pretext for the outbreak of

6% Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, p. 19.

% BCL MS 184534, James Bisset, ‘Original MSS Songs, Written on seeing the various inscriptions
on the walls of Birmingham, from the year 1791-1800, faithfully given as they appeared in different
periods 1800.
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violence. The warm reception given to the French Revolution by prominent
Dissenters and the decision to link French affairs with their own campaign to repeal
the Test and Corporation Acts transformed perceptions of Dissent and in particular
Unitarianism in the period between 1789 and 1791. The visible advocacy of
political rights and public enthusiasm for the French Revolution were pivotal in
portraying Dissenters and particularly the increasingly militant branch of
Unitarianism as not merely a threat to the Church, but to the monarch and British

soclety.

On 14" July 1791 Bastille dinners were taking across Britain yet Birmingham was
the only town that witnessed an actual outbreak of violence.5” The local context thus
assumed particular importance. The quarrels over the library and Sunday schools
set a precedent of open conflict between Anglicans and Dissenters while the national
campaign for repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts was given particular
poignancy at a local level by the presence of one of its most vocal advocates, Joseph
Priestley. Priestley’s personal role was significant. At the very forefront of Dissenting
protest he found himself as the focal point, both locally and nationally of Anglican

responses. In Birmingham his name had become associated with republicanism.

%7 Edward Royle has incorrectly suggested that rioting broke out in Manchester on 14 July 1791. See
Royle, Revolutionary Britania? Reflections on the Threat of Revolution in Britain (Manchester,
2000), p. 14. Other secondary sources suggest that aside from the circulation of a handbill, there was
no further violence in Manchester on this day; See Booth, ‘Popular Loyalism and Public Violence’,
p. 300.
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Chapter 4: ‘Nothing but a Birmingham Jury Can Save Them’: The

Trials of the Priestley Rioters of 17911

Introduction

For Joseph Priestley and the other victims of the 1791 riots, the attempts to convict
the rioters were as deplorable as the riots themselves. In the words of Priestley,
‘every possible difficulty was thrown in the way of procuring evidence against the
rioters, and everything was done to screen them from punishment’.? Historians have
broadly agreed with this portrayal of events, describing attempts to bring the rioters
to justice as abject and having totally failed to convict the perpetrators.? While most
histories of the riots make some reference to the criminal trials, relatively little
research has been conducted into the nature of the proceedings at the
Worcestershire and Warwickshire Assizes in the autumn of 1791. Barrie Rose
briefly discussed the trials in his seminal article on the Priestley Riots. Rose was
primarily concerned with the occupation of those brought to trial rather than the
details of the trials themselves. Thus, while a broad outline of proceedings is readily
available, an explanation as to why only five people were convicted for a riot
involving several hundred is not. The purpose of this chapter is to provide such an

explanation.

! Hutton in his typically hyberbolic style claimed that the trials became so notorious in the local area
that hunters confident of catching their prey would exclaim ‘nothing but a Birmingham jury can save
them!” See Hutton, The Life of William Hutton, p. 104.

* Priestley, An Appeal to the Public part II, p. 83.

? Ian Gilmour, Riots, Risings and Revolutions (London, 1992) p. 103; See also Maddison and
Maddison, ‘Joseph Priestley and the Birmingham Riots’, p. 103; Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791,
p. 82; Wykes, ‘A Finished Monster of the True Birmingham Breed’, pp. 52-3.
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To achieve this objective it will be necessary to provide an analysis of events leading
up to, during and after the trials at the Worcestershire and Warwickshire Assizes.
The actions of both the local authorities and the government and their attempts to
bring the rioters to account will be examined in detail. Particular attention will be
given to the role of the local Justices of the Peace, who in the view of some
contemporary observers played a critical role in the failed prosecutions.* Similar
scrutiny will be applied to the role of the Treasury Solicitor, William Chamberlayne.
Martin Smith has previously argued that Chamberlayne was responsible for failing
to take action against the Birmingham magistrates and for preventing an inquiry
into the riots from taking place.> More needs to be said about the Treasury
Solicitor’s involvement in overseeing the arrest of the rioters and directing the
preparations for the assizes. The role played by Henry Dundas will also be analysed.
As Home Secretary, it was Dundas who was responsible for ensuring the rioters and
their abettors were prosecuted. Finally, the prosecution of the Birmingham rioters
will be compared to other criminal proceedings brought against suspected rioters in
the late eighteenth century. These comparsions will help to establish whether the
Birmingham trials were an anomaly in the context of eighteenth century law, or
whether they reflect a wider pattern of inadequate proceedings against suspected

rioters during this period.

Pre-Trials

The task of apprehending suspected rioters, bringing them to trial and taking

depositions from witnesses fell upon two local Justices of the Peace, Joseph Carles

* Priestley, An Appeal to the Public Part II, p. 84.
> Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, pp. 32-39.
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and Dr Benjamin Spencer. Carles and Spencer were not unbiased observers, they
were present as the rioters assembled outside Dadley’s hotel in Birmingham on the
evening of the 14" July and had made little effort to disperse the crowd. According
to some contemporary accounts they actively encouraged the rioters.5 The task of
assembling the jury to serve at the Warwick Assizes fell to John Brooke, the under-
sheriff of Warwickshire. Similar to Carles and Spencer, Brooke was allegedly
present at the riots and involved in encouraging the rioters and guaranteeing

judicial protection to those responsible.”

Joseph Carles of Handsworth had, by all accounts, done much for the town of
Birmingham before July 1791. He had an enviable reputation as one of the most
energetic magistrates in the county.? His activities had earned almost universal
acclaim. In March 1791, a testimonial was sent on his behalf to William Pitt signed
by the most notable inhabitants of Birmingham. The list of signatories included
Joseph Priestley and William Russell as well as other leading Dissenters.”? Carles was
no ordinary magistrate. He had risked financial ruin as well as a debtors’ prison in
his efforts to tackle Birmingham’s problems. Even after the riots, Carles was
considered so important to the preservation of law and order in Birmingham that a
number of local men of property, including Mathew Boulton and the banker John

Collins, raised a subscription to pay his debts.!?

% TNA HO 42/19 402-50. Affidavits of witnesses collected by William Russell in relation to the riots
in Birmingham.

" TNA HO 42/19 402-50.

¥ Douglas Hay, ‘Patronage, Paternalism and Welfare: Masters, Workers and Magistrates in
Eighteenth Century England’, International Labor and Working Class History, 53 (1998), p. 32.

’ Money, Experience and Identity, p. 12.

" bid., p. 14.
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Dr Benjamin Spencer was the Vicar of Aston. As a Justice he was responsible for
maintaining law and order in central Birmingham and Aston. He appears to have
carried out his duties as a magistrate with efficiency, often working alongside Joseph
Carles. Spencer had previously served alongside Dissenters on the committee of
subscribers responsible for managing the General Hospital.!! Despite this, he was a
stanch loyalist and like Carles was a prominent member of the Bean Club, a local
loyalist dining society.!? Spencer had not been personally involved in the theological
or political disputes of the 1780s. As one of the local clergy, he was likely close to

those who had.

There is much evidence to suggest that the investigation carried out by the
Birmingham magistrates to apprehend the rioters was far from satisfactory. A
climate of fear existed in Birmingham in the aftermath of the riots and Carles and
Spencer failed to prevent intimidation of prosecution witnesses who were
understandably reluctant to come forward.!3 In Warwick, there were warrants to
apprehend over one hundred rioters.!* Less than half of these were taken into
custody and only twelve were actually brought to trial. Notwithstanding the
difficulties associated with identifying individuals involved in a large rioting crowd, !
this represented only a very tiny minority of the hundreds that were involved in the

disturbances.

"bid., p. 10.

2 bid., p. 100.

13 Gilmour, Riots, Risings and Revolutions, p. 395; See also Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791°, p.
82.

'* Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, August 23" 1791.

1> See W. Nippel, ‘Reading the Riot Act, History and Anthropology, 1, 2 (1985), pp. 399-426.
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Records from the Treasury Solicitor’s papers reveal that detailed evidence was
collected against thirty-five suspects.'® Only twelve of those were actually indicted.
Many suspects were discharged despite strong evidence of their guilt. Three of the
accused were discharged despite each having a total of three witnesses able to testify
against them. A further seven were discharged despite having two separate witnesses
able to give evidence against them.!” In the cases where only one witness was able to
testify it was agreed between William Chamberlayne and lawyers Joseph White and
Joseph Scott that it would be necessary to enquire into the character of the witness
before the accused could be sent to trial.!® In the twelve cases where there was only

one witness able to provide evidence, none were tried.

The magistrates made every effort to be seen to be carrying out a thorough search
for the rioters. For example, they wrote to Chamberlayne requesting his personal
assistance in collecting evidence against the suspects.!” They also made efforts to
divert attention away from their investigation. While Dundas was writing to the
magistrates to encourage a more rigorous pursuit of the rioters, they were writing to
Chamberlayne to report that inflammatory material had been found at the houses
of Russell and Priestley. The material was printed by James Belcher, a local
Unitarian bookseller. Carles described Belcher as being ‘one of the most violent’ of
the Dissenters and accused him of printing the handbill disseminated in
Birmingham on the eve of the riots.?? Even after the trials, the magistrates continued

to blame the Dissenters for provoking the riots. John Brooke wrote a letter to

'® TNA TS 11/932/3304. List of individuals apprehended for rioting in Birmingham, July 14-18
1791.

" TNA TS 11/932/3304

'8 TNA HO 42/19 folio 450. Scott to Chamberlayne, 3™ August 1791.

' TNA HO 42/19 folio 497. Carles to Chamberlayne, 9" August 1791.

20 TNA HO 42/19 folio 514. Carles to Chamberlayne, 14™ August 1791.
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Dundas stating that two of the rioters found guilty claimed ‘the dinner at the hotel
on the 14t July and the threats against the Church’ were the reasons they had been
involved in the riots.?! These were obvious attempts by the magistrates to deflect

attention away from their own failings.

Henry Dundas had publicly praised both Carles and Spencer shortly after the riots
had ended. Despite this, there is evidence to suggest that he had misgivings about
their ability to apprehend the rioters. During the riots, the Home Secretary
reminded the magistrates that the ‘restoration of tranquillity ought to supersede all
other considerations’.?> On 21 July 1791, Dundas dispatched the Treasury Solicitor
William Chamberlayne to Birmingham with instructions to assist the magistrates in
taking depositions. He also requested that Chamberlayne report back on the
magistrates’ progress in apprehending the rioters and enquire as to the causes of the
riots. Finally, Chamberlayne was instructed to establish whether a special
commission was needed for the trials of the rioters.? The Treasury Solicitor took a
pivotal role in proceedings against the rioters and was clearly sent to ensure that

magistrates made rigorous attempts to bring those responsible to trial.

For their part, both Henry Dundas and Prime Minister William Pitt were greatly
alarmed by the riots in Birmingham and were keen to see the rioters apprehended.
Some preparations had been made for potential violence in London in reaction to
the Bastille dinners but these passed off peacefully. The seriousness of the
Birmingham disturbances had caused great concern. Pitt was deeply suspicious of

popular protests. During the Gordon Riots of 1780 he joined the Lincoln’s Inn

2L TNA HO 47/13/89 folio 256. Brooke to Dundas 12" September 1791.
22 TNA HO 43/3 Dundas to Carles and Spencer, 18" July 1791.
* TNA HO 43/3 Dundas to Chamberlayne, 21 July 1791.
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volunteer corps to help repel the crowd. The government’s attitude towards the
outbreak of rioting in Birmingham was best summarised by the new foreign
secretary William Grenville. Grenville commented, ‘I do not admire riots in favour
of the government much more than riots against it’.?* Henry Dundas had only
recently been elevated to Home Secretary and his tenure was intended to be
temporary. Pitt had already earmarked Lord Cornwallis for the position, but
Cornwallis needed to be recalled from India.?> Dundas nevertheless pursued his
duties with vigour and it was due to his energies that he was able to cement his
position in the government. He commanded a close relationship with Pitt, which
most of his colleagues did not possess. In 1793 one government insider claimed the
efficient ministry consisted of ‘Pitt, Dundas and Grenville’.?6 Dundas was concerned
that economic problems lay at the root of the disturbances and in addition to
pursuing the rioters, he urged the magistrates to formulate a plan, by subscriptions
or otherwise, to provide for the unemployed.?’” The decision to send the Treasury
Solicitor to Birmingham to oversee the prosecutions indicates the seriousness with

which Dundas and the British Government took the riots.

William Chamberlayne played a central role in the trials. As Treasury Solicitor he
was responsible for directing public prosecutions.?® It was in this capacity that he
was dispatched by Dundas to Birmingham to oversee the prosecution of the rioters.
Chamberlayne originally hailed from Hampshire and had previously served as

solicitor to the Mint before taking up the position of Solicitor to the Treasury in

24 Cited in Mori, William Pitt and the French Revolution, p. 94.

** Michael Fry, ‘Dundas, Henry, first Viscount Melville (1742-1811)’, Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8250.

*® Michael Fry, The Dundas Despotism (Edinburgh, 2004), p. 158.

" Ibid., p. 159.

8 For more on the role of the Treasury Solcitor, see J. R. Torrance, ‘Sir George Harrison and the
Growth of Bureaucracy in the Early Nineteenth Century’, The English Historical Review, 83, 326
(1968), p. 72.
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March 1775.%° Moreover, Chamberlayne had also played a crucial role in the
judicial proceedings against the Gordon Rioters of 1780 and was therefore

experienced in dealing with prosecutions of this type.

Despite Chamberlayne’s presence in Birmingham, Dundas became frustrated at the
lethargy of the magistrates in apprehending suspects. On 274 August he sent them a
terse letter to encourage a more effective pursuit of the rioters.3? Another letter
followed on 20™ August. In it Dundas expressed his regret that many responsible for
the late depredations were still at large despite the fact that detailed evidence had
been collected against them. He went on to state ‘I trust that if any of them should
be apprehended and brought before you, every proper step consistent with your
duty as magistrates will be taken for bringing them to justice’.3! Dundas was to be
disappointed, as only sixteen accused rioters were brought to trial at the Assizes in
late August 1791.32 The fact that so few rioters were put on trial did not escape the
attention or criticism of the press. On the eve of the Warwickshire trials the Morning
Post and Darly Advertiser claimed “There 1s much mystery about this subject. Those are
in custody make up but a small part of the number charged with having been active
in this disgraceful meeting. There are warrants to apprehend more than 100 people
but only 16 held’.?3 In explaining why so few alleged rioters were actually brought to
trial in Warwick, the culpability must be shared between Carles, Spencer and

William Chamberlayne.

¥ R. G. Thorne, The History of Parliament, The House of Commons 1790-1820: 1, A Survey
(London, 1986), p. 432.

*® TNA HO 43/3 Dundas to Carles and Spencer, August 2" 1791,

> TNA HO 43/3 Dundas to Carles and Spencer, August 20™1791.

2 Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 82.

33 Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, August 23™ 1791.



137

As previously noted, Martin Smith has identified Chamberlayne as playing a
decisive role in ensuring that no action was taken against the magistrates. Smith’s
conclusions on Chamberlayne’s personal role are damning. He described the
Treasury Solicitor as guilty of a ‘quite extraordinary interposition of his own
prejudices between the merits of the evidence’.3* This is a profound statement and it
1s necessary to consider whether such accusation is justified based on the evidence

available.

Upon arriving in Birmingham, Chamberlayne met with Carles, Spencer and
William Russell. From these initial meetings, Chamberlayne instantly sided with the
magistrates. In a letter to the Lincoln’s Inn lawyer Joseph White, Chamberlayne
described the Birmingham magistrates as ‘good subjects’ who were ‘generally
esteemed within the town’. Russell meanwhile was condemned as ‘a rigid dissenter
and one of the most violent of that sect’. He was also denounced for supporting the

repeal of the Test Act and organising the Bastille dinner.3>

Further meetings between Chamberlayne and Russell did not lead to the Treasury
Solicitor changing his opinion of the Dissenters. William Russell later provided
Chamberlayne with an extensive series of affidavits that provided damning evidence
against Carles, Spencer and the county under-sheriff John Brooke. A number of
these testimonies claimed that not only were the magistrates present at the hotel at
the beginning of the riots, but also that they were intoxicated and actively

encouraged the gathered rioters towards the Unitarian meeting houses.3% The

** See Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, pp. 32-39.

3 TNA HO 42/19 folio 391-2. Chamberlayne to White, August 3" 1791.

* TNA HO 42/19 folio’s 402, 403, 676, 690. (Affidavits of James Phillips, Ann Hanwall, George
Davies, John Lowe, James Bradley).
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affidavits also testify, as the disturbances grew out of control, Carles, Spencer and
Brooke were guilty of provided guarantees to the rioters that they would not be
prosecuted if they desisted.?” One of the victims, George Humphreys, approached
Spencer during the riots and asked for the army to be called in but his request was
refused.?® In total Russell had managed to collect testimonies from thirty-six
individuals with a remarkable consistency in their accounts of what had taken place.
A personality clash between Russell and Chamberlayne may explain why the
Treasury Solicitor chose to ignore such strong evidence against the magistrates,
although wider comments about Dissenters reveal that he was hardly sympathetic to
their plight. The tone of Russell’s letters could at times be overbearing as he took it
upon himself to take personal control of the investigation. Chamberlayne described
with thinly veiled frustration how ‘Mr Russell was in constant attendance, furnishing
me with the name of witnesses’.?® Chamberlayne, during his correspondence with
Joseph White, could not conceal his contempt for Russell. When the organisers of
the Dinner contemplated cancelling it, Chamberlayne described how Russell ‘went
to the man of the hotel where the dinner was and told him the dinner must go on,

that he would dine there if no one else did, so much for the man’.40

The evidence presented above suggests that Martin Smith’s admonishment of
Chamberlayne’s personal role is not entirely unjustified. Smith however
underestimated the pragmatic reasons for the government not taking action against
the magistrates. Douglas Hay has noted that it was actually very rare for magistrates

to be prosecuted for malpractice in eighteenth century Britain. This was, he argues,

T TNA HO 42/19 folio 403 (Affidavit of Lydia Leavon)

*¥ TNA HO 42/19 folio 348 (Affidavit of George Humphreys)
¥ TNA HO 42/19 folio 391-2.

** TNA HO 42/19 folio 391-2.
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due to the enormous importance placed upon unpaid magistrates in the
administration of English criminal law.*! As noted above, Benjamin Spencer and
Joseph Carles were held in high esteem by many influential people in Birmingham
and had built a deserved reputation for efficiency and diligence. In view of the
difficulties associated with finding competent replacements, it could be argued such
action was always unlikely. Chamberlayne’s role in the lack of government action
should not be completely discarded. Dundas was clearly not satisfied with the
activities of the Birmingham magistrates during the riots or in their aftermath.
Faced with the Treasury Solicitor’s unwavering support of Carles and Spencer who
both had exemplary records, in addition to the risk of undermining local authority,
Dundas had no reason to take action against the magistrates. This enabled Carles,
Spencer and Brooke, all three ardent opponents of Dissenters, to oversee the process

of bringing the rioters to trial.

The Dissenters could have persisted with a private action in the court of King’s
Bench against the magistrates. Hay has noted that only the wealthiest victims of
wrongdoing could afford to prosecute the magistrates responsible.*? Russell and the
Birmingham Dissenters certainly fell into this bracket but were dissuaded from
doing so by the government’s own unwillingness to take action and the counsel of
William Hutton, who advised that such an action may excite further hostility against
the Dissenters and impact upon their own efforts to claim compensation for their

losses.*3

*! Douglas Hay, ‘Dread of the Crown Office: The English Magistracy and Kings Bench 1740-1800°
in Norma Landau (ed.) Crime and English Society 1660-1830 (Cambridge, 2002) p. 43.

*2 Hay, ‘Dread of the Crown Office’, p. 42.

* Maddison and Maddison, ‘Joseph Priestley and the Birmingham Riots’, p. 103.
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Worcestershire Assizes

The authorities in Worcestershire had been no more efficient in apprehending the
rioters than their counterparts in Warwickshire. Although the majority of the
disturbances had occured in Warwickshire, some violence, including the destruction
of William Russell’s house, as well as attacks on property belonging to John Talyor,
had taken place in Worcestershire. Although the attack on Russell’s house was said
to have involved dozens of people, only nineteen had been apprehended for rioting,
four of whom were actually brought to trial.** The purpose of these sections is not to
provide a comprehensive account of the trials at the Worcestershire and
Warwickshire Assizes. Instead an overview of proceedings will be provided. This will

be followed by an analysis of why so few rioters were successfully prosecuted.

The first trials of the Birmingham rioters were held at the Worcester Assizes
beginning on 10% August 1791 in front of the Lord Chief Baron Eyre. Sir James
Eyre had had a long and illustrious career and was considered a sound judge who
was learned in the law. While he had something of a reputation for administering
capital punishment with greater frequency than most of his contemporaries, he was
also renowned for being exceptionally astute when instructing juries.*> He was later
famous for sitting on the trials of the members of the London Corresponding

Society in 1794 and consequently attempting to expand the law of treason towards

the end of the decade.*6

* TNA HO 42/19 folio 463. List of persons committed at Worcester.

* Douglas Hay, ‘Sir James Eyre (bap1734-1799)’ Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/9032?docPos=1.

** Hay, Sir James Eyre (bap1734-1799)’.
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Baron Eyre opened proceedings by reprobating the scandalous and treasonable
handbill that had done much to cause the riots. He also observed that some of the
mischief was owing to those who had assembled to celebrate the anniversary of the
French Revolution, an action that he described as ‘indiscreet’.*” Although Eyre was
to offer the caveat that no action 9justified the burning of houses’, this opening
speech was unlikely to have engendered much sympathy for the victims and they

found in the course of the trials that such sympathy was in short supply.

The four persons put on trial were Robert Cook, Mary Cox and Thomas Coley for
attacking William Russell’s house and William Rice for robbery on the highway of
Kings Norton during the riots.*® Writing to Joseph White in advance of the trials,
William Chamberlayne had suggested that the case against Coley was the strongest
because of the reputation of the three witnesses prepared to testify against him.*
Coley, Cox and Rice however were acquitted of the charges brought against them,
although on the instruction of Chamberlayne, Rice was to be tried again at the
Warwickshire Assizes for beginning to pull down the Kingswood Meeting House.
Robert Cook was the only person convicted for the rioting in Worcestershire. The
trial was completed within the day, although this was unsurprising since eighteenth

century trials were rarely longer than an hour.%?

William Chamberlayne accurately predicted the course of these events in his
correspondence with Joseph White. In Worcestershire he had observed that

‘prejudices are strong against the Dissenters and in favour of the rioters’. He also

*" Evening Mail, August 10-12 1791.

* Evening Mail, August 10-12 1791.

* TNA HO 42/19 folio 487. Chamberlayne to White 10™ August 1791.

%% Clive Emsley, Crime and Society in England 1750-1900, (Harlow, 1996), p. 196.



142

envisaged that ‘the composition of the jury commissioned will lead to nothing but
acquittals’.>! In a letter to Dundas just after the trials concluded, Chamberlayne
lamented the fact that Coley, Rice and Cox had been acquitted ‘much to the
surprise of everyone’, although clearly not to his own surprise. He also predicted
that these events would be repeated at the forthcoming Warwickshire assizes. “‘What
we shall do in the county of Warwick after what I have seen here I am at a loss to
grasp, notwithstanding there are strong cases against those to be tried for party is so
high, the prejudices are so strong in favour of the rioters that if it be possible I am

most certain they will be acquitted’.>?

Contemporary evidence suggests that the judge, Baron Eyre, was also dissatisfied
with the outcome of his trial, although his opening speech was unlikely to have
fomented a great deal of sympathy for the victims of the riots. Chamberlayne
alluded to the judge’s displeasure in his letter to Dundas in the aftermath of the
trials. He claimed that Baron Eyre was ‘surprised’ at the acquittals in spite of the
nature of evidence presented against them. Theophilus Lindsay in a letter to
Samuel Shore claimed that the ‘most notorious’ rioters had been acquitted ‘contrary
to the opinion of the judge and all the council that attended’.>* Regardless of Baron
Eyre’s opinions of whether the accused were guilty or not, the solitary successtul
conviction at Worcester offered little chance of successful convictions at the

Warwickshire Assizes.

I TNA HO 42/19 folio 487.

2 TNA HO 42/19 folio 491. Chamberlayne to Dundas August 10™ 1791.
>3 TNA HO 42/19 folio 491.

**DWL. MS 12.57 folio 5, Lindsay to Shore, August 16" 1791.
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Warwickshire Assizes

The trials of the remaining twelve individuals accused of involvement in the
Birmingham riots began on the morning of Tuesday 23 August 1791. The
presiding judge was Baron Perryn. Sir Richard Perryn was one of seventeen judges
operating in late eighteenth century Britain.”> He had served as a judge since 1776
having been elevated as a result of being ‘one of the ablest draftsman’ in the
country.’® He was considered to be one of the more lenient judges operating on the
bench in this period and was critical of the number of capital offenses in the statue

book. Equally he could be severe if he felt proper procedure had been avoided.>’

> Daniel Duman, The Judicial Bench in England 1727-1875: The Reshaping of a Professional Elite,
(London, 1982), p. 17.

*% Daniel Lemmings, Professors of the Law, Barristers and English Legal Culture in the Eighteenth
Century (Oxford, 2000), p. 183.

>7 David Lemmings, ‘Perryn, Sir Richard (bap. 1723, d. 1803)’, Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/22001.



144

Table 1 List of accused rioters tried at Warwickshire Assizes, August 23-24t 179158

Name Alleged Crime No. of Witnesses | Jury’s Veridct
Committed Against

Francis Field Attacking John Taylor’s | 4 Guilty (executed)

(alias Rodney) house

William Rice Beginning to pull down | 2 Not Guilty
Hutton’s house

Robert Assisting in demolishing | 4 Not Guilty

Whitehead Hutton’s house

John Green Assisting in destruction | 4 Guilty (executed)
of Priestley’s house

Bartholomew Assisting in destruction | 3 Guilty

Fisher of Priestley’s house (pardoned)

John Clifton Assisting in destruction | 3 Not Guilty
of Priestley’s house

John Stokes Pulling down Old 2 Acquitted
Meeting

William Shuker | Beginning to pull down | 4 Not Guilty
house of John Ryland

Joseph Carless Beginning to pull down | 2 Not Guilty
house of John Ryland

William Beginning to pull down | 2 Guilty

Hammonds house of John Ryland (pardoned)

James Watkins Beginning to pull down | 3 Not Guilty
house of John Ryland

Daniel Rose Attacking John Taylor’s | 2 Not Guilty
house

The trials lasted for two days. In total, of the twelve persons brought to trial, four

were found guilty and convicted. As previously noted, historians are united in

condemning proceedings at the Warwickshire Assizes. For example, R.B Rose has

described the trials as ineffectual.’¥ Martin Smith has gone even further, suggesting

that the trials were ‘farcical’ and that the ‘majority of the rioters were acquitted,

% TNA TS 11/932/3304. List of individuals apprehended for rioting in Birmingham, July 14-18
1791; Anon, The Trials of the Birmingham Rioters at the Court-House Warwick Before the Hon Sir
Richard Perryn (London, 1791); Aris Birmingham Gazette, August 29™ 1791; Morning Post and
Daily Advertiser August 23" and August 25™ 1791.
> Rose, ‘The Priestley Riots of 1791, p. 82.
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some under remarkable circumstances’.%? It is now necessary to consider whether

the substance of the evidence supports these claims.

The first of the accused to be tried was Francis Field. Although being tried for the
attack upon John Taylor’s Bordesley Hall, Field had allegedly been present at
numerous points during the riots and four witnesses were able to testify to his guilt.
Although one member of the jury had questioned the integrity of one the witnesses,

the evidence against Field was overwhelming and he was found guilty.!

William Rice and Robert Whitehead were the next to be tried and both were found
not guilty. Two witnesses stated they had seen Rice participating in the destruction
of William Hutton’s House. Rice however produced an alibi, George Rowell, who
claimed that both Rice and himself had visited a prostitute and had been occupied
all evening.%? In the case of Robert Whitehead, four witnesses confirmed that they
had observed Whitehead play a leading role in the destruction of Hutton’s house in
Saltley. A single witness for the defence had claimed that Whitehead had been
attempting to quell the riots and defend Mr Hutton’s property.®® The judge had
commented that if Rice was not guilty then the four witnesses produced by the
crown who were all of respectable character were guilty of the most foul and
indignant perjury.5* Despite the judge’s attempt to direct the jury they found the

prisoner not guilty.

% Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, p. 34.

! Aris Birmingham Gazette, August 29™ 1791.

82 Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots at Birmingham, p. 16.
5 Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, August 25™ 1791.

% Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots at Birmingham, p. 16
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On the morning of the second day of the trials Daniel Parker Coke, the lead counsel
for the prosecution, was so incensed at the acquittals of Rice and Whitehead on the
previous day despite strong evidence pointing to their guilt, that he saw fit to remind
the jury ‘that the eyes of the entire country were upon them’ and of their
responsibility to convict the rioters. Coke also claimed that there had been reports
on the streets of Warwick that alleged that the jury were determined to acquit all of
the rioters.% The foreman of the Jury refuted Coke’s speech as ‘improper and
indecent’ and claimed that the jury were as ‘impartial as any men in court’.50
Despite Coke’s intervention the rest of the trials broadly followed the pattern
established on the first day with the majority of the rioters acquitted. Some
observations need to be made regarding the circumstances of specific cases, as some

acquittals were made with good reason.

The victims were particularly incensed at the acquittal of John Stokes due to a
technicality. Stokes had been accused of being involved in the destruction of the Old
Meeting. The county register recorded that the Old Meeting house was situated on
Philip Street, while the indictment stated that it was on Old Meeting House Lane.
This inconsistency in the indictments led to the case being thrown out. Although
Russell and the other victims were furious with this turn of events,%” acquittals based
on such errors were not uncommon in eighteenth century trials. Due to strict

procedural rules, even prosecutions founded on strong evidence could fail on the

% See Whitehall Evening Post Aug 25™1791, Morning Post and Daily Advertiser Aug 26™ 1791,
Aris’ Birmingham Gazette Aug 29™ 1791.

5 Aris’ Birmingham Gazette Aug 29™ 1791.

7 Wykes, ‘A Finished Monster of the True Birmingham Breed’, p. 53.
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basis of minor errors in the indictment such as the misspelling of names or incorrect

descriptions of the accused’s occupation.%®

Daniel Rose was also acquitted on account of the fact that he was only sixteen years
old and the prosecution declined to call any witnesses against him on the basis that
he may yet prove useful to society.5? Acquittals based on the youth of the accused
were not uncommon in eighteenth century criminal trials. Even those convicted
were often able to obtain pardons on account of their youth.”" In the case of William
Shuker there were inconsistencies in the testimonies of the prosecution witnesses.
One witness claimed that Shuker, the town crier, was active in the destruction of
John Ryland’s house and could be heard ringing his bell. Others claimed that he
was merely present, had only assisted in the removal of furniture and was not in
possession of his bell. The judge stated that no credit should be given to the evidence

given by the principal witness and on this basis Shuker was found not guilty.”!

For every potentially justified acquittal, there was an equally dubious one. Joseph
Carless was found not guilty of beginning to destroy John Ryland’s house despite the
fact that two witnesses had seen him active in its destruction. The defence produced
one witness, the accused’s sister in law, who claimed that she saw Carless attempting
to rescue pigs from the sty next to Ryland’s house. Perryn remarked to the jury that
the two witnesses gave strong concurring evidence and that even if Carless was

attempting to save the pigs, there was no evidence to suggest he was trying to save

% Douglas Hay, ‘Property, Authority and the Criminal Law’ in Hay (ed.) 4/bions Fatal Tree: Crime
and Society in Eighteenth Century England (London, 1975), p. 32.

% Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots at Birmingham, p. 24.

" King, Crime, Justice and Discretion in England 1740-1820, p. 301.

"' Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots at Birmingham, pp. 20-21.
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Ryland’s house when he attacked the brick work of the house.”?> Despite the judge’s
clear direction the jury found Carless not guilty. John Clifton and James Watkins

were also acquitted despite strong evidence being presented against them.”?

In total, of the twelve individuals brought to trial, four were found guilty and
sentenced to death and the remaining eight were acquitted. After the trials
concluded Chamberlayne informed Dundas that ‘four rioters were capitally
convicted, a larger number than I expected for so great were the prejudices of the
jury in favour of the prisoners...they united together to acquit and indeed the same

spirit ran throughout the town’.7*

A recurring problem in the Warwickshire trials was the intimidation of witnesses.
During the trial of Francis Field, John Edwards and Walter Underwood were
committed by Sir Richard Perryn to the gaol for attempting to intimidate Joseph
Elwell, a witness who was to give evidence in the trial of William Shuker. Elwell was
threatened with a ‘damned good licking’ should he testify against Shuker.”> This
merely followed a pattern of intimidation that had been condoned and encouraged

by the magistrates in advance of the trials.

The 1ssue of why the majority of the accused rioters were acquitted at Warwick
needs to be addressed. The Dissenters suggested that the composition of the juries
undoubtedly played a significant role in the series of acquittals. William Russell had

written to Chamberlayne in advance of the Warwickshire trials to warn him that

> Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots at Birmingham, p. 22.

® Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, Aug 26™1791.

" TNA HO 42/19 folio 539. Chamberlayne to Dundas August 26™ 1791.
5 Anon, An Authentic Account of the Riots at Birmingham, p. 16.
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careful consideration should be given to the nomination of the jury. Of particular
concern to Russell was that responsibility for assembling the names of potential
jurors rested with John Brooke, the under-sheriff of the county of Warwickshire. As
noted, Brooke was no friend of the Dissenters and during the riots, allegedly
directed the crowd towards the Dissenters’ places of worship.”® William Hutton
claimed that he and John Ryland were invited by the Treasury Solicitor to inspect
the list of jurors and strike off any names they disapproved of. Having seen the list
Hutton concluded they were ‘all of one sentiment’, a loyalty to Church and King.””
Despite these accusations, there is not sufficient evidence to conclude that Brooke
deliberately manipulated the list of jurors to ensure the rioters were acquitted. Such
an argument overlooks the difficulties in finding willing partipants to serve on juries

who also met the required property qualifications.

A further source of discontent was that the members of the jury were almost entirely
drawn from the local area.’® During the trial of William Rice at Warwick, the Judge
lamented the fact that so many of the jurors were from Birmingham.”® Despite the
judge’s complaints, John Beattie has suggested that during the eighteenth century it
was common practice for sheriffs to call jurors from the local area. In Beattie’s
words, ‘Jurors were summoned in disproportionate numbers from the towns and
hundreds in which the court was sitting, presumably to ensure a good attendance.??
As the largest urban area in the Hundred of Hemlingford, it is perhaps unsurprising

that a number of the jurors were drawn from Birmingham.

" TNA HO 42/19 folio 352. Russell to Chamberlayne, July 31% 1791.

" Hutton, The Life of William Hutton, p. 103.

"8 Morning Post and Daily Advertiser Aug 25" 1791.

" Morning Post and Daily Advertiser Aug 25" 1791.

% John Beattie, Crime and Courts in England 1660-1800 (Oxford, 1986), p. 382.
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The judge, Sir Richard Perryn, can largely be absolved of responsibility. There is
every indication that Eyre and Perryn both did their utmost to ensure a fair trial in
incredibly difficult circumstances. Contemporary newspapers complimented the
way in which Perryn managed the trial, although this in part reflected the tendency
of newspaper reporters to be positive about judges in this period.?! When the lead
prosecutor D. P. Coke reminded the jury of their responsibility to convict the
rioters, the foreman of the jury accused Coke of acting ‘improperly’. Perryn rejected
this stating that Coke had acted ‘very properly’ and told the jury ‘you will do well to
attend to him’.82 In the cases of Robert Whitehead, Joseph Carless, John Clifton and
James Watkins, where the presented evidence overwhelmingly disposed a guilty
verdict, Perryn in summing up clearly emphasised the strength of the evidence

against the accused. This was to no avail, as all of those individuals were found not

guilty.

The relationship between judges and juries in the late eighteenth century merits
further attention. Ian Gilmour has summarised that although the judge ‘no longer
bullied the jury, he usually got his way’.83 Peter King has taken a contrary view.
King observes that although practices varied, judges often distanced themselves
from verdicts, leaving juries to evaluate the credit of the evidence. Furthermore,
jurors tended to exercise their very own independent judgement in particularly
emotive criminal trials.®* Proceedings against rioters were one example where the

opinions of the judge and jury could diverge considerably.

81 Peter King, ‘Newspaper Reporting and Attitudes to Crime and Justice in Late Eighteenth and early
Nineteenth Century London, Continuity and Change, 22, 1 (2007), p. 98.

82 Anon, The Trials of the Birmingham Rioters, p. 45.

% Gilmour, Riots, Risings and Revolutions, p. 150.

¥ Peter King, Crime, Justice and Discretion in England 1740-1820 (Oxford, 2000), p. 248. See also
King ‘Illiterate Plebians, Easily Misled. Jury Composition, Experience and Behavior in Essex 1715-
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The Birmingham magistrates, Joseph Carles and Benjamin Spencer, were culpable.
It is true that these magistrates faced the same difficulties as any eighteenth century
Justice when faced with the task of apprehending rioters. They lacked a coercive
force to help round up suspects and faced difficulties in finding witnesses who were
willing to testify against the rioters. Yet it is debatable whether the outcome would
have been different had such assistance been available, such was the magistrates’
prejudices against the Dissenters. Their investigation was marred by a failure to
apprehend a large number of the suspects they had identified. In some cases they
were also guilty of ignoring the evidence they had collected. They also failed to

protect witnesses who were willing to testify against suspected rioters in court.

Historians are divided on the culpability of Henry Dundas and the British
Government. Jennifer Mori claimed that ‘the Home Office is not to blame for the
failure of Birmingham magistrates to act against the rioters...riot control was a local
responsibility and the ministry could do little but respond to regional demands for
central assistance’.?5 Eugene Charlton Black would disagree. Black previously
claimed that the Home Office and Treasury Solicitor’s papers held at the National
Archives reveal that ‘the government was unwilling to bring a good case against the
Birmingham rioters... for fear of implicating its own parson magistrates’.8% In reality
these sources provide no such evidence. The documented evidence reveals that
Dundas did all within his power and pursued the magistrates with vigor to

encourage them to apprehend as many of the rioters as possible. He also dispatched

1835’ in J. S. Cockburn and Thomas Green (eds.) Twelve Good Men and True. The Criminal Trial
Jury 1216-1800 (Princeton, 1998), pp. 254-304.
% Mori, William Pitt and the French Revolution, p. 93.

% Eugene Charlton Black, The association: British extra parliamentary political organisation, 1769-
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the Treasury Solicitor to Birmingham to oversee the actions of the magistrates and

to direct the prosecutions.

The culpability of the Treasury Solicitor is more complex. Historians’ assessment of
his role has at times been damning. Martin Smith accused Chamberlayne of
sacrificing ‘principals of public order out of a preference for the indulgence of
largely private grievances’.8” Chamberlayne’s private correspondence does not
reveal a personal aversion to Dissenters although it does, at times, imply one. After
the Warwickshire trials concluded, Chamberlayne wrote to Dundas that ‘it afforded
satisfaction that their zeal however mistaken bore from loyalty and for the rioters
there stems a persuasion that they had done government good service’.88
Chamberlayne’s open satisfaction that the juries acquitted the majority of the rioters
on account of their loyalty is his most damning statement on this subject. There is
not sufficient evidence to suggest, as Smith does, that Chamberlayne deliberately
derailed the investigation due to a bias against the Dissenters. It is clear that the
Treasury Solicitor was active with Lord Aylesford, in overseeing the magistrates as
they interviewed witnesses and collected evidence against the rioters. Where
Chamberlayne was culpable was in failing to exert sufficient pressure upon the
magistrates. His decision to side with them at the outset of his arrival undermined
Dundas own attempts to coerce the Birmingham magistrates into a rigorous
mvestigation. Most damningly, in choosing to ignore the substantial evidence
collected by William Russell, Chamberlayne allowed the magistrates to conduct a

deficient investigation, which ultimately allowed most of the suspects to walk free.

%7 Smith, ‘Conflict and Society’, p. 39.
% TNA HO 42/19 folio 539
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The Royal Pardons

A further source of dismay for the Dissenters was that pardons were issued to two of
the four rioters who had been convicted at the Warwickshire Assizes. Francis Field
and John Green were swiftly executed in Warwick on 8" September 1791.89
William Hammonds and Bartholomew Fisher applied for, and were granted,
pardons. This allowed them to escape punishment altogether. Priestley bemoaned
that ‘such were not the proceedings with respect to the riot in London’ (referring to
the Gordon Riots).?° This section will determine the reasons behind these pardons

being granted and consider whether the Dissenters’ complaints were justified.

In the eighteenth century the granting of pardons was very common. Historians
speculate that as many as fifty percent of condemned criminals received a pardon
during this period.?! In many cases, the trial judge on assize duty would retract the
death penalty before leaving the town if they felt the accused had been wrongfully
convicted.”? Even those who had not received an immediate reprieve were able to
petition the king for a royal pardon. Vic Gatrell has found that the pardoning
system worked though a well-oiled administration. In London and Middlesex (the
Old Bailey’s jurisdiction), cases were put before the King and the Privy Council. In
the provinces responsibility was delegated to the Home Secretary.?® In each case the

decision maker would request a report from the trial judge assessing the merits of

8 public Advertiser, Sept 12 1791.

% Priestley, An Appeal to the Public Part II, p. 83.
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the appeal.?* The success or failure of the appeal largely depended on what was
written in the judge’s report. It was rare for the king or Home Secretary to directly

contradict the judge’s opinion.?>

In the case of Hammonds, the appeal was made because one of the principal
witnesses at trial, Job Harvey, had altered his testimony. During the trial Harvey
had alleged that he had witnessed Hammonds pulling up the floorboards of John
Ryland’s house at Easy Hill and using them to make a fire.?¢ Harvey later changed
his testimony to indicate that the floorboards were pulled up in order to release a
group of people who were trapped in the cellar and in danger of suffocating.
Although Harvey had not himself seen anyone in the cellar he claimed to have
heard that people were trapped underneath.?” Two further individuals also came
forward after the trial had concluded to provide Hammonds with positive character
references.”® In the case of Bartholomew Fisher the petition was made by his father,
Philip Fisher, who claimed that his son was only twenty years old, ‘much overcome
with liquor’ and emphasised his son’s previous good character.?? Despite Dundas
warning that ‘the nature of the offence’ made the success of such an appeal
unlikely,!% the appeals made on behalf of Hammonds and Fisher were both

successful.

** King, Crime, Justice and Discretion in England 1740-1820, p. 297
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On the surface there was a great deal more to recommend Hammonds’s petition
than Fisher’s. The change in testimony of one of the two principal witnesses would
appear to have cast doubt on the original verdict at trial. Judge’s reports were most
favourable when the evidence given at trial was thought to be inadequate or
doubtful.1%! This was the view taken by Sir Richard Perryn in his report on
Hammonds’s appeal. The judge stated that in the original trial there had been no
mention that Hammonds or any others assembled in Rylands house had pulled up
the floorboards with the intention of preventing persons in the cellar from being
suffocated. Perryn remarked that ‘if any such evidence had been given the case
would have worn a very different complexion’ and recommended Hammonds for

pardon. 102

Despite the judge’s favorable report, the pardoning of Hammonds was, in the view
of the Dissenters, highly contentious. They were particularly concerned about the
circumstances surrounding Job Harvey’s decision to alter his testimony. Harvey
claimed he had not discussed the people trapped in the cellar because he had not
been asked about it.!9 Joseph Priestley suggested that ‘much pains were made to
make Mr Job Harvey say something favourable concerning Hammonds.!%* Dundas
was sufficiently suspicious to dispatch a lawyer, Mr Bond, to Birmingham to
investigate the new evidence presented.!?> There remains no direct evidence to

support Priestley’s claim, that Job Harvey was coerced into changing his testimony.

"% King, ‘Decision Makers and Decision Making in the English Criminal Law, 1750-1800°, The
Historical Journal, Vol. 27, No. 1 (1984), p. 46
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Despite this, there must have been serious doubts regarding the reliability of Job

Harvey’s testimony, yet it was upon this testimony that Hammonds was pardoned.

The decision to reprieve Fisher was even more questionable. The basis for the
appeal was restricted to the fact that Fisher was drunk and of previous good
character. Unlike Hammonds’s petition, no new evidence was put forward that
could call into question the original guilty verdict. Richard Perryn, in reviewing the
appeal put forward by Fisher’s father, stated ‘I cannot presume to offer an opinion
how far the convict may be a proper object of his majesty’s mercy’.1%6 Perryn’s
decision to adopt neutrality to the appeal was hardly a ringing endorsement that it

should be accepted.

The question remains in the case of both Hammonds and Fisher why the pardon
was granted so readily when so few of the alleged rioters had been found guilty in
the first place. Douglas Hay has argued that wholly extra-judicial considerations had
great influence on whether an appeal for pardon was successful or not.'%” Hay
suggested that the role of the respectability could play a decisive role in whether the
appeal was accepted or not and that the excuse of respectability was pleaded
extensively.! Peter King, in a detailed qualitative analysis of pardon appeals
between 1787-1790, has cautioned against such generalisations. In this period he
found that the excuse of respectability was pleaded in only a tenth of cases in his

sample. King also notes that since most appeals did not rest upon a single factor but

1% TNA HO 47/13/128. Report of Richard Perryn on one individual petition (Philip Fisher, aged 62,
the prisoners father).
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% bid., p. 45.
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often a number of interrelated factors, it is very difficult to establish the importance

of any single factor.!%?

It 1s possible that respectability may have played a role in the success of
Hammonds’s appeal. Although William Hammonds may not himself be described
as ‘respectable’ it 1s notable that his petition did have some powerful and notable
backers. The petition was made in the name of Sir Robert Lawley, Baronet, MP for
Warwickshire and a wealthy landowner. Amongst the eighty signatories were John
Brooke and Rev Charles Curtis, rector of St Martin’s in Birmingham. Lawley in his
petition to Dundas described the signatories as ‘some of the most respectable names
within the town’.!1? John Brooke, as well as signing the petition, also wrote
separately to Dundas in favour of Hammonds’s petition.!!! Given the nature of the
appeal it would be incorrect to surmise that the pardon was granted purely on the
basis of the identity of the petitioners. Peter King has argued that the support of
‘gentlemen’ and magistrates certainly did not necessarily guarantee the granting of a
successful pardon any more than the backing of middling men.!!? If this is the case,
then the change in testimony of Job Harvey was probably most crucial to the success
of the appeal. It is also possible to speculate that the backing of a number of the
local ‘respectable’ inhabitants of Birmingham cannot have harmed the credibility of

the appeal.

Fisher did not possess ‘respectable’ backing. Given that his appeal was primarily

based on previous good character, his youth and future ability to reform his ways, it

' King, Crime, Justice and Discretion in England 1740-1820, p. 300.
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1s somewhat surprising the appeal was granted given that the judge was neutral.
Both youth and good character were very important subgroups in pardoning cases
such as these.!!3 Fisher however, was technically an adult at twenty years of age, his
offence was of the most serious nature for which a relative few had been punished

and his fundamental guilt had not been challenged in his father’s petition.

There 1s little doubt that the pardoning system itself was fundamentally flawed. The
absence of proper machinery to consider cases led to the decision usually resting
solely upon the trial judge who often did not have all the facts at hand.!'* Hay has
argued that pardons could save a good many people who were guilty.!!> Indeed,
they were designed to do so. They offered the opportunity of a reprieve to those
who were unquestionably guilty but had extenuating circumstances.

It is also necessary to consider the role of Henry Dundas and the British
Government in the pardoning process. Whatever doubts the Home Secretary may
have entertained about the reliability of Job Harvey as a witness, in accepting the
judge’s recommendation and pardoning William Hammonds, he was merely
following standard procedure. In the more fallible case of Fisher, Dundas was left to
make up his own mind. The decision to pardon Fisher perhaps reflects a general
ambivalence on the part of the Home Secretary towards the Birmingham riots after
the prosecutions had concluded. Although there is every indication from Dundas’s
correspondence that he did his utmost to encourage an effective pursuit of the
rioters, these attempts undoubtedly failed. The willingness to pardon half of those

found guilty reflected an abrupt change in governmental policy, a determination to

"3 1bid., pp. 301-2.
14 Gilmour, Riots, Risings and Revolutions, p. 152.
' Hay, ‘Property, Authority and the Criminal Law’ p. 45.
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quickly move on from events in Birmingham. This can be further witnessed, as will

be shown, in the British Governments refusal to grant an inquiry into the riots.

The Absent Enquiry

The Dissenters and victims of the riots were understandably exasperated at what
had transpired at the Worcestershire and Warwickshire Assizes in the summer of
1791. They continued to press for a government enquiry into events leading up to
and during the riots and in particular the conduct of the magistrates during the
riots. Some sections of the press also supported this appeal. The November 3rd
edition of the Morning Post and Daily Advertiser claimed that ‘A parliamentary enquiry
into the causes and circumstances of the late Birmingham riots is desirable on many
accounts...amongst the first is that the impulse will probably be traced to a few...we
would not have thought it possible that an extended association could be formed in
this enlightened country to impel a savage mob to burn their neighbours houses’.!16
It looked as if the Dissenters may have gotten their wish when a motion was brought
to the House of Commons by Samuel Whitbread MP and debated on 215t May
1792. Any hopes for an enquiry were to be quickly dashed. This section will be to
briefly analyse the main points of the debate and to consider why Parliament so

heavily rejected the appeal for an enquiry.

Samuel Whitbread had already established himself as one of the leading figures of
the Foxite Whig opposition in the Commons, despite only having been in

parliament since 1790.'!7 He supported the abolition of the slave trade and religious

" Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, Nov 37 1791.
""" Geoffrey Treasure, Who’s Who in Late Hanoverian Britain 1789-1837 (London, 1997), p. 42.
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toleration, the latter of which may have persuaded him to take up the plight of the
Dissenters.!'® Whitbread was in fact a known sympathiser of Dissenters.!!?
Whitbread was a close ally of Fox the leader of the Whig opposition who himself
had been an ardent proponent of religious liberty in the 1780s and early 1790s. He
spoke out in parliament in favour of the Test and Corporation Act repeal motions of
1787 and 1789 and sponsored the 1790 motion. Fox also personally donated £ 100
to the Essex Street chapel upon its foundation.!?? Fox’s sympathy for Dissenters led
to him attending Dissenting meetings, both political and social.!?! Fox continued to
advocate the repeal of the Test Acts and broader measures for religious freedom.!??
For example, in 1792 he sponsored the Unitarian petition of 1792, which aimed to

repeal certain statues particularly effecting Unitarians.!?3

Whitbread’s call for an inquiry was made primarily on the basis of the evidence
collected by William Russell in the aftermath of the riots. He argued that the thirty-
six affidavits contained damning evidence against the magistrates, which suggested
not only a gross neglect of duty but actual complicity with the rioters. He cited a
number of precedents where magistrates had been prosecuted and punished for a

neglect of duty in failing to prevent riots.!?* Whitbread was also critical of the British
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Government for issuing pardons to two of the rioters who had been convicted at

trial 125

In response Henry Dundas claimed that although he was not opposed to an inquiry,
the government had not proceeded against the magistrates based upon the advice of
the Attorney General who believed that any prosecutions would be unsuccessful.!26
He also resolutely defended the role of government in both the riots and their
aftermath. In particular, Dundas claimed that the acquittals at the Warwickshire

and Worcestershire Assizes were not the fault of the British Government.

Some members of Parliament questioned both the substance and the value of the
affidavits. Sir Robert Lawley claimed that a number of the ‘respectable’ inhabitants
of Birmingham had signed a paper testifying their approbation of the actions of the
magistrates in the riots.!?” The Attorney General claimed that the affidavits were not
taken in a proper format. He also argued that because they were taken ex parte and
not in the presence of the accused and without any cross-examination of the
witnesses then their reliability was impeached.!?® Henry Dundas went so far as to
state that Russell had been advised by the Treasury Solicitor to take the testimony in
the form of information rather than affidavits but had chosen ignore this advice.!??
This was simply not true. Chamberlayne’s own correspondence reveals that the
affidavits were taken in a form exactly as advised by the Treasury Solicitor to

William Russell. 139 Another Whig MP, Charles Grey, who was a leading advocate
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of reform and close ally of Fox,!3! claimed that regardless of how the testimonies
had been taken, the evidence was so strong that they should not have been easily

dismissed.!32

Henry Dundas also defended the decision to issue pardons to two of the rioters. He
claimed that one was acquitted on the basis of a favourable report from the
presiding judge while the other was acquitted in light of new evidence that came to
light after the trial. The Home Secretary stated that the judge had believed this
evidence was plausible and had it been given at trial then this would have provided
a sound basis for an acquittal.'3 Dundas was evidently referring to William
Hammonds in the second case. Hammonds was acquitted when one of the witnesses
had changed his testimony. His account of a favourable judge’s report in the case of
Bartholomew Fisher was actually incorrect. As noted in this chapter, Sir Richard
Perryn had adopted a neutral stance with respect to Fisher’s father’s appeal for a

pardon.

Throughout the debate different MP’s attempted to apportion blame on the
different religious groups in Birmingham for helping to precipitate the riots. In his
opening speech, Whitbread criticised the Birmingham clergy for bringing
‘unwarrantable charges’ against the Dissenters and for inflaming the minds of the
town’s inhabitants against them. Extracts from sermons read by Spencer Madan
and George Croft were read to the House. Charles Grey also claimed that a letter

had been sent in the name of the Birmingham clergy to the assize judges urging
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restraint against rioters who were shown to be attempting to defend Church and
King at trial.!3* Both Sir Robert Lawley and Henry Dundas were highly critical of
the Bastille dinner. Dunas attempted to place blame on the Dissenters for the
inflammatory handbill circulated around Birmingham in advance of the riots. His
claim that the author of the handbill was John Hobson, a local Dissenting minister,
was presumably based on evidence given to him by John Brooke.!3> This claim was
never substantiated and considering Brooke’s own prejudice the accuracy of the

statement must be questioned.

It is notable that of the MPs who spoke during the debate there was roughly an even
split between those who supported an inquiry and those who opposed it. The
motion itself was heavily defeated with only 46 in favour and 189 opposed.
Although the Attorney General argued the affidavits did not provide sufficient
evidence to proceed with an inquiry his opinion was not universally accepted. At
least one MP claimed that he had come to the debate with the intention of opposing
the motion, but having heard the strength of the evidence and having read some of
the affidavits he had been disposed to change his mind.!3¢ Other MPs had expressed
surprise at the consistency of the testimonies. It is likely that doubts over the merits
of the evidence collected were not the only explanation for the overwhelming defeat

of the motion.

An explanation for Parliament’s rejection of an inquiry may be found in the context
within which the debate was held. Whitebread’s motion coincided with two

significant events. Firstly, the motion was brought on the same day as the Royal
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Proclamation against Seditious Meetings and Writings. Secondly, the planning of
the proclamation led to negotiations between Prime Minister William Pitt the
Younger and the Duke of Portland. These negotiations threatened the unity of the

Whig Party.

In 1792 a more widespread fear of the possibility of a revolution in Britain spread
amongst the British Government and the propertied classes. This was initiated not
only by abhorrence of the violent course taken by the Revolution in France but also
the revival of the parliamentary reform movement at home.!3’ The Revolution
Society and the Society for Constitutional Information had been in decline in the
1780s but were revived by the French Revolution. The beginning of 1792 had seen
the situation become even more precarious for the government. A number of new
societies were founded which advocated political reform and aimed to disseminate
the virtues of reform to the lower orders.!3® The most significant of these was the
London Corresponding Society, established by a small group of artisans led by
Thomas Hardy. Similar societies were established across Britain in places such as
Manchester, Norwich, Leeds, Newcastle and Sheftield. The Sheffield Society for
Constitutional Information was especially successful, attracting as many as 2,500
members by the middle of 1792.139 While some of these societies were dominated by

middle class reformers, in London, Sheffield and Norwich, they were artisan

based.!40
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The 1deology of these societies was in part fuelled by a diet of radical publications, of
which Tom Paine’s Rights of Man was the most well known. John Stevenson has
argued that Paine’s writing was critical in disseminating a radical ideology of natural
rights into Britain while his writings caused genuine alarm among the propertied
classes.!*! Although both Stevenson and Mark Philp have rightly questioned how far
Paine’s message was accepted into the programme and tactics of reformers in the
1790s,'*2 there is little doubting Paine’s centrality in 1792. Indeed the publication of
part IT of the Rights of Man prompted the government to issue a proclamation against
seditious writings, although Frank O’Gorman has suggested that this was carried out
as much for rallying public opinion as uncovering authors and publishers of
seditious literature.!*3 The proclamation was issued in the same month as the
parliamentary debate on the riots and provided the first indication of a government
lurching into action as a result of increasing concern at the growth of the reform

movement.!4¢

Pitt skillfully used the threat of domestic radicalism in order to attempt to foster a
closer relationship with the conservative Whigs and to widen the divisions within the
Whig party. By 9 May, ministers had drawn up a proclamation designed to check
the growth of domestic radicalism. Pitt invited Portland to meet and discuss the
measure. A meeting between the two occurred on the following day. Portland asked
for the measure to be presented to Parliament while Pitt suggested th