
ART. XI —The Mushroom Elections in Carlisle, 1784-1803. By M. J. SMITH 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, no peer was a more ardent electioneer and 
boroughmonger than Sir James Lowther, Earl of Lonsdale, whose influence returned 

nine MPs at the general election of 1784. None of the electoral battles he fought — not even 
his costly interventions at Lancaster — matched in duration and intensity his struggle to 
monopolise the representation of Carlisle in the 178os and 17905. Carlisle was a freeman 
borough with an electorate of approximately 750 out of a population of some 7,000. 
Admission to the freedom was confined to sons of freemen and to persons who had served a 
seven-year apprenticeship to a freeman, and was conditional on being "brothered" into one 
of the city's eight guilds.' Controversy centred on a third route to the freedom: the 
conferment of an honorary freedom by the corporation. The corporation, which was self-
elected, held that it possessed the unilateral right to create honorary freemen; the guilds 
maintained that their consent was required beforehand. Carlisle politics turned on this 
dispute, which Lonsdale exploited to the full in his endeavour to turn the city into a pocket 
borough.2  

The failure of Lonsdale's first attempt to capture both Carlisle seats in 1761 had led him 
to believe that control of the corporation would assist his ambition: in 1759 he had become 
an alderman, and in 1761 his friend Humphrey Senhouse became Mayor. From then on, 
vacancies were filled by Lonsdale's nominees, until by 1786 the once dominant "Blue" or 
anti-Lonsdale party had been reduced to two aldermen out of twelve, and seven common 
councillors out of twenty-four.3  But the election of 1768, in which Lonsdale's two 
candidates were defeated by some 38o votes to 310, showed that control of the corporation 
was insufficient of itself to overcome the hostility of the freemen. It was not until 1784 that 
Lonsdale attempted to surmount this hurdle by using the corporation to create honorary 
freemen.4  From 1774 the Blue and Yellow parties shared the representation between them, 
the parallel courses charted in national politics by Lonsdale and the Blue leaders 
undoubtedly assisting the standstill on local rivalries.5  But after 1784, with Lonsdale 
supporting Pitt, and Portland and Surrey supporting Fox, the compromise began to break 
down. 

In the election of April 1784, the two parties had again divided Carlisle's representation 
between them, Surrey being the Blue candidate and Edward Norton the Yellow candidate. 
However, Lonsdale was determined that on the death of Surrey's father, the 1 oth Duke of 
Norfolk, the Yellows would be in a position to dispense with the compromise and capture 
the second seat in the ensuing by-election. Hence on 28 October 1784, with Lonsdale 
present as an alderman, the corporation repealed all restrictions on its power of creating 
honorary freemen: on the following two days, and on 13 and 14 January 1785, it conferred 
the freedom of the city on no less than 1,447 people. These "Mushroom voters" — so called 
from the rapidity of their appearance overnight — were mostly chosen from lists made out 
by Lonsdale's stewards, and consisted largely of miners from his Whitehaven collieries and 
tenants from his Westmorland estates. Not one of the "mushrooms" was entitled to the 
freedom by patrimony or servitude, and none was a member of any guild; despite this, a 
number of them were immediately appointed aldermen or common councillors of Carlisle.ó 
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The guilds, regarding their privileges as violated by this move, established a committee in 
February 1785  to consider their response. The committee reported to the freemen on 27 
July, when a decision was taken to seek legal redress.' Hence, in the Michaelmas term of 
1785, John Atkinson of London, a member of the merchants' guild, initiated a test 
prosecution in the court of King's Bench against three mushrooms, alderman Thomas 
Whelpdale, John Ebdell and John Henderson. The three men selected in this test case were 
all men of substance, able to bear the costs of a prosecution, Ebdell and Henderson being 
materially interested in supporting their honorary freedoms, because as cattle dealers they 
benefited from the freemen's exemption from certain tolls. The corporation was initially 
obstructive in permitting the plaintiff to examine its records, and the Mayor, Richard 
Jackson, and alderman Jeremiah Wherlings were reprimanded in court by Lord Mansfield 
on I February 1786, narrowly escaping an attachment for contempt. In the Hilary term of 
1786, quo warranto informations were formally issued against the three mushrooms, 
commanding them to show by what right they claimed to be freemen of Carlisle.8  

Before the case could proceed further, Edward Norton, the Yellow MP for Carlisle, died 
on 27 March 1786. In the ensuing by-election, John Christian Curwen of Ewanrigg Hall 
was chosen as the Blue candidate to face the Yellow nominee, John Lowther of Swillington, 
Lonsdale's cousin. Knowing that Lonsdale would use his mushroom voters to carry the day 
and that a petition to the House of Commons would be necessary, the Blues called for a 
decisive vote for Curwen from the traditional freemen to emphasise that the creation of the 
mushrooms was "a daring and outrageous violation" of their rights.9  Their wishes were 
gratified, for the freemen voted for Curwen by a margin of 422 votes to 107. So appalled 
were the traditional electors at Lonsdale's proceedings that, apparently, virtually all the 
London out-voters polled for Curwen, as did the electoral interest of Sir James Graham, 
who was to be Lonsdale's candidate in 1796.  But because 461 mushrooms had been allowed 
to vote for Lowther, swelling his total poll to 568, the Yellow candidate was duly returned 
on i8 April.10  

The Blues petitioned against the election, and in late May a select committee was 
appointed to hear the case, with Charles James Fox as Curwen's nominee. Clearly, the 
question turned on the determination of Carlisle's franchise, and whether the corporation 
was empowered to confer honorary freedoms at will. The evidence on this was ambiguous: 
common council by-laws of 1689, 1712, 1713, 1736, 175o  and  1758  appeared to limit the 
freedom of the city to members of the guilds: namely, the sons of freemen and those who 
had served an apprenticeship to a freeman. However, by-laws of 1697, 1721,  1733 and, of 
course, 1784 suggested that the corporation could confer honorary freedoms without 
restriction. Further, on 6 September 1759,  the common council had asserted its right to 
create honorary freemen, but five days later, having created Lonsdale an honorary 
freeman, it had suddenly reversed itself and had pledged to the guilds that it would make no 
more» The previous declaration of the House of Commons, given on 23 February 1712, 
provided no guidance, for the House had not explicitly ruled on the question of honorary 
freemen when determining Carlisle's franchise.12  

The Yellows' counsel asserted that the power of creating honorary freemen was inherent 
in the common council, and pointed to clauses in the Mayor's oath which enjoined him to 
follow the advice of the council in all matters touching the government of the city. It was 
argued that the creation of freemen clearly fell within this category. Both before and since 
the charter of 1637, the corporation had exercised its right and created honorary freemen 
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who had exercised their franchises without dispute. The by-laws in which the corporation 
had appeared to limit the freedom of the city to members of the guilds were neither 
declaratory laws nor renunciations of an illegal exercise of power, but merely rules of 
convenience which had been repealed in October 1784. 

The Blues' counsel argued that the consent of the guilds was required for the corporation 
to confer honorary freedoms, and that prior admission to a guild was a necessary 
qualification for admission to the freedom. Witnesses testified that although a number of 
honorary freemen had indeed been created in the past, these creations had been viewed as 
encroachments on the rights of the guilds. The Dormont book of 1561, containing the 
ordinances of the city, was produced, the nineteenth order of which had given the guilds the 
power to veto the conferment of honorary freedoms by the council. Because this order was 
described in the book as being "agreeable to the ancient custom and constitution of 
Carlisle", it was therefore founded on some earlier but no longer extant charter. The 
necessity of prior admission to a guild was based on immemorial usage, which was also 
evidence of its foundation in an early charter. Being fundamental laws enshrined in a 
charter, they were paramount to the derivative power of making or repealing by-laws, upon 
which the Yellows had based their case. 

On 31 May the select committee resolved that Curwen had been duly elected at the by-
election, and unseated Lowther.13  However, the committee made no pronouncement on the 
wider question of the legality of the mushroom voters; thus the Blues attached considerable 
importance to the outcome of their prosecutions of Whelpdale, Ebdell and Henderson. In 
the Trinity term of 1786, the three mushrooms replied to the quo warranto informations 
issued against them, arguing that the corporation had the right to create honorary freemen. 
The stage was thus set for a trial. However, in the ensuing Michaelmas term, the three 
defendants suddenly abandoned the case, and judgements of ouster from their freedoms 
were therefore entered by default against them, Whelpdale losing his aldermanic gown in 
addition.14  The Blues maintained that this was proof of the illegality of the mushrooms, but 
the Yellows denied this, arguing initially that the case had been abandoned because Ebdell 
and Henderson were about to be disfranchised by the corporation for having abused their 
exemption from paying tolls.15  This claim was later altered to the assertion that the 
committee's decision of 31 May 1786 had prejudiced their chance of a fair trial.1ó 

In any case, Lonsdale had every intention of using his mushrooms again in his attempt to 
win control of Carlisle, and his second chance came with the death on 31 August 1 786 of 
Surrey's father, the Duke of Norfolk, which elevated Surrey to the House of Lords and 
necessitated a second by-election. In the ensuing poll, the Blue candidate was Rowland 
Stephenson of Scaleby Castle, and his Yellow opponent was Edward Knubley of Wigton, 
Sheriff of Cumberland in 1785-6.  Despite vociferous Blue protests, the Mayor permitted 
the mushrooms to poll again. The arguments that James Boswell, the Mayor's counsel, 
used to justify the acceptance of the mushroom votes were that the select committee of May 
had made no determination on the question of the honorary freemen; that the judgements 
of ouster applied only to the three individuals concerned and had no wider application; and 
that because the judgements had been entered by default, the merits of the question had not 
been decided." At the close of the poll, Stephenson led Knubley by 405 votes to 147  among 
the freemen, but because 407 mushrooms had voted, swelling Knubley's total poll to 554, 
the Yellow candidate was duly returned on 15 December.18  

The Blues petitioned against the election, and a select committee of MPs, having heard 
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the two sides, declared on 26 February 1787  that Stephenson had been duly elected.19  But 
once again, while seating the Blue candidate, the committee did not rule on the general 
issue of the legality of the mushroom voters. Further, whereas the committee of May 1786 
had seated Curwen by a vote of 14 to I, the February committee seated Stephenson by the 
narrower margin of io to 5.20  

Lonsdale's ire at his second setback was vented against five publicans who had voted for 
Stephenson, for on 7  October 1788 Lonsdale and Boswell refused to renew their ale 
licenses. On 22 November a writ of mandamus was granted by the King's Bench at the 
behest of the publicans, commanding Lonsdale and Boswell to issue the licenses. Affidavits 
were filed by all the parties concerned, in which Lonsdale and Boswell, disclaiming all 
political motivation, denied that the publicans had ever applied for new licenses. On io 
February 1789 the case was dismissed, the inn-keepers not choosing to try and prove 
perjury by their opponents.21  In the autumn of 1789, the offending publicans were again 
refused licenses by the corporation, but Norfolk and Curwen intervened in their capacities 
as county magistrates, held a petty sessions, and issued the requisite licenses. Lonsdale was 
enraged by this defiant action, and on 27 November 1789 and 23 January 1790, his counsel 
obtained rules in the King's Bench to show cause why criminal informations should not be 
filed against the two Blue leaders. Norfolk's case was heard on 27 January 1790, when it 
was argued that the Duke had no legal authority within the city of Carlisle, and that he had 
acted from political motives. However, Norfolk's counsel, Erskine, proved that the Duke 
had acted within his statutory rights, and that he had taken legal advice beforehand. The 
rule was therefore unanimously discharged, and it does not seem that the parallel case 
against Curwen was proceeded with.22  Nevertheless, Lonsdale continued his vendetta 
against the publicans, for at Carlisle quarter sessions on 14 July 1790, at his dictation, 
three of the innkeepers were each fined £2 and costs by Boswell for selling ale without a 
corporation license. At the next quarter sessions held on 5 October, Norfolk and Curwen 
were actually indicted by a grand jury for having licensed the publicans in defiance of the 
corporation. The case was removed to the King's Bench by a writ of certiorari, but it does 
not seem that any further action was taken.23  

The publicans' affair was essentially a sub-plot in the continuing contest over the 
mushroom voters, where both sides manoeuvred in readiness for the general election of 
179o. To strengthen the claims of the mushroom voters, Lonsdale decided to stage a legal 
action which would, hopefully, confirm the corporation's right to make honorary freemen. 
On 23 September 1788, Robert Bennet and three other persons, all sons of freemen but who 
had not been brothered into any guild, applied to the corporation for admission to the 
freedom of the city. The corporation, with the connivance of the applicants, refused their 
request, stating that they must first join one of the guilds. At Bennet's instigation,'a writ of 
mandamus was issued in May 1789 against the corporation, which in reply answered that 
membership of a guild was a precondition of admission to the freedom. Issue was joined, 
and the case came on for trial in the King's Bench on 1 July. At this point, the guilds 
decided to intervene, for they recognised that the action between Bennet and the 
corporation was essentially a bogus affair in which the corporation, while nominally 
against Bennet, was in reality seeking a collusive judgement against the rights of the guilds. 
Seeking to prevent this, the guilds successfully applied to the court to delay the hearing and 
to be admitted as a party to the action on behalf of the corporation. The trials were 
eventually held on 7 December, with Erskine as counsel for the guilds. In essence, the 
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arguments were the same as those used before the committees of the Commons in 1786 and 
1787. Bennet's counsel argued that the requirement of prior membership of a guild rested 
on no higher authority than by-laws which had been repealed in 1784; Erskine contended 
that it was based on the customary usage of Carlisle, which was evidence of its foundation 
in an ancient charter which could not be overridden by by-laws. The judge, Lord Kenyon, 
summed up in favour of Bennet, and the jury concurred by finding verdicts for him and his 
associates.24  

Although the decision had merely established the corporation's right to confer the 
freedom on sons of freemen who had not joined a guild, Lonsdale chose to interpret it more 
broadly as confirmation of its right to confer freedoms on anyone, specifically the 
mushrooms, none of whom was the son of a Carlisle freeman. He assiduously fostered the 
impression that the verdicts were a complete vindication of his cause, and held a grand 
celebratory dinner in London. Independent observers certainly thought that this was the 
case; The Times reported that the verdicts meant that Lonsdale would capture both 
Carlisle seats at the next election, and that Curwen and Stephenson, aghast at the outcome, 
would not seek re-election.25  

The Blue party responded with its own legal move, for on 27 January 1790 quo warranto 
informations were issued by the King's Bench against six prominent mushrooms, 
commanding them to show by what right they claimed to be freemen. The person 
eventually singled out for prosecution was George Wheatley, Lonsdale's chief steward, who 
had become an alderman in 1788 — ironically, in place of the ousted Thomas Whelpdale. 
The case was due for hearing at Cumberland assizes in August 1790, but at the last 
moment, Wheatley withdrew his plea and a judgement of ouster from his honorary freedom 
and his aldermancy was therefore entered against him. According to one newspaper, the 
case was abandoned because the select composition of the special jury empanelled to try the 
cause rendered it impervious to Lonsdale's influence.26  

However, even if the case had been heard in August, it would have come too late for the 
general election of July 1790. In this third mushroom election, the Blue candidates were 
Curwen and Wilson Braddyll, who was also standing for Horsham on Norfolk's interest; 
the Yellow candidates were Knubley and James Clarke Satterthwaite of Papcastle. This 
was the most violent of the three mushroom contests, and was notable for the partial 
demolition of Lonsdale's house in Fisher Street — "Mushroom Hall" — by a Blue mob. 
Once more, the Blue candidates each outpolled the Yellows by 394  votes to 126 among the 
traditional freemen, but because the Mayor also accepted the votes of 377  mushrooms, 
increasing Knubley's and Satterthwaite's total vote to 503 each, the Yellow candidates 
were returned on 1 o July. 

As a preliminary to the Blues' petition against the election, Lonsdale staged another trial 
in the King's Bench with a view to strengthening the claims of the mushroom electors. 
Richard Penn, Robert Mackreth and Thomas Garforth, who had each been given honorary 
freedoms on 3o October 1784, applied to the corporation for permission to take the 
freeman's oath and be sworn into office of a freeman. The corporation, at Lonsdale's 
instigation and with the applicants' connivance, refused. Writs of mandamus were issued 
against the corporation, commanding it to swear in the three mushrooms. The corporation 
replied that membership of a guild was a necessary preliminary to the freedom of the city. 
The resulting trials were held in the King's Bench on 6 December 1790, and to ensure that 
no defence was offered, the Yellows did not give the guilds sufficient notice to enable them 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1981_vol81_0013



I18 	 THE MUSHROOM ELECTIONS IN CARLISLE, 1784-1803 

to intervene. When no defence was therefore offered on behalf of the corporation, the judge, 
Lord Kenyon, directed the jury to find verdicts for the three plaintiffs, each of whom had 
damages of one shilling awarded to them. The whole proceedings had an implausible, 
fraudulent air about them; Kenyon himself remarked, "There is undoubtedly something 
behind [this] but I don't know what."27  Nevertheless, several newspapers were sufficiently 
misled by the proceedings to report that the verdicts had established the corporation's right 
to make honorary freemen. It was left to the Morning Chronicle to see through the charade 
and deny any such inference.28  

On 1 December 1790 the Blues' petition against the election was presented to the 
Commons, and the following February a committee was appointed to hear the case. Unlike 
its predecessors of 1786 and 1787, the committee of 1791 was able to avail itself of an act of 
1788 (28 Geo. III cap. 52) which released subsequent election committees from being 
bound by the determinations of previous committees — in this case, that of 1712 — and 
empowered them to make new determinations on the franchise. It therefore invited the 
contending parties to submit their interpretations of Carlisle's franchise. The counsel for 
Curwen and Braddyll argtíed that the freedom of the city could be obtained in three ways: 
by being born the son of a freeman; by a seven-year apprenticeship to a freeman; or by gift 
of the corporation with the consent of the guilds. In each case, membership of a guild was a 
prerequisite of admission to the freedom. The counsel for the sitting members, Knubley and 
Satterthwaite, agreed that the freedom could be obtained by patrimony or by servitude, but 
argued that it could also be conferred unilaterally by the corporation, without reference to 
the guilds. In no case was prior membership of a guild necessary for admission to the 
freedom. 

On 3 March 1791, the committee rejected both sides' interpretations, and in their place it 
ruled that the right to vote lay with the freemen of Carlisle, "having been previously 
admitted Brethren of One of the Eight Guilds or Occupations of the said City, and deriving 
their Title to such Freedom by being Sons of Freemen, or by Service of Seven Years 
Apprenticeship to a Freeman resident, during such Apprenticeship, within the said City, 
and in no others.'29  In other words, the corporation had no right to create honorary 
freemen, either with or without the consent of the guilds. Thus, the mushroom voters were 
formally disfranchised, and Curwen and Braddyll were seated. 

In 1792, a petition from twelve inhabitants of Carlisle, both Yellow freemen and 
mushrooms, was presented to the Commons, appealing against the decision; the appeal was 
repeated in 1793 and 1794, and finally in 1795 another committee was established to 
reconsider the case. The committee saw no reason to alter the previous determination, and 
on 12 March 1795 it reaffirmed the decision of 1791.30  

Prohibited from polling his mushroom voters in the election of June 1796, Lonsdale 
appears to have attempted to confer a spurious legality on them by pressing the guilds into 
admitting them as members. References in the merchants' guilds records in 1796 to 
"various attempts [having] been made on this and other guilds to obtain admission to their 
brotherhood by persons having no claim of title whatever" seem to indicate this.31  The 
attempt was unsuccessful, and deprived of any chance of winning, Lonsdale sought instead 
to inflict maximum damage on his opponents with a prolonged and expensive contest. On 
24 June 1796, Curwen and his partner, Sir Frederick Fletcher Vane, were elected with 399 
and 390 votes respectively, the defeated Yellows, Sir James Graham and Knubley, polling 
288 and 277 votes respectively. Although some 3o Blue votes had been rejected, this time it 
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was the turn of the Yellows to appeal against the result, but on 2 March 1797 a committee 
of MPs confirmed Curwen's and Vane's election.32  

Lonsdale was nothing if not a persevering opponent, for only his death on 24 May 1802 
prevented another bitter contest for control of Carlisle in the election of the following July; 
on his death, nine thousand guineas were found in his bureau in preparation for the 
anticipated struggle.33  Lonsdale's death, and his succession by the conciliatory Sir William 
Lowther, provided the opportunity for a compromise between the two parties to end the 
debilitating and divisive contests. On Curwen's initiative, an understanding was hastily 
reached, whereby the Blues would yield one of Carlisle's seats to the Yellows, in return for 
which the handful of ex-mushroom voters illegally holding corporate offices would resign.34  
On 6 July 1802, Curwen and Lowther's nominee, Walter Spencer Stanhope, were returned 
unopposed for Carlisle;35  in September and October 1803, Lowther delivered his side of the 
bargain when the three remaining ex-mushroom aldermen, Sir Michael le Fleming, 
Edmund Wilson, and John Baynes Garforth, resigned their positions.36  Purged of the last 
traces of the mushrooms, Carlisle now embarked upon a decade of comparative political 
tranquillity.37  

"English history can furnish no parallel to it", was one outraged comment on Lonsdale's 
creation of the mushroom voters.38  In fact, the manipulation of closed corporations was a 
time-honoured move in the political game. For example, honorary freemen had been 
created in Durham in 1761 in order to swamp the guild brothers of the city trading 
companies. Further, at the same time as Lonsdale was introducing the mushrooms in 
Carlisle, the corporations of Bedford and Derby were creating faggot voters at the behest, 
respectively, of the Dukes of Bedford and Devonshire; and the parliamentary reformer, 
Thomas Oldfield, expressed surprise that what had been declared illegal at Carlisle had 
been deemed permissible at Bedford and Derby.39  

The mushroom elections largely account for the weakness of political radicalism in 
Carlisle during the 179os. This was in spite of Norfolk's and Curwen's support of 
parliamentary reform, and even though Carlisle was then the most important textile centre 
between Lancashire and Glasgow — both areas of radical activity — with I,000 calico 
printers alone in 1794.40  Part of the explanation lies in the weakness of religious 
nonconformity in Carlisle.41  But more importantly, the very nature of the Blue cause 
precluded an enthusiastic commitment to radical objectives, for the Blues were the party of 
the local status quo, defending the vested interests of the traditional freemen, while it was 
Lonsdale who posed as the innovator, overturning ancient rights and prescriptive 
privileges.42  It is interesting to note that William Paley, an influential opponent of 
parliamentary reform, supported the Blue party, and saw no contradiction between these 
two positions.43  Further, because the House of Commons upheld the Blue cause on five 
occasions between 1786 and 1797, demands for the reform of that body commanded little 
local appea1.44  Moreover, the textile workers took little part in the mushroom elections, 
being mostly Scottish and Irish immigrants who were not eligible for guild membership, 
and hence not entitled to the freedom. They were not "politicized" by any direct 
participation in the elections, and concentrated mostly on trade union activities at this 
period.45  

What was the result of Lonsdale's intended masterstroke? Among the traditional 
freemen, the Yellow vote collapsed in all three mushroom elections to less than half its level 
of 1768, the last straight Yellow versus Blue contest. Undoubtedly the creation of the 
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mushroom voters was as much of an affront to many Yellow freemen as it was to the 
Blues.4ó Only in the election of 1796, by which time the mushrooms had been disfranchised, 
did the numbers of Yellow freemen recover dramatically, but the party was still polling 
below its historic strength. Hence, Lonsdale's manoeuvre administered a disastrous setback 
to his fortunes among the Carlisle freemen, and the Yellow party did not fully recover its 
position during his lifetime. 
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