





THE CHARTISTS IN BRISTOL
by JOHN CANNON
The Chartist agitation, during the opening decade of the reign
of Queen Victoria, was the first substantial and articulate working-
class movement in British history. Its roots are to be found in the
acute social and economic distress of the period, »* its immediate
aim was political : its sweeping proposals for parl.......ntary reform,
including universal suffrage, would have ushered in democracy

and transferred power to the mass of the © sts were
therefore strongly opposed by Whig 2 ireed in
regarding the 1832 Reform Act as a fin 3 consti-
tuition. Blackwood’'s Magazine wrote ¢ ¢ that it
must inevitably produce ‘ the destructi« ler, and
civilization’, and would prove ‘ ruinous life and
liberty ’. Hence, when the first Chartisi ented to
the House of Commons in July 187° | roi 1€
Tory benches joined Palmerston anc  u riz. __Je
in opposing it, and it was rej~~*2d by 2:

None of the previous irrup.ons intc ibouring
masses had been organized or sustained he scale
achieved by the Chartists. They were . of the
improvements in transport and postal wut to a
==+ ~--dience through lectures and pam wement,

-~+on-wide, remained to a g :nt and
...—.ed, and its history must b ; of the
+weswwo localities.

In 1837, when the London Working . decided
to send missionaries into the provinces t impaign
f~- parliamentary reform, it had every a good
1ponse from Bristol. By far the large , it had
taken a prominent part in the agitation rm Act.
Many of the labouring population liv: f great
squalor, particularly the thousands of in the
slums of Bristol, around Lewin’s Mead, cores of
victims during the epidemic of 1849.° s in the
cit vas exceeded only by that of Manct L3, The
P---tol mob was said to be the most fer Iy,

t... city had a long history of riots and 793 ...

1 A, Alison, The Principles of Population, 1840,
2 ...ort to the General Board of Health, 1850.

3 Second report of the commissioners for ingui the large
towns, 1845.

4 W, Sturge, Recollections, p.21.






The campaign was now launched. The Biwwu wuining Men’s
Association stood, at this time, on the left flank of the movement.
It had already questioned the censure passed by t»= T ~ndon Work-

ing Men’s Association on George Julian Hai me of the
miljtants,' and in September 1838 criticized the B ham Politi-
cal Union, in a printed address, for commending tt.. . .....onal Guard

of Paris. The Bristol branch denied that the National “"--ard was a

progressive force, and argued that it represented ‘tu. exclusive

i < -est of the middle classes,? the disa~—=--~-=* —== ==+ it
¢ ficance for the future development
L.. paper controversy at this rarified I
" recruits, and some supporters wi
spectacular campaign. The Mer
mber, reported that the local leaders
[i~k+ Aemonstrations, and wa== d
T e in language and in coadt
Mayo. _ . ristol played into the hand
Working Men’s Association had decidec
*~1~-~1tes to the forthcoming National Ci
- ..-eme effort, with a meeting on Dece:
by Y:~zent, Feargus O’Connor, and Joh
Wi the Mayor refused them the us
Sw......d the meeting to Brandon Hill, :
overgrown with shrubs and bushes. The
dicd=inful air: ‘The day after Christn
d by reason that on that occasion
d..o.uerly vagabonds about the streets tt
orities took the meeting seriously. The
Steward of Bristol, took personal charg
prevent disorder, and troops of the 14th.
~cestershire Yeomanry were in readir
1. Brandon Hill was lashed By peltir
v smaller than expected. O’Connor
balancing between moral and physice
physical force as much as any man, but
resorted to was to say that men must rem
V*--2nt began by assuring his hearers t
¢ se the people of Bristol from tt~ -l
le.e lain’. The rest of his speech, thougl
some he delivered elsewhere, was non

1 British Museum Add.MS. 37773, £97. F- ¥

Clhvtist Tlolloge,

2 Woiking mens Association MSS., volume o
Reference Library).
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At this juncture the Chartists’ opponents decided on counter-
attack, and a pamphlet entitled ‘ The People’s Charter, or Old
England for Ever’ made its appearance.! 1t took the form of a
conversation between ‘ Farmer Steady ’ and a working-man named
‘ Dick Dudgeon ’, who had been foolish enough to atiend the Bran-
don Hill demonstrations with a friend, * Will Grumble’. The
frontispiece anticipated the discussion: a female figure of singu-
larly villainous aspect, wearing the garb of ‘ Equality’, was shown
with pike and dagger in hand trampling on the scales of justice.
Farmer Steady began by rejoicing that Chartism had made little
progress in the west country, and went on to chill Dudgeon’s blood
witn a lurid description of the French Revolution. Since Steady’s
contribution took more than ninety per cent of the available space,
the debate was somewhat one-sided. However, Dudgeon was per-
mitted to venture the suggestion that the poorer classes were under
the yoke of the aristocracy. Farmer Steady’s reply was, at least,
forthright :
Are not horses horses, and geese geese 7 Are not the rich
rich and the poor poor 7 What, man, do you think to
alter the order of nature and of Providence ? Does not the
Bible tell you that ‘ the poor will never cease out of the
land’ ? . . Pride and Envy is at the bottom of all these
wild notions of liberty and equality.

This fairly unsophisticated answer was too much for Dudgeon,

whose conversion was gratifyingly complete :
You are a far better judge of these things than I am. I am
right glad I've met you and heard your good counsel. I
always had a secret liking to the old government of King
and Lords and Commons, though these speeches and
newspapers about the People’s Charter bamboozled me
for a time. But I see how it is all men are not equal, and
* tis impossible to make them so.

The local magistrates were determined not to let the situation
get out of hand. On 4th May they agreed that the police should
be armed with cutlasses, and ordered two hundred from London
with all possible haste.* Two days later, Vincent was arrested on a
charge of unlawful assembly at Newport. In the meantime the
Mayor of Bristol made a special visit to London to consult Lord
John Russell at the Home Office, and persuaded the Metropolitan
Police to second an experienced officer, Superintendent Mallalieu,
to replace the Bristol superintendent who had just died. On his
return he issued a proclamation against disorderly assemblies, and

1 Bristol Reference Library.
2 Watch Committee Proceedings 1838-1841, f. 137.
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BRISTOL
Working Men’s

Associtation.

A PUBLIC
Meeting

Of the Inhabitants of this City, convened by the
Working Men’s Association, will be held

In Queen Square,

On Monday, October 23, 1837,
AT ONE O’CLOCK,

For the purpose of making a Declaration of our
Political principles, and to appeal to our fellow
Citizens on the necessity of Union to carry those
principles into effect.

MR. HENRY VINCENT,

Missionary of the Lowpow WorkiNG MEN's AssOoCIATION,
WILL ADDRESS THE MEETING.

0% Chair to be taken at Half past One.

Working Men of BristoL! arouse from your
ag)alhy,—learn your just rights, and how to maintain
them !

Sherring, Printer, 42, Castle-Street.

Handbill announcing the first Chartist meeting to be held in Bristol.

By courtesy of Bristol Reference Library









speeches might have been. Though they organized themselves into
contingents, they insisted that this was for self-defence—a reason-
able enough plea after Vincent had been severely manhandled by a
mob at Devizes on Easter Monday. One of their own members who
resigned at the end of April, and submitted a confidential statement
to the Home Office, while agreeing that many of the Chartists were
armed, denied that they advocated physical force: McKay and
Morgan had both said ¢ if force is attempted, they will resign’! In
June, the Working Men’s Association appealed once more for the
use of the Guildhall, and was again refused. The Journal waxed
indignant that these °factious demagogues’ should make yet
another attempt °to delude and mislead the industrious operatives
of this city’, and recommended the magistrates to make arrests * at
the utterance of the first seditious word’. But if the Journa 3
spoiling for a fight, the Chartists were not. They announcex t
they would forego the customary procession, and at the mcouug
itself their chairman urged them to ¢ give their enemies no advantage
by a breach of the peace’.

Meanwhile Vincent had been released on bail. His next appcar-
ance in the city bore witness to a transformation as improbable as
any in Hardy’s novels—he arrived on Brandon Hill as a dissenting
minister to preach a sermon on the tex  Blessed are they v*‘~h
are persecuted for righteousness ’ sake ”. His new character diu uot
inhibit him from severe attacks on the aristocracy and the poor law.
But his support was waning. When the National Convention met
in London to discuss proposals for a general strike or ‘sacred
month ’, the Bristol Mirror reported:

A letter from Mr. Frost dated 18th July from Bristol was
read, stating that he had attended a meeting at that plr--,
and he did not think the working classes would at presc..
obey the orders of the Convention for keeping the sacred

month . . . We cannot have a more convincing testimony

of the good feeling that exists among the mechani s

city. We hope the conduct-of these leaders will b n

its true light by those few persons who have giv n
countenance at the Brandon Hill meetings.

The demagogic phase of Bristol Chartism was now over, e

last of the Brandon Hill meetings, poorly attended, was n

August. At the Monmouth Assizes at the beginning of the ........,
Vincent had been sent to gaol for a year.2. His absence wa ’
felt. There were plenty of local members like Morgan

Simeon, the printer, who could interrupt meetings and prop

1 Statement by — Richards, 4 May 1839, H.O. 40/47.

2 He was sentenced to a further twelve month’s on a second charge in March
1840.
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lutions, but none who could draw an audience. There was some-
thing peculiarly unconvincing about the devices to which the
Chartists now resorted in their search for support—a Bristol Female

Patriotic Association, a Bristol Joint Stock Provisio:

~ompany, and

a Universal Suffrage Total Abstinence Societv. In September 1839,

imitating the more enterprisin
organize a mass attendance at
the call. ‘W ave not heard ’,
committed any impropriety othe
to leaving the church’. In Dec
cation, and in the spring of
O’Connor to visit the city again
good, as we have no agitators in
[~~—’sing areas to attend, an
C ize their own affairs. The
}» _in. In July 1840 he atten
behalf of Bristol, Bath and Che
in organizing a local branch of
tion. At the -elections for the
1841, 197 members recorded the
figure compared with oth__ tov
organization. But the modest p
new beginning to make was s
tr__rsies.

With the approach of a gener
became interested in the Chai
early as February 1839 the Lit
Berkeley, in an exchange of lett
ation, had tried to turn their
Throughout 1839 the local new
Chartism itself, jockeyed for pa
accused the Tory newspapers of
in order *~ embarrass Lord Me
that th¢ igins of the moveme
inspired agitation against the p
Chartism stemmed from the disa
Liberals to keep their promises.
Chartist speakers abused Liber:
the Liberals, as the party in j
attention. But after the arrests
opinion hardened against the L
association issued an address
elections to keep out the Liberal

1 Northern Star, 15 Feb. 1840,

cided to
nswered
hat they
previous
«d publi-
begged
: deal of
ad more
s left to
vas now
‘ence on
ing part
Associa-
in May
rlv high
Ie f
st e
1al con-

1 parties
rs. As
Associ-
1 Laws.
deplore
Gazette
yublicity
insisted
e Tory-
ted that
‘e of the
vement,
though
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unicipal
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to the Tories, t__. Chartists claimed the credit, especially for tk
of Bedminster, where the Liberals were said to have boaste
they could carry a mop-stick.! In March 1840 the Liberals hi
anti.Corn Law meeting in the Exchange. The Chartists -~~~
i.. Jorce, and carried an amendment in favour ¢  he si
Felix Simeon, their chief spokesman in the absence f
launched a ferocious attack on the ‘base, bloody, and tuuia

and dismissed corn-law repeal as ‘a bribe to the working
Eventually the meeting broke up in disorder. The Journal,

at the Whigs’ discomfiture, opened its columns to a letter © r
Chartists, asserting that repeal would bring wages down w ...
tinental '=vels. The Whigs explained the fiasco as a Tory plot:
* Amicus 'opuli’ testified that he had seen ‘several well-l-—~==
ultra-Tories hovering on the outskirts of the meeting, chuck:

the discontents of the Chartists increased’. The Mercury v
Chartists that they could expect no mercy from a Tory gover
—they would be ‘ cut down and slaughtered wholesale’. S
replied that open enemies were better than false friends, an. .. .
Working Men’s Ass--iation meeting in May 1840 Morgan reiterated
—*at any sacrifice ...ey would put out the Whigs’. Later in **=
ye~= however, the Chartists were strangely subdued. The mover...t
w__ _roubled by internal struggles, and in Bristol they wer er-~-
rarily outshone by the new Socialist sect, whose Hall of >cic
established in Broadmead in December 1840, was the centre of n...a
rioting in the following months.? When the general election ¢~~~ in
June 1841, the Charti~*~, despite repeated promises to run a .....di-
date, contented then...lves with publishing an address against

Al _

Berkeley.
The release of Vincent early in 1841 must have raised Charus.
hopes in the city. But the Vincent who emerged #-~— ~~~" -~~~ -

changed man. He had spent much of his time in
tion. To Francis Place he wrote, a month before
I am determined to adhere to the worki
will have nothing to do with childish disp
unlawful proceedings. I am convinced th
ical agitation now to be carried on is
societies in the various towns for the r:
which the members may meet for th
political, moral, and scientific informatic

I Working Men's Association MSS., volume two, f.148 (Bi
Vindicator, 19 Oct. 1839.

2 In January 1841, Robert Owen himself took part in a most
on ‘What is Socialism ? ° on three successive evening
Montagu St. Bristol Mercury, 9 Jan. 1841,

3 Place Collection, Set. 56, Oct. 1840/Feb. 1841, f. 47.
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London, becoming a full-time lecturer for the Complete Suffrage
Union. : ’

The quarrel between the Sturgeites and the O’Connor Chartists
convulsed the Bristol movement for the rest of the year. The Com-
plete Suffrage Union held its first meeting in the city on 28th May;
at its next, it claimed to have one hundred members. In July a
Complete Suffrage Union meeting in the Full Moon Tavern, Broad
Street, became so noisy that the landlord insisted on the audience
leaving.. The O’Connorites attended in force, and moved one of
their own number to take the chair. Morgan, attempting to speak
for the Complete Suffrage Union, was howled down with cries of
‘Liar’ and ‘ Traitor’. On the next occasion, in August, the Com-
plete Suffrage Union was better prepared, and an O’Connorite
amendment, thanking the °‘consistent Chartists’, was easily
defeated. But in the autumn of 1842 OQ’Connor reconsidered his
attitude, and decided to participate with Sturge in a conference to
be held at Birmingham. By the rules of the conference, Bristol was
entitled to four delegates. At the nominating meeting at the Hall of
Science on 14th December, the O’Connorites turned up two hundred
strong. Another riot ensued, and the Complete Suffrage Union
members withdrew to a nearby coffee-house, where they elected
four moderates. The O’Connorites sent their four, headed by
Simeon. Vincent, attending as the delegate from Ipswich, went with
the Sturgeites when the conference split in two, and parted company
with the Chartist movement.

The Bristol O’Connorites now adopted much of the programme of
their ‘ new move’ opponents, and most of 1843 was devoted to
routine meetings and lecture courses. A visit from O’Connor him-
self in July to expound his new land scheme failed to arouse any
lasting enthusiasm. For the :~ st part, the converted preached to
the converted. Simeon, at a du..gate conference at Bath in October,
argued hopefully that ¢ though *»~- "~ =~t —nsbns b oo
numbers they had during the h
the same power—they had mc
beginning ¢ (844 they were st
sing such questions as “ Qugh
restricted ?”°, but by the end of
Even O’Connor could hardly d
At the annual Convention in A
‘a sort of lull’, but suggested
not last.

The Bristol movement was sa
ion of the Land Scheme, where
small-holdings, were to be estak
by the Land Company were in

1Z



Red Marley, which may have helped to kindle interest locally. When
Thomas Clark, of the Chartist executive, came to the city in Nov-
ember 1845 to explain the scheme, a branch of the Land Company
was said to be already in existence: a year later, the seventy-five
members owned one hundred shares between them, and were hold-
ing regular weekly meetings. With this encouragement, the National
Charter Association began to stir once more. A meeting in Sept-
ember 1846 agreed to ‘ re-organize’ the local branch, and thirty
members were enrolled. But the extent to which the movement was
in decay can be judged from the elections to the national executive
in 1847: Bristol recorded twenty-five votes, all for the retiring
members, and O’Connor’s total national vote was a mere 455.

The general election of 1847 found the Bristol Chartists in a
parlous state. They did, however, try a last-minute intervention,
combining with the Dissenters and the remnants of th ’omplete
Suffrage Union to bring forward Apsley Pellatt, a Lonuon glass
manufacturer, and a close friend of Edward Miall. editor of the
Nonconformist. His main hope lay not so much i1 he Chartists
as in the Dissenting vote, and his programme included church dis-
establishment. The enterprise served only to confirm how weak
local Chartism was. Simeon and his friends were scarcely able to

get their candidate a hearing at the | :«d only
171, against 4381 for Berkeley, 2595 fi * Fripp.
¢ A very small Pellatt from a very sm keley’s
predictable comment. At Ipswich, Vin as only
162 votes behind the second member, sturned
for Nottingham with 1257.

The year 1848 saw a remarkable, the “hartist
fortunes, partly in response to continen ‘ational
Convention was summoned, and a ne L set in
motion. In April, open-air meet’=~~ on sumed.
On Monday 3rd, the petition w  doj resolut-
ion pledging support Frep:r in reeting,
on the 17th, Ernest Jc me @ ie chief
speaker. ‘Was i 10 strot t , ‘that
when all the nations or purope had | ingland
should take a retrograde movement ?’ nediate
retort from Robert Norris, a iin 10 had
supported Pellatt, disav "~ ¢ hr .rift in
the movement was still _.____2n N + disap-
pointment engendered by the fiasco of - :oupled
with strong government action, soon d 1entary
enthusiasm. In July the Bristol magist al from
a M. Hilaire for permission tc ectu on the

French Revolution, and prudently dec_ . _ __.
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The local Chartists now slid back into their former position as
a small and insignificant clique. As the National Charter Associa-
tion slowly disintegrated, year by year, they persevered with their
weekly meetings and their collections. In July 1849 they begged
O’Connor not to abandon the Land Company, but to continue with
his ¢ wonderful enterprise’. The following year, ever hopeful, they
needed only a hint to form themselves into a new ‘ Democratic
Association ’, and announced yet more weekly discussions: there
was, they considered, ° every prospect of a glorious organization of
democrats in this city > But by 1852, with O’Connor insane, and
the contributions to the national executive a mere trickle, the confi-
dence of even the Bristol members was undermined. In March they
issued a statement regretting  the apathy and disunion that years of
blighted hopes have produced’, and called for a reconstruction of
the movement to bring in the middle classes—thus reverting to the
policy that Vincent had preached in vain to them ten years earlier.
Even in this, their genius for disharmony remained with them, and
their approaches to T. S. Duncombe, the radical M.P., for a ‘real
People’s Party ’, ended in recriminations.? In June 1852 they found
yet another opportunity for disagreement when they debated
whether to accept the Manchester Conference as duly constituted.
Of the eleven members voting, three, including the Secretary
formed a minority, and ‘ ordered the Financial Secretary to erase
their names from the books’. Thus, wrangling to the last, they
\disappear from view.?

It is clear that Bristol’s response to Chartism was tepid. In the
spring of 1839 one of the Chartists put their numbers at about 800,
compared with 1800 in Bath, a town of one-fifth the size.* The
Mercury wrote in February 1840 that it was notorious that there
were fewer Chartists in Bristol than in any other comparable city,
and three years later a Chartist came to the gloomy conclusion that
it was ‘ decidedly the most prejudiced, bigoted, and priest-ridden
city of the Empire *.* The contrast with some of the Northern towns
is marked: at Sheffield, for example, the Chartists contested the
general elections of 1841 and 1847, and in 1849 held 22 of the 56
seats on the Town Council.®

1 Northern Star, 28 July 1849 and 9 Nov. 1850.

2 The Star of Freedom, 17 Apr. 1852 and 22 May 1852.

3 The Star of Freedom, 12 June 1852.

4 Statement, 4 May 1839, H.O. 40/47.

5 Letter from W. H. Clifton, Northern Star, 29 July 1843.

6 S, Pollard, A History of Labour in Sheffield, pp.47-9.
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Part of the explanation may lie in the the economic structure of
wle city. In general, the areas most receptive to Chartism were those
dependent to an unhealthy extent on one industry. In Bath, for
*--*-ace, the decay of the tourist indusiry left the town without

ative means of support;' and in North Gloucestershire the
wwesion of 1842 created widespread unemployment among the
cloth workers.* The economy of Bristol, though sluggish, was
singularly diversified. In addition to the activity of *»~ port itself,
there were coal mines, tobacco warehouses, soap and vuule factories,
shipbuilding yards, iron foundries, distilleries, pottries, sugar
refineries, and brass works. It was consequertiv bette_ _ble to ride
"yd of depression than many other to...... In 1845, a local

n testified :®
It is probable that the poorer classes in Bristol are not
subject to such extreme destitution ~ i= ~~m~ == factur-

ing towns...The labouring clas: ject to
large fluctuation setween high w vant of
) it; therefore, large mass iddenly
a state bordering on st: unately
o0 us.

ar ntenance of law and or ed, the
y+_ __ _  riots, after which the M iied for
. of duty, undoubtedly encouraged the ct with
ss. They were aided by the fact that | > force,
shed under the Municipal Corporatio . of the
:st in the country: the ratio of pol m was
in Bristol, compared to 1-1306 at Lk Bolton,
6299 at Walsall* The permanent for mented
asions: in January 1839, for examp . bench
ted 45 special constables in the Brislii * With
’king of the military, the authorities cc whelm-

ce.
basic tactical problem, from the Cha W, was
ationship with the middle classes. Tt sts saw
Pugh, * Chartism in Somerset and Wiltshire ed. Asa
. Another account of Bath Chartism is to sublished
rsity of Bristol M.A. thesis by R. S. Neale, ions and
ag class movements in the city of Bath 1800- ns some

gh’s conclusions.

litorial of 15 Jan, 1842 in Bristol Mercury, drz e ‘fearful
ice ' of decline in the west country woollen i1

d report on the state of large towns, p.75.
Mather, Public order in the nes of the Cha
t, 23 Jan. 1839, H.O. 40/47.
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

The greater part of the material comes from contemporary
newspapers. The Bristol Reference Library has copies of Felix
Farley's Bristol Journal, the Bristol Mirror, the Bristol Mercury,
and the Bristol Gazette. It also possesses a considerable number of
broadsheets and pamphlets, in various collections, though these are
not usually indexed, and are difficult to use. Copies of Vincent’s
newspaper, the Western Vindicator, and its sequel the National
Vindicator are held by the Newport Reference Library. Another
run of the Western Vindicator, together with cuttings from other
newspapers, is in the Vincent Papers, held by the Labour Party at
Transport House. The Place Collection, in the British Museum,
includes the Northern Star, The Star of Freedom, The Charter, and
the British Statesman (a C.S.U. newspaper). All the reporting is
extremely partisan, and it is scarcely possible to make any estimate
of the number of persons attending a meeting.

Correspondence between the Bristol magistrates and the Home
Secretary can be found in the Home Office papers in the Public
Record Office, particularly H.0.40/47. The Bristol Watch
Committee proceedings are held by the Archives Department in
the Council House, and contain much interesting material on the
early days of the Bristol police-force. The papers of the Lop-~»
Working Men’s Association, including letters from Vincen
Lovett, are in the British Museum, Add.MSS. 34245 & 37772, M...
letters from Vincent are contained in the Place Collecti..., Set 56.
The Birmingham Reference Library has manuscript volumes
belonging to the London Working Men’s Association, the National
Association, and the Complete Suffrage Union: these form part of
the Lovett Collection.

There is a biography of Henry Vincent by W. Dorling, and
biographies of Joseph Sturge by S. Hobhouse, A. Peckover, and H.
Richard. References to Vincent occur in R. G. Gammage, History
of the Chartist Movement; W. Lovett, Life and Struggles; G. J.
Holyoake, Sixty Years of an Agitator's Life; Life of Thomas
Cooper, by himself; H. Solly, These Eighty Years. The most useful
modern works are G. D. H. Cole, Chartist Portraits; A. Briggs (ed.
Chartist Studies; D. Williams, John Frost; A. R. Schoyen, Th
Chartist Challenge; F. C. Mather, Public order in the age of th
Chartists. D. Read and E. Glasgow have recently published th
first biography of Feargus O’Connor.
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