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T he po litical h istory  of the city of N ew castle con tains a  
num ber of puzzling features in the conduct of certain  local 
bodies in the decade an d  a  ha lf before the  passing of the 
M unicipal R eform  A ct o f 1835. T he  political com plexion 
o f the alderm en, the C om m on C ouncil and  the burgesses, 
the ir a ttitu de  to  con tem porary  m ovem ents, fo r religious 
freedom , for P arliam en tary  reform  an d  the like, w ere 
no t consistent, an d  there was a  constan t an d  som etim es 
illogical changing and  regrouping of the m em bers o f bo th  
bodies. T o  a  large extent, no  doub t, these vagaries are  
explicable only in term s of private  personalities, w ith  their 
friendships and  anim osities, their fam ily an d  business cares, 
an d  as far as this is so, they will p robab ly  never be 
penetrated . A  good deal o f exp lanation  can  be given, 
though, by  looking closely a t the legal and  constitu tional
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fram ew ork  th a t enclosed th e  m en w ho w ere leading local 
even ts.1

A t the M unicipal C orporations Inqu iry  in  1833, the T ow n 
C lerk  said  to  th e  com m issioners, while describing th e  p ro ­
cedure for electing the m ayor, th a t

“ he would remark, that while public politics had nothing what­
ever to do with the election, local politics had. By the charter of 
James, a concurrent jurisdiction is given to the mayor and bur­
gesses in guild, the exercise of which was considered a dangerous 
measure to the town. The concurrence of the mayor is 
necessary.”2 ...

In  fact, the w hole of the borough constitu tion  was in a  state 
of crisis, w hich can p robab ly  be dated  from  1809 (the a ttack  
of Joseph  C la rk  and  the auditors upon  the C om m on Council) 
b u t w hich intensified in seriousness from  the early  1820’s 
a n d  cam e to a  clim ax in 1832-3, shortly  before the dea th  of 
the o ld  charte red  corpo ra tion  in  1835.

F ro m  first to last, the struggle centred  on the office and  
person  of the m ayor, w hich gave him  in  N ew castle a pre­
em inence n o t accorded to the chief m agistrate  of every 
borough. His duties na tu ra lly  included the presidency of 
every fo rm al public, activity in  the town. I t  was accepted th a t 
he  m ust preside a t any public m eeting requisitioned by a  
sufficient num ber of respectab le people, as well as a t public 
m eetings of burgesses upon  particu lar questions. T he  use 
of th is quasi-constitu tional device of the public m eeting was 
grow ing rap id ly , here as elsew here, in  this period. T hus on 
10 M arch  1829,3 a party  of liberals requisitioned a  public 
m eeting  in  the  guildhall on  the question of C atholic  relief. 
T h e  “ anti-C atholic  ” party  heard  of this in tim e to  persuade 
th e  m ayor, T hom as Shadforth , to m ove it to  the F o rth , w here 
a  m uch  grea ter crow d could assem ble. T here  his w orship 
du ly  presided  w hile m any of the politically  active m en spoke

1 The main personalities and events are described by Professor W. L. Burn 
in Arch. A e l, 4 ser., XXXIV (1956), pp. 1-13.

2 MCI, p. 12.
■3 Richardson’s Local Historian's Table Book, Vol. IV, p. 15.



aicross him  in  ho t debate. T here  was a large procession of 
liberals from  the T u rk ’s H ead to the ground , un der Jam es 
L osh— a fo rm er “ F riend  of the People ”— T hom as H ead lam  
— later one of the principa l respectab le R ad ica ls— and  W . H. 
O rd  of W hitfield— a violent R ad ica l, though a country  gen tle­
m an .4 T h e  “ anti-C atholics ” , a lready  in possession of th e  
field, h ad  no such pow erful speakers.. T heir m ost no tab le  
leader on  this day was Joseph  C lark , who w ould la ter in  this 
pap er have been called an  opposition  burgess. T hey  w ere 
nevertheless a m ajority . N ex t day this m ajo rity  w as backed  
up . by resolutions from  all four parish  vestries; b u t on  14 
M arch  the  C om m on C ouncil, by  con trast, petitioned  in favour 
of C atholic  relief.5 This episode has been described to  show  
a p ic tu re  of th e  cross-currents an d  m ovem ents of op in ion  
betw een w hich the m ayor had  to keep the balance. I t  was 
in connexion w ith elections and  P arliam entary  reform  th a t 
the m ajo rity  o f m eetings were held  in the succeeding years, 
an d  the m ayor presided bo th  a t special m eetings held  to  
p resent petitions to Parliam ent, or, w ith  the sheriff, as an  
official a t nom inations and  a t the poll. I t  is true  th a t p a rty  
po litical bodies, such as the N o rthern  Political U n ion , 
generally  preferred  to ho ld  m eetings under the chairm ansh ip  
of one of their m em bers, such as Jo h n  Fife, C harles A ttw ood , 
D r. H ead lam  o r even C harles L ark in ; and  it is true  th a t the  
great m eetings of disaffected w orkpeople, p itm en  o r keelm en, 
held usually  on the T ow n M oor, were outside the fram ew ork 
of public  life in the borough; bu t nevertheless the m a y o r^ a s  
in o ther places— was accepted as the public spokesm an of 
the op in ion of the inhab itan ts on  all questions of general 
interest.

In  M arch  1832 it fell to  the m ayor, A rch ibald  R eed , to  
lead a posse of special constables to  assist in  the eviction 
from  the ir hom es of the striking pitm en; an d  nex t m on th  he 
led a m ilitary  expedition across the river to  F r ia r ’s G oose, in  
o rder to  suppress rioting. T h a t year the C om m on C ouncil

4 NJB, January 1.831, p.. 145, . . . .
5 NCA, CCB 1824-31, p. 441. .



passed a  fo rm al vote of thanks to  “ the garrison of N ew castle ” 
fo r p rov id ing  this soldierly re tin ue .6 T hese aspects o f the 
m ay o r’s du ties, of course, d id n o t pass aw ay in 1*335, as the 
la te r career of Jo h n  F ife, for exam ple, witnesses.

T h e  m ayo r was the presid ing officer of the C om m on 
C ouncil. O f the conduct of individuals in  this office, there  is 
no th ing  to  be discovered, except th a t occasionally a m ayor 
m ig h t com m it the co rpo ra tion  to som e course of policy. T he  
m ost im p o rtan t case of this occurred  in M ay 1825, w hen 
C ram ling ton  bought 50 shares in  the N ew castle an d  C arlisle 
railw ay in  the co rp o ra tio n ’s n am e.7 This action  led to fateful 
consequences after the reform . T he  actions of such m en as 
Sir Jo h n  F ife , in  the elected C ouncil, suggest, if there is any 
analogy , th a t the m ayo r’s p a r t was by  no m eans lim ited to  
im p artia l presidency. T he  form al record  in the C om m on 
C ouncil books is n o t in form ative enough on debating  
p rocedure .

M o re  im portan tly , the m ayor had  to  preside over the 
burgesses in their thrice-yearly guild m eetings. A b o u t som e 
o f these m eetings we know  quite  a lot. In  1833 C layton said , 
“ I t  has ailways been the practice  of the burgesses to take  th a t 
o p p o rtu n ity  [of the guild] o f bringing the ir grievances before 
th e  governing body, and  we have som etim es som e ra th er 
w arm  discussions (Laughter).” 8 This was a considerable 
understa tem en t. T he  guilds, m ore and  m ore as the years 
w en t on , w ere alm ost uncon tro llab ly  violent, and  appeared  
very  like the “ bear-gardens” o f certa in  large vestries in 
u n in co rp o ra ted  tow ns.9 I t  was in  presiding over these 
assem blies th a t the true  m ettle of the m an was proved. T here  
w ere m any  changes of tem peratu re  in the guildhall. W hen 
A u b o n e  Surtees was m ayor in 1821-2, a  stark  coolness 
p revailed . T h e  stew ards resolved no t to  accom pany him  on 
th e  an n u a l excursion up  and  dow n the river on  A scension
. 6 NCA, CCB 1831-5, p. 148; Richardson, op. tit., p. 118.

7 NCA, CCB 1824-31, p. 41.
8 MCI, p. 34.
9 S. and B. Webb, English Local Government, The Parish and the County 

(London 1906), p. 94.



D ay ,r and  in  this they w ere tacitly  supported  by .the C om m on 
C ouncil itself. T h a t year the popu lace  had , to  do  w ith ou t its 
custom ary gam es an d  races a t N ew bum  an d  th e  K in g ’s 
M eadow s. Surtees refused to live in  the M ansion  H ouse, o r  
to keep up  th e  usual state. Y et, a t th e  end of his year, the  
stew ards form ally  th ank ed  him — a th ing no t usual— and  
refused to  th an k  the sheriff, A lfred  H all, w ho was a  libera l, 
an d  w ho h ad  kep t u p  the feasting neglected by the m ay o r.10

N ex t year, relations betw een m ayor an d  burgesses w ere 
perhaps a t their m ost cordial, under R o b ert Bell. A t the  
E aster guild of 1823 we have a  clear p ictu re of Bell ac ting  
as the dispenser of co rpo ra tion  patronage am ongst th e  .bur­
gesses, listening to their com plain ts, even calling in  an d  
publicly rebuk ing  th e  tow n surveyor, and  freely debating  th e  
needs of the C om m on C ouncil, an d  this in  spite of th e  surlir 
ness of the new T ow n C lerk , young Jo h n  C lay ton .11

T his brings us to the personal prob lem  of the m ayoralty , 
w hich was the crucial factor in local politics. P la in ly  the  
office was n o t one eagerly sought after. T h e  grow ing diffi­
culty of ob tain ing suitable m ayors an d  a lderm en b rou gh t the  
w hole constitu tion  of th e  tow n in to  danger; an d  in  th e  end  
it was only the appearance  of a  sm all g roup of willing an d  
suitable a lderm en th a t staved off a  collapse in  the th ree  years 
before the reform .

T he m ayor was one of the ten  a lderm en (eleven, coun ting  
him ), w ho w ere elected for life. As our period  opens, the 
corpo ration  was feeling the first pangs of its recru itm en t 
difficulties.

“ For many years past, Newcastle has been in great want, of 
active and independent magistrates. The gowns of three 

' aldermen have been lately hawked about every street in New- 
- castle. . . . Never was Newcastle so much at a loss for a mayor 

for next year. . . . Alderman Cramlington was the only alder­
man who would consent to stand.”12 '

10 TM, 30 April 1822, 15 October 1822, 5 November 1822,
11TM, 15 April 1823. • '
12 TM, 26 August 1823. / / ■ - ; . ■



In  th e  E aste r guild  of 1823, R o b ert N ichol asked for a  
s tipend iary  m agistrate . In  a  characteristically  fran k  reply, 
R o b e rt Bell said , “ W e have the gowns of tw o alderm en 
v acan t a t  present. I  w ish, M r. N ichols, you cou ld  po in t ou t 
any  person  w ho could  fill them .” 13 O ne of the vacancies w as 
tem p orarily  filled by  a m em ber o f one of the pow erful fam ily 
groups w hose trad itio n  had  included— b u t was to  som e ex ten t 
ceasing to  include— service on the C ouncil. Isaac  C ookson 
d id  n o t w an t to  serve, b u t to oblige his friends, and  to  avoid  
pay ing  th e  fine fo r refusal o f office, he took  the gown for a  
year, an d  then  resigned. H e did no t take  his tu rn  as m ayo r.14 
T here  was no th ing  fo r it bu t to  adm it new  m en, and  the  tw o 
selected w ere bo th  to  p lay  im p ortan t parts  in the com ing 
s tru g g les : W illiam  W right and  R o b ert Bell. B oth ap p o in t­
m ents w ere accep tab le  to the burgesses. A  R ad ica l journalist 
rem arked , “ A  m an  m ight easily foretell from  such a  begin­
n ing  th e  dow nfall of T oryism  in  N ew castle.” 15 T he  nex t 
vacancy  occurred  in 1829, w ith the resignation  of R o b ert 
C lay ton , an d  this was filled by a  neu tra l m an, T hom as Shad- 
fo rth , w ho h a d  a good record  of service on the river jury. 
Jo h n  B rand ling , younger b ro ther o f C harles Joh n  B randling, 
fo rm erly  T o ry  M .P. fo r N ew castle, succeeded R o b ert Bell in  
1831. A fte r  the crisis of 1831-2, w hich will be  described 
below , tw o m ore alderm en, bo th  from  the extrem e righ t wing, 
re tired , T ho m as Sm ith and  Isaac  C ookson the younger. T hey  
w ere rep laced  by tw o m oderate  m en, H enry  Bell and  J. L . 
H o od— th e la s t nam ed was to  be the last m ayor of the old 
co rp o ra tio n  an d  an  elected m em ber of the new .16 T he sig­
nificance of th e  appearance  of these th ree  new  alderm en, 
B rahd ling , Bell and  H ood, a t precisely this po in t, is im p ortan t 
to  be understood . In  1823-4, the existence of aildermanic 
vacancies caused th e  appo in tm en t and  subsequent m ayoralty  
o f tw o new  alderm en  w ho were willing to  conduct debates in 
guild. B y 1829, how ever, the relations betw een C om m on

13 TM, 15 April 1823.
14 NCA, CCB 1817-24, p. 444.
15 TM, 26 August 1823.
16 NCA, CCB 1831-5, pp. 79, 244, 274.



C ouncil and  guild w ere so different th a t these alderm en cou ld  
n o t be allow ed to  ac t again  as m ayor. This m ean t th a t 
annually  the a lderm en w ere riven asunder by  argum en ts 
ab o u t th e  succession; and  if there h ad  again been no  cand i­
da te  suitable to  the ru ling  clique, the w hole balance of th e  
constitu tion  w ould have been upset in 1832 o r 1833.

T o  exp lain  this we m ust tu rn  to constitu tional analysis. 
In  1820, w hen the C om m on C ouncil was still largely pack ed  
by fam ily groups, it was though t th a t the charter, w ith  its 
extrem ely com plicated procedures for m unicipal elections, 
gave a v irtual co-optive pow er to the ruling body. A s 
C layton said to  the com m issioners of inquiry  in 1833, “ T h e  
effect is obvious— it is to give a p reponderance of pow er to  
the governing body .” 17 O r, as a  R ad ica l journalist despon­
dently  rem arked  in 1821,

“ In this case the election is in the Corporation themselves, and 
the best part of the joke is, that the freemen are themselves made 
accessary to giving up their power out of their own hands. . . . 
Some may say that the mysteries might send 12 independent men, 
and the 15 trades might send 15 independent men, who might 
elect 12 independent men; but there is such a mighty odds that 
any of these mights ever come to be fulfilled, that we must regard 
it as even less likely to happen than that the House of Commons 
should be independent. . . . This will be more completely seen 
when it is remembered . . . that out of the 24 mystery men and 
burgesses that come before them, the aldermen need not care a 
straw for 18 independent persons, if there are only six that will 
serve their ends! ”18

In  fact, how ever, all parties realized, afte r 1821, th a t th is 
co-optive pow er was ho t quite so im pregnable as h ad  been 
im agined, an d  of course if once a  sym pathetic m ayor could  
be h ad , the concurren t jurisdiction of m ayor and  burgesses 
in  guild could be  established as a nearly  dem ocrafic assem bly. 
In  O ctober 1821 the C ouncil was so w orried by  these 
thoughts th a t it took  the trouble  to  rig the elections by p ro ­
ceeding to  the Spital, unannounced , a t 10 in the m orning, 
thus leaving the guild m eeting leaderless and  frustrated . A t

lr MCI, p. 9.
18 TM, 16 October 1821.



th e  S pita l, som e electors w ere m issing, an d  h a d  to  be  searched 
fo r in  th e  local inns. T h e  delayed election so caused gave 
rise to  a  ru m o u r th a t there  was opposition,, “ a th ing,” as 
W . A . M itchell p u t it, “ th a t we all know  to  be  extrem ely 
un likely  to  hap pen . . . . W hen any. such business as. an  
oppo sition  M ay or com es to  be proposed , all th a t I  have to  
say is, w ith  Jo h n n y  G ilpin, ‘ M ay I  be there to see! 19 In  
1822 th ere  follow ed M itchell’s denunciation  of co rpo ration  
em ployees serving as stew ards: “ T he  C orpora tion , o r the 
b o dy  co rpo ra te , can  have a m ajo rity  w hen they please 
am on gst th e  stew ards, or the body  incorporate . . . .”  H e 
ad d ed  an  exh orta tion  to  the aud itors to cu t off the C om m on 
C o un c il’s “ secret service m oney ” , w hich revealed th a t since 
1819 th e  C om m on C ouncil h ad  h ad  a sufficient follow ing 
am on g  th e  24 aud itors to  prevent any hostile resolutions 
being  passed by  them , and  indeed to prevent full publication  
of th e  a c c o u n ts : and  this in spite of the resounding defeat 
th a t ten  years before the aud itors had  inflicted on the  
C o un c il.20 In  A pril 1823 the C om m on C ouncil was able, 
b ack ed  by  the R ecorder, to  adm it a young m an called U sher 
to  h is freedom  as a hostm an by service, a lthough  it was 
ad m itted  th a t h e  had  n o t actually  served the trade. T he  T y n e  
M e rc u ry  com m ented, “ I f  alleged serving freem en are allow ed 
to  have the ir freedom  w hen they have no t served fo r it, in  
ten  years N ew castle will be a  ro tten  bo rough .” 21 T here  was 
som e w arran t fo r saying this. In  o ther places, w here the 
ch a rte r  a llow ed the ru ling  body  to  m ake freem en a t will, or 
w ith  easy qualifications, it was often  the policy to sell places, 
o r  to  c reate  them  corruptly , for electoral purposes. In  N ew ­
castle  th e  in terest of the burgesses com bined w ith the in terest 
of W hig politicians to  resist to  th e  u tm ost any encroachm ents 
by  th e  C om m on C ouncil on  the independence of the free­
m en; an d  th e ir  defeat in U sh er’s case w as only afte r m ore 
th a n  a  year of angry m anoeuvring on b o th : sides. T he

18 TM, 23 October 1821.
20 TM, 8 October, 5 November, 19 November 1822.
21 TM, 22 April 1823.



C ouncil’s victory was too dearly  bought to  be  of use elec- 
torally , and  no  fu rther a ttem p t w as m ade to  create  freem en 
by fictional service. T here  was, on  the o ther h an d , som e 
suggestion th a t the num ber of freem en, a t least in som e com ­
panies, was increasing in 1833.22 T here  was, too, a  m ove: 
m en t to  revive certain  com panies th a t h ad  lapsed  in to  
insignificance o r com plete death. T he  Scriveners C om pany 
was revived and  given a  new  O rd inary  in 1828, an d  this w as 
particu larly  im p ortan t as it con tained a num ber of the m ost 
active a ttornies, am ong w hom  the nam e of C layton was 
conspicuous.23

T he executive body of the freem en was the com m ittee of 
stew ards. T here  w ere 68 stew ards, elected by  28 com panies, 
and represen tation  of the com panies was m ost unequal. F o r  
exam ple, the “ nine tr a d e s ” sent 21 of the stew ards, an d  of 
these six w ere provided by the m erchants. T he  C om m on 
C ouncil to ok  care to  encourage the election of p lacem en as 
stew ards. T hrou gho u t ou r period tw o of the C ouncil s em ­
ployees, Joh n  Scott (keeper of the “ K itty  , as th e  H ouse of 
C orrection was irreverently called) and  Jo h n  P itt Scott (clerk 
to the R evenue Com m ittee) sa t as stew ards, as d id several of 
th e  serjeants a t m ace an d  cham berlains, and  in A ugust 1823 
they w ere jo ined by  C ap ta in  C arr, the no to rious cap ta in  of 
th e  w atch .24 F it m en were no t always available, even ap a rt 
from  this k ind  of influence, an d  though this m ean t th a t the  
sheriff could  alw ays pack  juries (and in  a sense h ad  to )23 an d  
th a t the aud ito rs could usually b e  counted  on to be  quiescent 
(in 1828 the T ailo rs’ C om pany appo in ted  a b lind  m an  as 
aud ito r),26 it som etim es to ld  against the C om m on C ouncil 
too.

O n the d ea th  of the old and  ra th e r tim id W hig R eco rd er, 
R . H . W illiam son, in  1829, the fam ily groups m ade a  last 
tr ia l of their strength, and  secured the election of C hristopher

' 22 MCI, p. 36.
23 NCA, CCB 1824-31, pp. 331-3, 352.
24TM, 5 November 1822, 17 June 1823, 26 August 1823.
25 TM, 30 April 1822, 26 August 1823; MCI, Appendix, p. 138.
26 NJB, January 1830, p. 162.



C o ok so n .27 H e held  office— the first T o ry  R ecorder since a t 
least 1794— until afte r the crisis of 1832, w hen the W higs 
once again  ob tained  the R ecordersh ip . This success was the 
m ore valuab le  to  the C ouncil p a rty  for C ookson’s availab ility  
to  discuss the  legality of th e  election procedure in  1831;

W h a t all these manoeuvres im plied was th a t the T ories 
w ere hav ing  to  take special m easures to p ro tec t them selves, 
w hile the burgesses w ere beginning to  glim pse their op po r­
tunity^ “ T he freem en, we understand , have m ade som e 
progress in  the ir efforts for liberty , bu t like the corpo ra tion  
jobs, it  gets b u t slowly o n .” 28

A s L arry  H ew ison rem arked  in a  scurrilous publication  
in  1829, “ T h e  gen tlem an w ho expected an d  anxiously sought 
fo r th e  office [of m ayor] this year, has been superseded by the 
election of M r. Shadforth ; it is of course a  great disappoint^ 
m ent to  him , an d  his friends (if he has go t any) will sym pathise 
w ith  him . 529 By this token we m ust date the a ttack  by the 
burgesses on the m ayoralty  by m eans o f a  com plian t a lder­
m an , to  the au tum n of 1829. T he issue was fought o u t 
du ring  th e  n ex t th ree years.

A  season of rio tous guild m eetings began. B efore the 
m eeting  in  M ay  1830, W illiam  G arret led a depu ta tion  to 
the  m ayo r w ith  a list of com plain ts, and  during the debate  
the  T ow n C lerk  was a ttacked  for alleged personal dis­
loyalty .30 T h e  m eeting cam e to an  end in near-riot. Sm all 
w onder th a t the Tories w ere determ ined to avoid the election 
o f  a  m ayor of the  burgesses’ party . In  O ctober 1830, accord­
ing to  th e  N o rth ern  Joh n  B u ll , the m ayoralty  was offered to  
the now  elderly  T hom as C lennell, w ho in  his day h ad  h ad  
th e  burgesses’ confidence. In  these years he neglected his 
du ties as an  alderm an , and  refused to take office. A rch iba ld  
R eed , a  p rom in en t W hig, who served as m ayor six tim es since 
1800, th en  agreed to take office, and  was a ttacked  by 
a ld erm an  R o b e rt Bell, “ for m any years this honour has been

27 C f. TM , 13 August 1822.
28 NJB, October 1830, p. 81.
l l L h* Corporation M irr°r, No. II (Newcastle, 1829).
30 NJB, May 1830, p. 252.



bandied  too m uch am ong a  select few; instead of follow ing 
the o ld rule, to be succeeded by tu rns am ong a  few of the  
a lderm en ,” and  he proposed  Isaac  C ookson the younger.31 
This year, as had  been custom ary, the real contest took place 
beh ind  closed doors, betw een the alderm en. I t was no t long 
before these divisions becam e m ore public. N ex t C hristm as 
guild, the burgesses tried  R eed  out, and  dem anded  th a t he 
should pu t a m otion— actually  one condem ning the C om m on 
C ouncil’s co llaboration  w ith R ich ard  G rainger— to the guild. 
H e refused, and  it was pu t and  carried  over the m ayor’s head  
by Jo h n  Stevenson, chairm an of the stew ards. A lderm an  
T hom as Sm ith, one of the older T ories, and  im plicated  in  
the jobbery  of ballast conveying, in judiciously appeared  on 
the bench and  was shouted  off it; pandem onium  reigned 
until at last the R eco rd er’s op in ion was read , in  favour of the 
m ayor’s righ t n o t to p u t m otions to the m eeting. “ T he  
P a trio t of the crow d ” on this occasion was L arry  H ew ison, 
au tho r of the scurrilous C o rp o ra tio n  M irro r  and  one of the 
R ad ica l booksellers.32 N ex t tim e, A pril 1831, R eed  be­
trayed  the guild by attend ing  unexpectedly in the m orning, 
instead of the afternoon, and  P unshon  an d  C alb reath  only 
just got in to the hall in  tim e to  read  over their list of 
grievances, w ithout deb ate .33

T h e  nex t civic election, in  O ctober 1831, in som e w ays 
was the m ost in teresting of all. T he  freem en felt strong 
enough this tim e actually  to dispu te the m ayoralty  in  open  
election. T hey did this fairly  quietly, and  as a m atte r of 
fac t no t m uch notice of the historic event was m ade in  the  
press. T he first step was to fill up  the 24 electors w ith  
“ independent ” m en; an d  for the first tim e on record , the  
com panies refused to prov ide the T ow n C lerk  w ith  an  
advance list of their electors.34 T he corpo ra tion  had  to  go 
in to  the election in ignorance of the identity  of the m en they 
had  to deal with. T he  final list Contained only seven alder-

31 NJB, October 1830, p. 81.
32 N JB , February 1831, p. 188.
33 N JB , M ay 1931, p. 247.
34 M CI, p. 38.



m en, as opposed to  nine the year before; an d  these included 
W illiam  W right, and  A ubone Surtees, b u t n o t T hom as 
C lennell. T h e  o ther electors included T hom as L oggan  and  
A lfred  H all (both C om m on C ouncilm en, b u t n o t trusted  by  
the Tories), Jo h n  Stevenson, W illiam  G arret, T . W . Keenly- 
side, H en ry  Ingledew  an d  W illiam  A ngus (leaders of the  
com m ittee o f stewards). This m ade a  to ta l o f nine opposition 
votes, ou t o f th e  24. T he  o ther electors, o f course, con tained 
som e determ ined  m em bers of the anti-burgess p a r ty : Isaac  
an d  T ho m as C ookson, W illiam  C layton, G eorge B ulm an, 
Josep h  C raw hall, an d  the list w as headed  by R eed  as m ayor; 
b u t still, it  w as no t obviously dom inated , as elections of ten  
years befo re  h ad  been, by  fam ily groups.35 W illiam  W right 
w as therefo re  defeated  by 15 votes to  9, b u t th is was an 
encouragem ent, and  bo th  sides took no te th a t the real ba ttle  
w ould  com e nex t year. A n  add itional w eakness to the 
C ouncil was th a t A rch ibald  R eed , w ho by now  was only too  
experienced a t con trolling civil rio t, had  to  take  office for a  
second year runn ing , an d  thereby deprived the  alderm anic 
p arty  o f even the ap p aren t sup po rt o f the ru le  of ro ta tio n .36 
T h e  electors, how ever, took  care to  consolidate their position 
by m aking  changes in  the C om m on C ouncil, the first for 
som e years. F ive new  C ouncilm en w ere elected, and  the 
m ost p rom in en t of them  was E m erson  C harn ley , a R ad ica l 
bookseller. P erhaps m ore im p ortan t still, am ong the old 
C ouncilm en n o t re-elected w ere Isaac  C ookson (one of the  
th ree  C ooksons on  th e  Council), R o b ert C lay ton  and  Job  
Jam es B u lm an— nam es th a t rem ind us th a t, the landed, 
in terests o f th e  county w ere alw ays strong in  th e  borough, 
on  b o th  sides o f th e  po litical pale.37

T h a t this com paratively  qu iet election h ad  been carefully 
p lann ed  by  th e  stew ards is suggested by statem ents before 
an d  a fte r th e  event. O n 27 Septem ber 1831 th e  T yn e  
M e rc u ry  said , “ T he  Stew ards of the incorpo rated  com panies,

35 NCA, CA 1831-2; Newcastle Courant, 7 October 1831.
33 MCI, pp. 10-13.38 NCA, CCB 1831-5, p. 68.



it appears, have resolved, ‘ as fa r as the governing charters 
will p e rm it’, th a t the M ayor and  C om m on C ouncil shall be  
elected by  th e  B urgesses.” O n 7 O ctober, the N e w c a stle  
C o u ran t added , “ T he  Opposition did  n o t app ear to  have 
been founded  on any personal disrespect tow ards M r. R eed ; 
bu t ra th e r to  try  the m erits of the ch arter of th e  tow n.” 

Betw een O ctober and  January , the corpo ra tion ’s position  
looked alm ost desperate. T hey had  succeeded in  securing 
R eed ’s re-election for a  second term , b u t if in  1832 they p ro ­
posed him  for a  th ird , the m oral bankrup tcy  of their p a rty  
w ould be p lain , and  there w ould be a  fu rther loss of serious 
m en. N o  o ther cand idate  seem ed to be forthcom ing. W right 
ah d  Bell had  been w aiting their chance since 1829. A t the  
sam e tim e th e  burgesses shifted their a ttack  to th e  cou rt of 
K ing’s Bench, w here they sued for a w rit to  com pel the 
m ayor to  p u t m otions in  guild. T hey were ultim ately  u n ­
successful in  this action , b u t im m ediately  afte r the C om m on 
C ouncil h ad  tak en  m easures to defend the m ayor a t. W est­
m inster, th e  situation  was changed by the resignation of 
a lderm an R o b ert Bell.38 W hy he resigned we do no t know . 
H e m ust have been under considerab le pressure, as we know  
W illiam  W right was next year;39 b u t the a lderm anic  vacancy 
com ing a t this tim e was p robab ly  the decisive po in t in  the  
gam e, an d  the though t of this failu re  no  d o u b t strengthened 
W righ t’s resolve no t to cause another.

In  O ctober 1832, bo th  sides m ade careful p reparations. 
This is how  G arre t described th e  prelim inaries to th e  com ­
m issioners of inquiry  the year a f te r :
. “ In 1820 a resolution was brought forward to make the court 

of guild a court of record, when~Mr. Alderman Reed was under­
stood to be favourable to the views of the burgesses. During his 
mayoralty in 1830, a deputation from the stewards waited upon 
Mr. Reed, and put the question to him whether he did not 
think that the burgesses at large had a right to elect the corporate 
officers and the common council as well? He replied, ‘ Certainly 
they had a right to elect their own corporate body.’ It was told,

 38 NCA, CCB 1831-5, pp. 77-8.
39 MCI, pp. 11, 16. - ..................  .. : .



publicly, that he had made that declaration, and he became very 
popular. Soon after, however, he thought proper to change his 
mind and joined the opposite party. Then he fell into disrepute. 
.Mr.. Alderman Wright next undertook to become the champion 
of the burgesses, and of course, they sought to have him elected 
mayor.”40

C lay to n  add ed  the gloss, “ T he  governing body  refused to  
su p p o rt M r. A lderm an  W right, because his ob ject w as to  
th row  th e  entire ' tow n in to  confusion .” T he  ruling p a rty ’s 
p rep ara tio n s  took  the form  of p lacard ing  the Spital, an d  post­
ing nonstab les to keep the election cham ber em pty un til the  
in sta lla tio n  of the official party , and  perhaps also to ensure 
th a t on ly  the righ t people got in. T hey  also, it seems, w arned  
ithe electors of last year to be in  readiness, and  if this is so, 
w e m ay  assum e th a t they foresaw  th a t the regular election 
w ould prove im possible.41 I t  is difficult to  go fu rther an d  
say th a t they wished to  engineer the b lockage of the regular 
election, as after all the electors of last year contained a t 
least n ine  opposition  votes, an d  the electors o f the p resent 
year w ere— because of the  new  tactics of the com panies— as 
yet unknow n. L ike all public authorities in th a t year, how ­
ever, they were frightened of the new  pow er of public 
op in ion .

A t the guild m eeting, W illiam  W right once again  accep ted  
th e  p o p u la r nom ination . T he  new  alderm an  w hose tu rn  it 
now  w as, un der the old rule, to  serve as m ayor, was Joh n  
B randling. H e had  entered  the C om m on C ouncil as sheriff in 
1828, an d  h a d  been w aiting for the first vacancy as alderm an.

T w o rival processions form ed to  m arch  to the Spital, one 
led by  th e  m ayor and  official party , the o ther by  W right, 
Carried along  by a  delighted m ob. A t the Spital, in  the 
confusion , W illiam  G arre t was refused adm ission to  the 
election cham ber, and  this p re tex t was seized upon by the 
opposition  p arty  to secede and  w ithdraw  to a neighbouring

40 M C I, p. 1 2 ;  the account o f the proceedings in Newcastle Journal 6 
October 1832, is hardly more graphic than that in M C I, pp. 1 1- 14 . See also 
T M , 9 October 1832. ...........

41 M C I, p. 14. -



room , w here for the rest of the evening they held  a. noisy 
rival court, w hile m essengers w ith notes bearing  offers, an d  
dem ands passed betw een the tw o sessions. T he  sitting was 
prolonged un til m idnight, the official party  being strangely 
re luc tan t to  aban do n  the election ou trigh t, the opposition  
party  , being strangely re luc tan t to frustra te  it unequivocally. 
P robab ly  it was obvious as soon as the barrie r of constables 
was observed, th a t the burgesses w ould no t be ab le to estab ­
lish a favourable a tm osphere in  the electoral colleges. N ex t 
day, w ith som e difficulty, the T ow n C lerk  succeeded in  
assem bling som e of the form er year’s electors, as prov ided by  
the charter, an d  in getting a decisive vote— G arre t an d  
W right w ere rem oved by a  trick .42

T h e  burgesses h ad  failed to  achieve the m ayoralty . T hey  
did, how ever, succeed in  ob tain ing the election of Jam es L osh , 
the veteran  refo rm er, as R ecorder, and  in fac t th e  R ecorder- 
ship reverted to  W hig hands for. the rem ainder of the period. 
N o r did the freem en cease contesting elections, for in  1833 
Jo h n  F ife him self stood for the shrievalty, an d  several less 
im p ortan t offices were contested.43

T he co rpo ra tion  im m ediately  took  reprisals for the  
a ttack  upon its au tho rity  a t the elections by setting u p  a  
com m ittee fo r the m anagem ent of elections,44 an d  by insti­
tu tin g  a  legal action  for disfranchising th ree  of the recalc i­
tra n t electors, A ngus, W alker and  Brum ell. T he action  
dragged on inconclusively un til it becam e pointless in  1835, 
and  the expenses of the th ree defendants w ere p a id  by 
subscriptions from  the com panies. T he  aud itors too m ade 
trouble over passing the co rpo ra tion ’s expenses on  this 
account.43 In  short, the corpo ration  party , having w ith  the  
aid  of those w ho feared  fo r p roperty  and the status quo , saved 
itself from  falling under the ju risd iction  of the guild, found  
itself, in  lesser m atters, in  con tinual conflict w ith  the freem en

.“ .MCI, pp. 11-12.
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and obliged to  take every m ethod  in  its pow er to  re ta im con­
tro l o f offices an d  stew ardsh ips.. T he  burgesses seem  to  have 
ab an d o n ed  the ir a ttem p t on th e  m ayoralty . W illiam  W right 
le ft tow n an d  did n o t reap p ear un til 1836, an d  som e freem en 
left local politics. A lderm an  C lennell also stayed aw ay on  
his estates, an d  th e  C ouncil was th ereafter frequently  em ­
b arrassed  in  trying to  m ain ta in  a  quorum  of a lderm en .46

In  1831 th e  C om m on C ouncil lost con tro l of. the aud itors, 
and  fo r the nex t four years had  to face a sustained a ttack  
from  this q u a rte r.47 T he  aud itors dem anded  reductions in 
ecclesiastical salaries, con tro l of finance by  the eight cham ­
berla ins— w ho w ere the chartered  officers, burgesses, w ho 
h ad  long ceased to have any practical responsibility— close 
con tro l o f leases of co rpo rate  p roperty , and  of the office of 
co llector of p o rt dues. In  1832 they resolved

“ That the body of stewards be requested to enquire, by their 
chairman or secretary, of the mayor, at every guild during the 

.. year ensuing, whether any thing, and what, has been done by 
the common council, in pursuance of the suggestions and 
recommendations of the auditors, as contained in their report to 
the mayor and burgesses.”

In  1833.they dem anded th a t the R evenue C om m ittee should 
con ta in  an  equ al num ber of burgesses and  com m on council­
m en; th is w as rejected , b u t nex t year the C om m on C ouncil 
w as forced  fo r the first tim e to  reply to  them  by subm itting a 
long rep o rt arid apo logia, w hich in  tu rn  was rejected  by the  
aud ito rs. In  1830 also the aud itors secured the publication  
jn  full of the corpo ra tion  accounts, together w ith a deta ined  
ren ta l of the ir p ro p erty : this was a  substantial victory in  a  
b a ttle  th a t h a d  lasted  since 1809, and  as it tu rned  o u t was 
th e  m ost solid achievem ent of the burgesses. T he  strongest 
a tta ck  from  th e  aud ito rs cam e in  1834, w hen they actually  
disallow ed a  sm all paym ent. P robab ly  th e  assault w ould 
have been resum ed nex t year h ad  it n o t been fo r the passing 
of th e  M unicipal R eform  A ct. E sto  P erp e tu a , they  declared , 
in  a  final bu rst of goodw ill tow ards the elected C ouncil.

“ MCI, pp. 10-11."  NCA, CA 1830-5.



r T h e  resident freem en num bered  perhaps 1,500 dr 1,700 
a t this period, an d  the to ta l m ale popu lation  was ab o u t 
16,000, including children. A fter the reform  ac t there  were 
365 freem en w ho were £10 householders, an d  2,811 non- 
free.48 These figures, if they seem  to  prove th a t the burgesses 
h ad  only an  eighth o f the to ta l active m ale po pu la tion  of the  
tow n, are m isleading. As it happened , a  large p rop o rtio n  of 
the m ost influential po litical figures of the locality  w ere free­
m en. A m ong the vested interests one th inks of th e  g reat 
fam ily groups, the B randlings, C laytons, Cooksons, R eeds 
an d  Sm iths; o r  of the p rom inen t individuals, Job  Jam es 
B ulm an, Jam es A rchbold , Joseph C raw hall an d  B rough Pow . 
A m ong the reform ers, there w ere Jo h n  F ife, T hom as H ead­
lam , A rm orer D onkin , A ddison  P o tter; an d  a  rem arkab le  
g roup  com prising m ost of the in fluential prin ters an d  bo ok­
sellers o f the tow n, E m erson  C ham ley , the M itchells of the  
T y n e  M e rc u ry , W illiam  F ordyce, E neas M ackenzie (these 
last tw o no tab le  historians of N ew castle), Jo h n  M arshall, 
L arry  Hew ison and  W illiam  Boag. M any of these nam es 
are f a m i l i a r  to h istorians o f our ow n Society, of the L ite ra ry  
an d  Philosophical Society, o r o f the M echanics’ Institu te . 
T here  was a th ird  class, w ho w ere active in  the  adm inistra tion  
of the freem en’s affairs, b u t w ho w ere no t nom inally  a ttach ed  
to political parties ou tside: W illiam  G arre t (another b o o k ­
seller), Jam es C alb reath , W illiam  an d  G eorge A ngus, Joseph  
C lark , G eorge B rum ell, Joh n  Stevenson, H e n ry  Ingledew , 
T . W . K eenlyside. M any of these m en w ent on  serving the 
burgesses long after the battles of the 30’s were over, and  
w hen indeed it had  becom e p la in  th a t the burgesses as such 
had  no fu tu re in the governm ent of th e  town. T heir m ain  
in terest was centred  in the com panies an d  the adm in istra tion  
of the freem en’s rights. I f  they opposed the C om m on 
C ouncil, it  was to repel the encroachm ents o f th a t body , o r

48 In M C I, p, 20, John Clayton estimated that there might be some 1,500 
resident and 2,000 non-resident burgesses. His opponents the non-freemen 
claimed that there were 1,700 (Ibid., p. T38). Thomas Oliver,1 in his New  
Picture of Newcastle (Newcastle., 1831). Jh ough  generally well-informed, gives 
the figure of 6,000, which, even including non-residents, seems much inflated.



to  achieve th e  ideal constitu tion  they thought was envisaged 
by th e  ch arter, o r perhaps because centuries of controversy 
arising  from  the du al ow nership o f the T ow n M oor h ad  
c rea ted  such a  trad itio n  am ong the stew ard class.49

O ne effect of the p rin ters’ in terest in burgess politics was 
th e  increasing  am ou nt of public  com m ent on their affairs. 
W.. A . M itchell w rote in his T y n e  M ercu ry  from  1821 to  1824 
a  reg u la r  series o f letters under the nam e of T im  T unbelly , 
devoted  to  reporting  on and  criticising bo th  the C om m on 
C ouncil and  the guilds. E ven the head-m eetings of indi­
v idual com panies were som etim es reported  on. T hus, w hen 
the jo iners refused to  elect R o b ert N ichols (an ou tspoken 
op p o n en t of the Council) as stew ard in 1822, he declared , 
“ I f  th e  tim e servers w ho form  the Jo iners’ com pany neglect 
h im , he  ou gh t certain ly  to be chosen the stew ard of som e 
in dep end en t com pany— his continuing a  p rivate m an is a  
public  loss.” 50 This k ind of publicity, an d  the analysis of the 
s ta te  o f  life of the com panies, was a lm ost revolutionary . 
T h o u g h  he  was a  freem an him self, M itchell m ust have draw n 
on  a  large circle of friends and  reporters. T he  secrecy of 
C om m on C ouncil m eetings was only occasionally broken—  
we do know  a  little ab o u t the a lderm anic  squabbles— but 
the gu ild  m eetings were a  different m atter. T hey  began w ith 
a p roc lam atio n  requiring  all non-freem en to depart, b u t this 
was n o t enforced in any effective w ay, and  was som etim es 
not. even m ade in legal form . A t the E aster G uild of 1823 
F o rsy th , th en  one of the tow n serjeants, no t yet Tow n 
M arshall an d  police superin tenden t— forgot the w ords as he 
stood  u p  to  m ake the p roclam ation . M uttering  th a t he 
w ould fetch  his w ritten copy, he  d isappeared  and  d id  no t 
re tu rn . A fter a  while th e  T ow n C lerk  stood u p  and  to ld  
an o th er o f the  serjeants to  repea t the w ords after him ; b u t 
as C lay to n  him self could no t rem em ber the trad itional 
ph rases, only a  paraph rase  w as proclaim ed th a t year.51 
T u n b e lly  was follow ed by  W illiam  F ordyce in the N o rth ern
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Joh n  B u ll, an d  few guild m eetings to ok  place  w ithout public  
com m ent.thereafter.

O ne of the difficulties th a t bo th . C om m on C ouncil an d  
burgesses had  to  contend w ith was a  po pu la r con tem pt for 
the legal form s th a t seem ed to m ean  so little. T he  prosecu­
tion  of the th ree  electors in  1832 was indeed the C om m on 
C ouncil’s revenge fo r the conduct of the freem en a t the  dis­
pu ted  election. F ro m  ano ther po in t of view th e  electoral 
trou b le  was only the w orst case of a difficulty w hich h ad  been 
grow ing m ore serious for som e years. T h rou gho u t this 

-period , an d  certain ly  since 1821, there  had  every year been  
cases of business held  up  th rough the. non-attendance arid 

.carelessness o f those concerned. A t C h ris tm a s . 1821 all
• app ren tices’ guilds were stopped because th e  shipw rights 
w ould  n o t bo th er to  attend. N ex t E aster, the guild h ad  to  
w ait till 6 .o’clock before the C om m on C ouncil could  be  
gathered, and  by  then  the .stew ards h ad  gone hom e. N ex t 
O ctober, th ree  electors were la te ,:o ne  o f them  being— as in 
1832— G eorge A ngus (it was said he “ w ould  no t a ttend  on  
acco un t of the m agistrates refusing to m ake him  a  cham ber- 
la in ” ).52 T h e  C om m on C ouncil was a  sm all body , con ta in ­
ing only 34 in all, besides the m ayor and  sheriff, yet several 
C ouncilm en h ard ly  ever attended. In  1833 a lderm en C lennell 
an d  W right w holly neglected their duties, the fo rm er living in  
re tirem ent on  his estates, th e  la tte r hav ing left the tow n in

• dudgeon; and it was som etim es difficult to  get a  quorum  fo r 
- necessary business. This k ind of th ing was triv ial, certain ly ,

bu t was n o t tak en  ligh tly  by contem poraries. T hey  knew  
th a t the con tinuance of the borough constitu tion  depended 
on the loyalty  of a  sufficient num ber o f active public  m en, 
arid also indeed  up on  the willingness of a  num ber of m en to  
go th rough form alities th a t seem ed to them  em pty o r 
pern icious.53 .

T here  is no. do ub t th a t in 1832 there was a  m ajo rity  of 
r.hurgesses .in favour of upsetting the  controlling pow er o f the

x  TM , 5 February, 30 April, 8 October 1822.
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C om m on Council. E ven C layton adm itted  this in  1833, 
th o u g h  he tried  to  show th a t the social class of th e  burgesses 
affected their opinions.54 N o  d o u b t it d id, b u t there  w ere 
m any  “ respectab le and  w ell-know n p e rso n s” w ho m ade it  
th e ir  business, first to  contest the C om m on C ouncil’s pow er 
w ith in  th e  term s of the charter, an d  then  to take som e steps 
tow ards ob ta in ing  a  reform  of it.

T h e  in tensity  of party  conflict, in  this sm all w ar, was 
d ilu ted  by  the lack  of p arty  ties and  by  the responsible feel­
ing of m any on bo th  sides. T here  w ere several on  the  
co rp o ra tio n  side, like a lderm an  T hom as Clennell, o r B en­
jam in  Sdrsbie,55 w ho w ould go as far w ith  the freem en as 
they fe lt justice dem anded , b u t no t a t the price of disorder. 
O n  th e  o ther side, there  w ere m any whose m ain  in terests lay  

> in o ther spheres, in natio nal politics or in local industria l 
in itia tiv e : such w ere Jo h n  F ife  an d  Jam es L osh. O thers h ad  
no  rea l am bition  except to  serve as stew ards o r sim ple free­
m en. T h e  w hole episode was given pow er an d  significance 
by th e  reform ing booksellers, and  by the circum stance th a t 
involved so m any  of them  in  guild politics. T he  freem en in  
guild  certa in ly  achieved som e m easure of con tro l over th e  

'c o rp o ra tio n , the pow er to debate  all the C ouncil’s activities 
.• in  full guild, and , indirectly, the pow er to publish  the co rpo ra ­
tio n ’s doings and  details of its finance. B u t even a t its m ost 
vigorous, betw een 1829 and  1833, the freem en’s p arty  h ad  no  
constructive view and  no policy except econom y an d  repre­
sen ta tion ; they opposed all liberal and  “ unnecessary expendi­
tu re  ” , A t a  tim e w hen the C om m on C ouncil was on its ow n 
in itiative proceeding w ith  cen tra l area  redevelopm ent (as we 
should  ca ll it  now), the B arras B ridge schem e fo r exam ple, 

. an d  maintaining the ecclesiastical establishm ent of th e  tow n 
by  vo lu n ta ry  grants; w hen it w as a t least considering the  
ap p o in tm en t of a  full-tim e Inspector of N uisances, d id  

. ac tu a lly  set up  a Peelite police force,56 and  began the task  o f 
m acadam izing  the streets; a ll the freem en did was to  vo te

51 MCI, pp. 34-5.55 TM, 26 August 1823. • '56 NCA, CCB 1824-31, pp. 287, 317, 246-8.



dow n th e  clerical stipends an d  police, and  dem and the 
reform  of Sir T hom as W hite’s charity. B o th  sides, though  
n o t M itchell, were agreed th a t there should be no  serious 
a lte ra tion  of the status quo on  the river, and  there  was in  the  
event no  full-scale a ttack  on the ballast conveying.in terests.57 
P robab ly  the m ost serious resu lt of the qu arre l betw een th e  
tw o corpo rate  bodies was the rejection by the freem en of 
G rainger’s corn  m ark et schem e. T he C om m on C ouncil’s 
com m ittee in 1831 was com pletely w on over by  G rainger to  
this p lan .58 T he C hristm as guild of 1831 declaim ed ag a inst 
the “ interests of a private specu lator ” an d  m ore th an  h in ted  
th a t C layton had  a  co rrup t in terest in  the affair. This w as 
sufficient to deter the C om m on C ouncil from  proceeding, 
and , in  tim e, to  divide the reform ed C ouncil so m uch th a t 
the corn m ark e t dispute dragged on inconclusively . fo r 
ano th er, ten years, an d  perhaps endangered G rainger’s sup­
p o rt from  the corpo ra tion  in  his bigger plans. I t  m ay cer­
tain ly  be argued th a t it u ltim ately  caused the building o f the  
present regrettab le T ow n H all in C lo th  M arket.
. T h is  piece of N ew castle history has long been  buried . 
Collingw ood B ruce, w ho lived as a  child  th rough these 
events, even said

“ You tan easily conceive that before the passing of the Reform  
Bill a town destitute of religious and benevolent societies would 
have but few occasions for meeting together in large numbers. 
The men of the town were not practised in oratory and hence for 
the most part, as I remember, they hammered and stammered 
considerably upon the platform.”59

In  con trast to B ruce’s unconscious nostalg ia , his appeal, like  
D an te ’s, to the m em ory of the un troub led  past (“ F lo ren za  
d en tro  la c irca  an tica , s i s ta va  in pace, so br ia  e p u d ic a  ” ), 
m any  historians have revived the m em ory of the m ore 
striking political m ovem ents in the borough. T he  nam es of 
th e  leaders of th e  N orthern  Political U nion  are to lerab ly  w ell

57 Some concession was made on this by the Common Council itself: see 
NCA, CCB 1824-31, pp. 578-81, 587-8.

.™ Ibid.„pp., 584-7. ;
59 J. Collingwood Bruce, Lectures on did Newcastle(1904), p. 96.



•known; T h e  purpose o f this pap er has been to  indicate  th a t 
th e  ..existence of the bo rough  constitu tion  an d  of a  party  of 
bu rgesses in  opposition  to  th e  C ouncil, created  a  cross-current 
which, d istu rbed  tangibly  the course of reform ing opin ion in  
N ew castle. I f  the  burgesses h ad  succeeded in  subjecting th e  
.C om m on C ouncil to  th e  guild they w ould perhaps have 
estab lished  a  dem ocratic assem bly of a  k ind— after all, there 
were: n o t so m any m ore electors afte r 1832 th an  there  w ere 
an franchised  burgesses before. E ven w ithou t this victory, the  

..existence o f th e  guild m eetings as they w ere provided a forum  
in  w hich in terested  m en could discuss co rpo ra tion  business in  
a  fo rm al assem bly and  before the m ayor and  alderm en. This 
perh ap s  is w hat a ttrac ted  so m any respectable an d  honest 
m en  to  tak e  up  stew ardships. A gainst this, it is true  th a t 
even-at the h e ig h t o f the burgesses’ a ttack  on the constitu tion  
they  w ere losing th e  in terest an d  allegiance of the m ore 
■politically-minded. T . E . H eadlam , for exam ple, played no 
special p a r t in  guild activities, though Jo h n  F ife d id .60 T he 
reason  fo r this p robab ly  lies in  the uneven com position of 
.the c o m p an ie s : they w ere no t in fac t a  satisfactory electorate. 
.The C om m on C ouncil itself recognized this w hen in  1831 it 
p e tition ed  in  favour of a  refo rm  of th e  franchise, provided 
th a t residen t burgesses d id no t lose by it .61 T he  difficulties 
o f rec ru itm en t experienced by the a lderm en an d  to  a less 
degree by th e  stew ards, are a reflection of the sam e fact. T he 
-causes of th is unevenness.lie in  the  histories an d  functions of 
th e  ind iv idual com panies, and  these have n o t yet, I  believe, 
received serious a tten tion  from  a  historian . In  the absence 

;of.'such a .s tu d y  of th e  com panies, only one conclusion can  
be ven tu red  on,' th a t the difficulties of, an d  determ ining 
influences acting  on the C om m on C ouncil in  the years before 
its re fo rm  cam e principally  from  w ith in  the borough consti­
tu tio n , an d  th a t its po litical com plexion— w hich w as by no 
m eans unenligh tened— w as very seriously-influenced by its 
re la tions w ith  th e  guild.

60 And see TM, 9 October 1833; NJB, April 1831, p. 228; MCI, p. 138.
61 NCA, CCB 1831-5, p. 3. ■ ■ :


