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Introduction


‘The ebbing of the old shallow tide’


The civil context of the Radical War (1820)


Catriona M.M. Macdonald


According to Peter MacKenzie’s Reminiscences, the location of the famous Reform meeting in Thrushgrove in October 1816 was only settled upon following a series of thwarted attempts to meet elsewhere.1 In this, the organisers of the conference in which these essays originate have much in common with their predecessors: both tried to find a home in the Trades Hall in Glassford Street, Glasgow, and both had to think again. While in the nineteenth century the obstacle proved to be local magistrates who denied the reformers use of the Hall in favour of ‘some mountebank . . . with his live Salamander’, in 2020 the organisers faced the challenge of the Covid pandemic, booking and re-booking the famous Trades Hall in the hope of claiming a space Glasgow’s radicals were denied, before ultimately settling on a virtual gathering – covering an expanse far larger than the Thrushgrove fields of tobacconist, James Turner – a year beyond the two hundredth anniversary.2


I. CONTEXT


The essays in this collection (belatedly) join many other anniversary publications in asserting the importance of the events in the west of Scotland in April 2020.3 In contrast to other recent works, which typically seek to narrativise the events in the wider context of Scottish radicalism, this volume adopts a different approach, acknowledging the paucity of evidence we have for what ‘actually’ happened; highlighting the contrasting and conflicting perspectives of groups and individuals who sought to understand and ascribe meaning to the events; and offering different frames within which the radical rising has been appreciated across the generations. Rhona Brown’s chapter is telling in this regard: the Scottish press has been mined for the insights it offers on the events of 1820, but what faith can we have in its accounts? There is no attempt in this volume to capture the essence of 1820, assert a definitive account, or claim it for any cause. This collection deliberately points in many directions in an attempt to re-set the historiography of 1820 and suggest new research possibilities: among them, the insights offered by material culture, as evidenced here in the work of Archie Henderson and Anthony Lewis. It moves beyond claim and counter-claim from contemporary radical and loyalist interests and seeks distance from self-appointed ‘legatees’ of and aspirants to the ideals that are said to inhere in the events of Easter week, 1820 (not that there is any consensus on what these were). This is seen most obviously in Craig Lamont’s chapter which skilfully addresses how 1820 has etched its influence on the Scottish landscape, and how the drama of that year inspired Scottish writers. The meaning of ‘1820’ has always been found in how and when it has been remembered, mis-remembered and forgotten. That was the case in the court rooms for John Baird, Andrew Hardie, James Wilson and others. It is the case now. The meaning of 1820 is not found solely in the motives of the few participants we can name, and those honoured as martyrs in the cause of democracy: here, Gerard Carruthers and John Gardner offer a fascinating insight into the work of Alexander Rodger, and Michael Demson identifies satire as a powerful political weapon. History is often the study of opaque utterances, stubborn silences and unintended consequences.


The context within which the events of 1820 took place is critically important in this regard – it dictated the bounds of the possible (and the probable), and should be appreciated both in the long- and short-term. Posterity is usually a less reliable guide than circumstance.


II. LONG-TERM


James Carlyle, father of philosopher Thomas Carlyle, died in 1832, the year that the franchise grew to accommodate those who posed the biggest threat to established interests – the middle class. Born a decade after a civil war had offered Scotland little but two versions of monarchy (Stuart and Hanoverian) and the killing field of Culloden, he had seen the loss of the American colonies, the French Revolution and decades of warfare on a global scale. And yet, as Ian Campbell emphasises in his chapter, it was in his final years, lamenting the worsening conditions of the ‘poor man’, that he predicted that ‘the world could not and would not last as it was.’4


The changing nature of poverty and working-class life in Scotland in the early nineteenth century in part explains ‘1820’. The process of urbanisation in Scotland was rapid and came later than in England and Wales: in 1750 just 9.2% of the Scottish population lived in towns with over 10,000 inhabitants (16.7% in England and Wales); by 1850, 32% of Scots were town dwellers (40.8% in England and Wales).5 Such demographic change was bound to have consequences, particularly as a major driver for urban development in Scotland was manufacture – with very few exceptions, the Scottish town was a workers’ town. Thus, when local authorities failed to keep pace with the challenges wrought by population growth, few of their new citizens had the private resources to call on to survive the problems of modern urban life: housing shortages, overcrowding, cyclical unemployment, an overstretched poor relief system devised in an arguably simpler age, and low standards of public health. Established urban communities were destabilised as daily they were forced to accommodate migrants with little familiarity with the chains of obligation that to date had ensured urban stability. In 1820 it would not take much to strain these chains to breaking point. Seen in this light, it is perhaps not surprising that while the manufacturing towns of the west of Scotland generally recorded significant support for the strike action called on 1 April, many of the sites where radicals actually took up arms were outwith the big cities, in smaller conurbations like Duntocher and Strathaven which, as Kevin Gallagher and George Smith demonstrate in Chapter 6, were still small enough to ensure the intimate relations between neighbours that would make them more likely to trust one another.6 Similarly, in the poet Janet Hamilton’s Langloan locale, as Gerry Carruthers and Maria Marchidanu reveal, while neighbours both sympathetic and opposed to reform were aware of local radical activity, generally a conspiracy of silence held. It is also telling, as Shaun Kavanagh explains, that in many instances ‘outsiders’ were blamed for disturbances: in Greenock, where strike action did not take place and the local elite were proud of the town’s ‘loyal’ reputation, the disruptive elements in 1820 were identified as being from elsewhere.


When the rising was called in 1820, Scotland had been at war for thirteen of the previous eighteen years, and the period of peace heralded by victory at Waterloo in 1815 had not ended the militarisation of Scottish society – something only too evident in the authorities’ response to the rising when professional and ‘citizen’ soldiers were deployed.7 Peace also made a casualty of the war-time economy: by 1820 some sectors that had been protected from foreign competition due to war-time blockades were struggling, and inflated demand for war-time essentials came to an abrupt end, reducing demand for other associated products and services. Scottish weavers were hit hard, but so too were many other occupations: in the Highlands, the decline of the kelp industry produced a wave of migrants, seeking opportunity in Lowland towns that were already struggling. Thousands of demobilised soldiers discovered that the Scotland to which they returned had not been worth the sacrifice, and found a hollow echo of the loyalty they had shown King and country in the sentiments of an elite that aped military mores while displaying the very oligarchical, corrupt and un-Christian values they had been told they defeated in the war with France.8


The principles of political economy, now more diffused throughout the fabric of Scottish society than had been the case in the eighteenth century, were compromising the traditional bonds of social cohesion that had served to protect workers from the most intense pressures of the marketplace. Magistrates could no longer set wages in local communities, and paternalism within the workplace was in jeopardy as workers were laid off, wage rates declined and craft status was imperilled by new practices and modes of manufacture. The Corn Laws from 1815 demonstrated that it was only the landed elite that could expect protection from market forces – protection that came at a huge cost to industrial workers, who found the price of bread rise at the very same time as wages fell. Is it any wonder that workers came to appreciate that only by gaining the power to change laws might the law defend them? The years leading up to 1820 saw workers across the British Isles seek redress through the courts, as their power to combine in defence of pay and conditions was curtailed. This was particularly the case in Scotland following 1813, and Carol Baraniuk explains in her chapter how this was manifest in Belfast too in 1816.9


III. SHORT-TERM


It is clear that by 1820 discontent with the power of the Scottish elite was long-standing in many areas of industrial Scotland. It is one thing, however, to nurse grievances, and quite another to act on them. The short-term context is well known: the Peterloo ‘Massacre’ of 1819, the Cato Street conspiracy of February 1820, and – often forgotten – the general election (6 March to 13 April 1820). The Lanark Burghs election was held on 31 March, the day before the rising, when the popular candidate, the mill owner Robert Owen, was overruled by the burgh councillors who settled on Henry Monteith, Lord Provost of Glasgow, as their MP. In later life Robert Owen reflected:




. . . four of the Old Lanark voters upon whom I had every reason to depend, had, by being feasted, kept intoxicated, and by other means known at this time to most candidates, been bribed over to my opponent . . . but twenty to one I was the popular candidate with the people, and much were they disappointed at the result . . . while I was a candidate, Sir Robert Peel, the late Premier, wrote to me for my support of the Government, expecting my election to be certain.10





At the conclusion of the heated open ballot held in Lanark, Owen was lauded, while Monteith ‘was received with marks of disapprobation’, according to the Caledonian Mercury, which also suggested that the local yeomanry were in a state of readiness: this the day before the ‘Address’ calling for a general strike was posted in Glasgow.11 Arguably the biggest ‘what if’ for Scottish socialism is not ‘what if the radical rising had been successful in 1820?’, but ‘what if Robert Owen had been elected MP for Lanark Burghs?’.


The election context meant that Scotland’s workers were acutely aware of the power of parliament (and their disenfranchisement), and the hypocrisy of their civic leaders. The first of these themes is central to the chapter by Emma MacLeod, who – by setting the treason trials of 1820 in a British context stretching back to the 1790s – explains the conservative and authoritarian approach of the government in 1820. The second of these themes is addressed by Alex Benchimol, who examines the policing response of the Glasgow authorities, and their mouthpiece – Samuel Hunter’s Glasgow Herald.


Benchimol’s chapter, alongside those of Gallagher and Smith, Kavanagh, and Baraniuk, makes a compelling case that the ‘local’ affords a research frame which still offers much to be exploited.12 What happened in the months after April reinforces this, particularly if one settles on the civil context. Scholars have convincingly argued that the Queen Caroline affair which dominated politics over the summer and autumn of 1820 demonstrated the potential for a radical-Whig alliance which in Scotland was manifest in petitions to the king at the end of the year for the dismissal of his ministers.13 Yet, there has been insufficient attention paid to how this new alliance was brokered. There is a consensus that workers learned a lesson in April – put simply, that physical force would not deliver reform or improve their ‘lot’.14 But what did the Whigs learn from April 1820, and how did Scottish civil society change to accommodate a radical-Whig entente?


IV. CIVIL SOCIETY


Arguably, the defeat of the radicals in 1820 was ultimately of second importance to the threat that they were said to pose at the time, as it was this that moulded the response of the authorities and has, to a much greater extent than is typically admitted, shaped the contested historiography of ‘1820’. Regardless of how much we might seek to measure the intent, the popularity, or the potential of the radicals, it was sufficient that their threat to established interests and national stability was deemed real enough. In many ways it was the elite (particularly the Scottish Tories) who were the most effective progenitors and carriers of the idea that ‘1820’ amounted to a working-class rebellion.15 They had already established the context for clandestine action, as, without the Six Acts (passed following Peterloo), the meeting of radicals in secret would not have been necessary, and actions designated ‘crimes’ (e.g. the meeting together of more than fifty people) would not have been the concern of the law courts. Also, it was their response to what happened – in particular, accusations of treason, and the imposition of the death penalty on three radicals, despite calls for clemency – that became the most powerful element of the story, elevating a simple narrative of unrest to the status of epic, and in the process creating martyrs.


Further archival labours are required to unearth more exacting evidence of the radicals’ political philosophy, beyond the famous ‘Address to the Inhabitants of Great Britain and Ireland’, of which much is said but little known. Until then, it is clear that the workers, who participated in strike action, forged pikes, or marched more in hope than in realistic expectation of support on a scale that would force the authorities to relent, did not have a singular vision of a new world order beyond that which began with simply making the current system work better on their behalf. It is undeniable that there was much to which they objected – the despotic contempt with which earlier petitions had been received, the corrosion of constitutional rights, corruption. But the ‘Address’ can also be read as a statement of popular loyalism as much as radicalism. After all, it defends constitutional precedent, and emphasises the sanctity of private property: ‘we think it indispensably necessary to DECLARE inviolable, all Public and Private Property’. Indeed, given the number of former soldiers linked to radical activity, one reading of the Address might be as a declaration of loyalism appropriate for a modern peacetime setting, shorn of the elite self-interest that was jeopardising the bonds of mutual dependence that war had lauded, just as it was condemning thousands to poverty. One might also propose that, in the absence of the papers of the Committee of Organisation (the purported authors of the ‘Address’), it was the authorities who most readily linked all the episodes (Ayr, Bonnymuir, Cathkin Braes, Paisley, Duntocher) into a general treasonable conspiracy, arguably making them bigger than the sum of their parts due to the necessity of creating plausible grounds for allegations of capital crimes.16 As MacLeod makes clear in this volume, the authorities were caught in a double bind of their own making – at once needing to appear both in control and at risk. The precedent set in the 1790s, and most recently following the Cato Street conspiracy, to charge radicals with treason, limited the options of the authorities, and raised the stakes. It is the allegations made by the authorities that are the most compelling grounds on which one might assert the revolutionary potential of 1820, but if we – like they – accept the guilty verdicts, the idea of martyrs is compromised. Baird, Hardie and Wilson become (un)common criminals, and they too are also caught in a double bind: they can only be considered martyrs if we adopt a concept of justice divorced from law, but it is the law that offers the most forceful evidence of the scale of their ambition. If they committed treason and were punished for that, the law itself no longer stands accused. Neither the authorities nor the radicals (nor historians) can have it both ways.


What was starkly apparent at the end of the eventful year of 1820, when George IV had tried and failed to use parliament to solve his matrimonial difficulties with Queen Caroline, thus uniting radicals and Whigs in defence of the constitution (and/or some ill-defined notion of chivalry), was that the aristocracy and Tory placemen were no longer seen by most as part of the solution.17 The lawyer, Francis Jeffrey, concluded in November 1820 that, ‘The Crown and the multitude have risen – the influence of the great proprietors has sunk. They are no longer sure of being followed by the people, or capable of making head against the Crown, without popular support.’18 Interests were reshaped in the course of 1820: on the last day of the year the Examiner recorded how thousands of Glasgow citizens had crowded into John Street church to call for the dismissal of the king’s ministers, joining the 13,000 Edinburgh citizens who had already signed a petition to that effect.19 The multiple voices that told the story of 1820 and the new alliances forged that year ought to make us sceptical about tired binaries (e.g. radical/reform, radicalism/loyalism) and encourage us to look beyond the interests that to date have shaped the narrative. It is in this respect that the civil sphere offers new perspectives on 1820. It is not a coincidence that, after William Rae’s controversial handling of the rising, the role of the Lord Advocate in Scottish politics came in for scrutiny.20 Burgh reform too attracted attention both before and long after 1820, and offers a lens on the networks and complexities involved in the cause for reform. For example, ten months prior to the rising, Lord Archibald Hamilton, the Whig MP for Lanarkshire who had been instrumental in the impeachment of Lord Melville in 1805, and – alongside Henry Brougham and Joseph Hume, radical MP for Aberdeen Burghs – was one of Queen Caroline’s chief defenders in Westminster in 1820, had succeeded in defeating the government by securing the right for petitions from the Scottish Royal burghs to be referred to a Select Committee.21 As many have argued, civil society was where Scottish politics were ‘made’ in the years after 1707: it was there also that Scotland was re-made in the nineteenth century.22 Only by appreciating how the law, the church, civil institutions and the politics of burgh and county responded to the events of April 1820 can we hope to understand the road to 1832, when, following the Franchise Act of that year, the Scottish electorate rose from one in 125 males to one in eight. What follows are two short and hesitant steps on that road.



V. CHALMERS AND THE CHURCH



Much has been made of how Presbyterianism (and the Covenanting years in particular) inspired generations of Scottish reformers.23 And yet there is a palpable silence on how religion may have inspired the radicals of April 1820, beyond (mostly sceptical) comments on the scaffold orations of Baird, Hardie and Wilson and the clergy standing beside them. Declarations of faith by the condemned appear as ill-fitting codas at the end of histories told largely in the language of ‘1789’, and so it is easy to merely treat them as part of the polite rituals of death. And yet, ‘liberty’ in Scotland has always been a word carrying the weight of religious history, and the Reformation of 1560 and the Revolution of 1688–9 offered powerful precedents for reformers.24 The idea of Protestant martyrs had inspired the Whigs of the eighteenth century, and when the call to arms sounded against revolutionary France, Scots defended the settlement of 1689: Scots had practice in weighing up the demands of loyalism and freedom. The claims of the April radicals also echo the ‘moral economy’ which Valerie Wallace has identified as a bridge between covenanting tradition and popular protest in the early eighteenth century, and they have much in common with patronage disputes that were re-shaping the culture of dissent at this time.25 Kavanagh’s chapter points to the contribution of Neil Douglas, a universalist preacher, to the radical tradition in Greenock, and Baraniuk emphasises that in Ulster, Old Light evangelical Presbyterianism was an important inspiration for reformers aspiring to end the Anglican ascendancy. It also pays to be reminded that the Address was often posted on church doors, and the events in the west of Scotland in April 1820 took place in Easter week – a time when society’s treatment of the poor in its midst was dominating clerical commentary. This was particularly the case in Glasgow, where Rev. Thomas Chalmers’ St John’s experiment, an attempt (from 1819) to address soaring demand on the poor law through philanthropic practice, was attracting attention. (Chalmers had for many years at this point enjoyed the support of the Edinburgh Review, and its editor, Francis Jeffrey – the lawyer who, having defended weavers in the courts for years in their claims for fair wages, combination and (in 1817) against accusations of conspiracy, defended Baird and Hardie in 1820.26) Two sermons by Chalmers must serve to illustrate the much greater potential offered by a more thoroughgoing analysis of the religious roots and consequences of ‘1820’.


The sermon delivered by Chalmers in the Tron Church in Glasgow on Wednesday 19 November 1817, the day of the funeral of Princess Charlotte, and his sermon on ‘The importance of civil government to society and the duty of Christians in regard to it’, preached in St John’s Church on 30 April 1820, highlight the ‘spaces’ where, after April 1820, potential existed for a more confident Scottish critique of government, the influence of which led not just to 1832, but to 1843 and the Disruption of the Church of Scotland.27 The first of these was published by Chalmers to counter claims that his sermon had attacked the government. He rejected such an imputation, but it is easy to see why some identified in it a direct challenge to the authoritarian direction of the state and the conceit of wealthy Christians whose sole interest was ‘keeping the neighbourhood in a state of political tranquility’.28 ‘The loyalty of subalterns, in the low game of partisanship [and] worshippers-in to an existing administration’ was attacked: ‘I know nothing more hateful than the crouching spirit of servility. I know not a single class of men more unworthy of reverence, than the base and interested minions of a court.’29 Social division was seen to be undermining ‘the sensibilities of our common inheritance’: ‘Among the rich, there is apt at times to rankle an injurious and unworthy impression of the poor . . . Among the poor . . . there is often a disdainful suspicion of the wealthy, as if they were actuated by a proud indifference to them and to their concerns.’30 Failure to address such division in towns (‘the great instruments of political revolution’) would have consequences. Chalmers emphasised:




I am surely not out of place, when, on looking at the mighty mass of a city population, I state my apprehension, that if something be not done to bring this enormous physical strength under the control of Christian and humanized principle, the day may yet come, when it may lift against the authorities of the land, its brawny vigour, and discharge upon them all the turbulence of its rude and volcanic energy.31





Three years later, and four weeks after the rising, when it may be argued that Chalmers’ prediction had come true, he again stood out against ‘the soft and placid disguises of well-bred citizenship’, which hid ‘the real deformity of the human character’.32 In particular, Chalmers attacked the ‘trick and treachery of business’, ‘the frauds and the forms of bankruptcy’ that co-existed with ‘a spirit of injustice’.33 Having also condemned the spies and agents provocateurs who had gulled the radicals, he instructed the congregation to ‘set your theology upon its right basis . . . set your loyalty upon its right basis . . . with a view to impress a right practical movement on those who hold a natural or political ascendancy in our land’.34 That Easter, God, not the civil authorities, had ultimately saved the city from ‘the frenzy and fierceness of a misguided population’.35 But the ‘want of . . . Christianity in earnest [had] brought our nation to the brink of an emergency so fearful as that upon which we are standing.’36 Again returning to the divisions between the classes, Chalmers commented on the extent to which ‘the taste of many among the higher orders of society is at war with the best security that can be devised for the peace and well-being of society’: ‘among the richest of fortune and accomplishment in our land, we know not the individual whose virtues, if transplanted into the unkindlier region of poverty, would have withstood the operation of all the adverse elements to which it is exposed.’37 Enlightenment notions of ‘taste’ were seen as thin gruel in comparison to the sustaining power of faith, and yet there were many ‘holders of a great and ascendant influence in our land [to whom] godliness is puritanism, and orthodoxy is repulsive moroseness, and the pure doctrine of the Apostles is fanatical and disgusting vulgarity’.38 Such attitudes had been imbibed by the ‘sour and sturdy Radical, who, equal to his superior in the principles of ungodliness, only outpeers him in his expressions of contempt for the priesthood, and of impetuous defiance to all that wears the stamp of authority on the land.’39 Chalmers concluded: ‘It is the decay of vital godliness amongst us, that has brought on this great moral distemper.’40 ‘Where godliness exists, loyalty exists.’41


It is clear from Chalmers’ sermons that fear of working-class revolt did not in all instances translate into authoritarianism or demands for brutal repression: his focus was on the provision of seating for the unchurched masses in Scotland’s rapidly growing towns, and on the availability of Sabbath schools. Chalmers, like other church ministers, also urged clemency in the case of those convicted of treason in 1820 (not that he received much credit for that from radical poet Alexander Rodger, as Carruthers and Gardner demonstrate).42 Critiques like that offered by Chalmers opened a space in civil society where the classes could come together (although that did not mean they had to agree on all matters). This was an important preliminary to both the reform agitation of the 1820s, and the Ten Years’ Conflict in the Church of Scotland which, as much as anything else, was an attack on Moderatism, so closely associated – in the Evangelical mind at least – with loose moral standards, and ultimately a protest against the British state for not upholding the Veto Act of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland.43


VI. THE ‘NATIONS’ WITHIN – GLASGOW STUDENTS IN 1820


Having unsuccessfully defended Baird and Hardie in the summer, the year 1820 ended for Francis Jeffrey with his first election to public office as Lord Rector of the University of Glasgow. On the surface, this might not warrant much attention, in comparison to his actions in the courtroom, until one realises that Jeffrey defeated the sitting rector, the former MP for Clyde Burghs, and former Lord Provost of Glasgow, Kirkman Finlay (Robert Owen’s opponent, Henry Monteith, had succeeded him in the provost’s role). Widely recognised as the man who had secured the services of Alexander Richmond as a government spy, reporting on Glasgow radicals,44 Finlay was a powerful and controversial member of the Glasgow cotton elite who had already earned the scorn of Glasgow students when, as MP, he had voted in favour of a duty on foreign corn. Peter Mackenzie records: ‘The very Students of the University of Glasgow, consisting of the sons of “bien”, or rich, or opulent citizens, who never knew what it was to feel the least pangs of want, began to entertain compassion for [the weavers].’45


There was an added dimension to the rectorial election in 1820, however, that spoke to the preoccupations with legitimate authority and rights that had animated Glaswegians all year. A month before the radical rising, the Scotsman announced that contrary to tradition, the office of Rector of the University of Glasgow that had ‘long afforded a solitary instance of the popular election of a public officer in Scotland’, was being re-cast. The College had prepared for presentation to Parliament:




. . . a bill for confining the privilege of voting in the election of Rector to themselves and the Master[s] of Arts, or, in other words, to themselves exclusively, for the Masters of Arts, who have obtained their degrees in Scotland, retain no connection whatever with the University whence their honours are derived. Yet these are the men who declaim so loudly against every innovation in favour of liberty, and pretend to consider antiquity an apology for every abuse. We hope it is not true that the present Rector, Mr Kirkman Finlay, has undertaken to present the bill for disfranchising the students, by whose votes he has been elected.46





On 15 November, the Glasgow students wrote to the Scotsman to confirm that it had proved impossible to return Kirkman Finlay for a second term, given his role in preparing a Bill ‘having for its object to abridge the privileges of the Students’: he had ‘forfeited all claim to the continuance of their support’.47 The students confirmed that they had chosen Francis Jeffrey as their preferred candidate due to his ‘literary eminence’ and his principles that ‘would lead him to oppose with independence any innovation upon their long-established rights’.48 Each of the four ‘nations’ into which the students of the University of Glasgow were divided, voted unanimously for Jeffrey. Commending the students’ ‘free and manly spirit’, the Scotsman commented:




Let Mr Kirkman Finlay have his civic honours as useful and active magistrate – let the Duke of Montrose have his sinecure49 – a reward adapted to his merits: but let not the literary distinctions of our universities be profaned by being bestowed on such men. It is honour enough for them to stand as defeated candidates against such a man as Mr Jeffrey. We trust this election will prove the era of the emancipation of the University, and that it will be followed by conduct equally spirited hereafter.50





On 28 December, Jeffrey was installed as rector at a rowdy event in Glasgow (described by the Glasgow Herald as ‘insubordination’).51 Jeffrey’s speech was respectful of the gravity of the situation (and a platform party populated by those who had not voted for him).52 Still, while acknowledging that he ‘had not the support of those revered and learned persons, of the value of whose good opinion I trust I am fully aware’, he allowed himself one pointed reflection when expressing his gratitude for a distinction that had been bestowed on him ‘without stir or solicitation of mine, by something that approaches very nearly to a popular suffrage’.53


A petition on behalf of the Senate and the Faculty of the College of Glasgow was certainly presented to the House of Commons on 8 December 1819, noting that ‘it is expedient that the present mode of election of the Lord Rector should be altered’.54 Whether matters ever progressed to the drafting of a bill is unclear: in his rectorial address, Jeffrey considered the prejudices that prevailed against Finlay had proceeded in a great degree from misapprehension.55 Whatever had transpired, the presumed threat to the student franchise had been determining. And Scottish civil institutions were becoming spaces where the urge for reform would grow as the 1820 generation gained public office.56 The office of the rector became increasingly political. The next rectorial election at the University of Glasgow in 1822 saw Sir James Mackintosh of Kyllachy Whig MP and historian (among his works, a History of the Revolution in England in 1688 (1834)) defeat the Tory novelist Sir Walter Scott.57 After Mackintosh, Henry Brougham, erstwhile Attorney General and supporter of Queen Caroline, became rector (he also defeated Scott), and Henry Cockburn, Jeffrey’s great friend and co-author with him of the Scottish Reform Act (1832) became rector in 1831.


CONCLUSION


Civil society was instrumental in moulding the legacy of April 1820. Francis Jeffrey’s contribution to the law, the church, and civil institutions demonstrate how civil society moved from a position of hostility to reform to become the principal medium of reform itself. The constitutional imperative at the heart of the radicals’ ‘Address’ became the central message of reformers and radicals for a decade: Jeffrey himself emphasised in May 1820 that ‘To restore its integrity to the Constitution, by abridging the means of corruption, seems indispensably necessary for the salvation of the State.’58 Consensus did not happen by accident; it was not only the radicals who learned lessons that April. It is interesting to note that many moderate Tories did not blanche at the thought of the dismissal of the king’s ministers that winter, but the Incorporation of Weavers of Glasgow refused to sign the petition in favour of their dismissal.59 Much had changed.


Five years after Robert Owen, the defeated candidate for Lanark Burghs, published his Report to the County of Lanark of a Plan for Relieving Public Distress (1821), advocating labour as the most appropriate theory of value to shape a more equitable society, Lord Archibald Hamilton, whose own hopes for burgh reform had been thwarted, spoke in the Commons of the state of Lanarkshire:




The noble Lord observed, that it was exceedingly painful to him to read the description of the state of destitution, hopelessness, and helplessness under which the weavers of the county which he had the honour to represent were suffering; knowing, as he did, how accurately that description conformed to the melancholy facts of the case. Many of them, they said, were without any employment at all. That he knew to be the case; and that of course they were in utter want, and suffering absolute starvation . . . It was further stated by the petitioners, that in consequence of their necessities they were destitute of decent clothing, and were thereby prevented from attending divine service. Their representations on this head, so far from being exaggerated, to his knowledge, fell short of the truth. The families of the weavers were crying to them for bread, which they were unable to give: how then was it possible they could afford clothes?60





As this book demonstrates, from a vantage point two hundred years hence, the legacy of 1820 may be judged in numerous ways that cross disciplinary boundaries and cause us to question conventional historical interpretations. But the failure of the radical cause had more immediate material and humanitarian consequences for Scots that ought not to be forgotten. Neither the death of the radical martyrs, the utopianism of Owen, the respectable evangelical Protestantism of Chalmers, nor the reforming passions of Jeffrey addressed the crippling poverty of the 1820s: you cannot eat the constitution.
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The 1790s


Establishing the mind of government in 1820


Emma Macleod


In April 1820 James Wilson, John Baird and Andrew Hardie were all involved in leading rather small and weak armed bands marching to attack government forces. They did not, in truth, present a threat of any substance to the British state. The only fatality at the Battle of Bonnymuir, where Baird and Hardie were present, was a horse.1 While perhaps a hundred armed men had rallied in Strathaven on the night of 5 April, only twenty-five set out in the Scottish downpour at dawn on the 6th. They had expected to join several thousand Glasgow radicals waiting for them on the Cathkin Braes south of Glasgow, but instead they found the place deserted, and returned home, demoralised. Yet forty-six men were tried in Scotland between April and July for treason, of whom twenty-four received capital convictions and three were actually executed – James Wilson in Glasgow on 30 August, and John Baird and Andrew Hardie in Stirling on 8 September, the others being transported to the penal colonies. Why did the Scottish authorities react so roughly towards Wilson, Baird and Hardie and their colleagues in the trials of July?


The 1820 Rising is no exception to the rule that, at least since the 1960s and the work of E.P. Thompson and others, historians and literary writers have, reasonably, spent less time examining the great and the not-so-good in favour of the downtrodden and the oppressed.2 In the case of the state trials of the 1790s, and again in 1820 (and this is perhaps particularly true of the prosecutions in Scotland), the memory is largely all about the victims. The classic working-class history of the Radical Rising by Peter Berresford Ellis and Seumas Mac a’ Ghobhainn in 1970, James Kelman’s 1978 radio play, Hardie and Baird, about what Kelman called this ‘episode of suppressed radical history in Scotland’, through to Maggie Craig’s vivid One Week in April and Murray Armstrong’s The Fight for Scottish Democracy, both written for the bicentenary in 2020, all build on the Exposure of the Spy System pursued in Glasgow, written by Peter Mackenzie, a loyalist Glasgow Sharpshooter in 1820 turned radical journalist by 1832 when his book was published.3 Even if our primary concern is for the memory of the victims of state violence, however, we do not do them full justice if we do not try to understand the other side. Gordon Pentland’s The Spirit of the Union (2011) is thorough and illuminating on the actions of central government and its agents in Scotland, and Alex Benchimol’s essay in this collection discusses the role of the local authorities, but they are unusual in this respect.4


Eighteenth-century Britain was not ancien régime France, Prussia or Russia. It was proud of the liberties and the protection of the rights of the individual. It saw in some sense as its distinctive values since the Revolution of 1688 the rights to toleration, consent and the rule of law, together with the values of individualism, freedom of conscience and rationalism.5 Without pressing the point too far, or ignoring the undoubted conservatism of all but a small minority of radical Whigs in the eighteenth century, it was nevertheless one of the more liberal political systems in the world. Its British subjects had great freedom to question publicly the actions of the current government and even the nature of the political, social and religious order.6 How then did the British state come, apparently, to repudiate these values so ruthlessly in the period between 1793 and 1820? What causes the government of a state, where legal precedent and public consent matter, where Enlightenment conceptions of humanitarianism, regard for the rule of law, and the value and rationality of the individual have been accepted, at least to a certain degree, to pursue such rough justice?


This chapter does not attempt to defend or excuse the Scottish and British authorities for their actions in response to the Radical Rising of 1820. It does attempt to understand something of their thinking and to explain the behaviour of their agents in meting out such retribution on the leaders of the Rising. It suggests that a chronologically deep and geographically broad approach is useful in trying to go beyond a two-dimensional condemnation of the authorities’ reactions, examining the precedents established in the trials for treason and sedition in the 1790s, and recalling the British context in which the reformers and government were operating. The British context, as a geographical phenomenon, has been interpreted wonderfully by Malcolm Chase’s book 1820, which treats the whole year as a continuum of stress and distress, unrest and outbursts, threats and trouble, all over Britain, from the Cato Street Conspiracy in February to the denouement of the Queen Caroline Affair in November. Gordon Pentland proposes convincingly that the ‘Radical War’ should encompass both 1819 and 1820, from Peterloo in August 1819, to which the Scots paid close attention, to the executions in Glasgow and Stirling in August and early September 1820.7 This chapter suggests that if the Scottish trials of 1820 are put into a British context that stretches back to the 1790s, we gain further insight into the mind of government in 1820.


While of course there were new contexts and circumstances in 1820, many of the pathways for government reaction to radical reform activism had already been laid down in the state trials for sedition and treason in the 1790s. That decade too had been a time of deep national stress, and the government had reacted with similar judicial harshness. The events of 1815–20 must have seemed darkly familiar to those who remembered the repression of radical reformers in the 1790s, both reformers (such as the Strathaven weaver James Wilson, who was in his sixtieth year in 1820) and authorities. The 1820 context of economic depression, not shaken off after the end of the long and costly wars of 1793–1815 and aggravated by the Corn Laws passed in 1815 to support landed wealth, recalled the years of scarcity and hard winters in the mid-1790s. The decline of skilled trades such as handloom weaving begun in the 1790s was close to its nadir by 1820, after a decade of spasms of Luddite machine-breaking and factory arson.8 Millenarian analyses of events and prophecies were as common in the years around 1820 as they had been in the 1790s.9 The Spa Fields riot (1816), the March of the Manchester Blanketeers (1817), the Pentridge Rising in Derbyshire (1817) and Peterloo (1819) were only four of the best-known protests against economic depression and political exclusion of the years leading up to 1820, evoking memories of the demonstrations, riots and large open-air meetings of the 1790s and the military action that was taken to suppress them, while the Six Acts of 1819 recalled the Two Acts of 1795 and other 1790s legislation to repress campaigning in support of radical reform. Meanwhile, political conspiracies and rumours of conspiracies continued to emerge, followed by state trials, transportations and executions. Between 1793 and 1802, the Scottish authorities prosecuted thirty-one individuals for various forms of sedition in the courts of justiciary, many more in the lower courts for lesser forms of sedition, and two for treason, of whom one, Robert Watt, was executed in Edinburgh and the other, David Downie, was sentenced to death but later banished overseas.10 Hundreds more were tried for sedition in England, and several for treason, of whom one, James O’Coigley, was executed at Maidstone in 1798. In both periods, the government was fearful in the face of economic distress, widespread organised protest and what appeared to be insufficient military policing capacity to calm conservative nerves.


The circumstances of the state trials in July 1820 were of course not identical to those of the French Revolutionary decade. Britain was not then involved in external warfare with an opponent engaging in ideological as well as military conflict, threatening to liaise with fifth columnists in order to depose the government. But, just as the Pitt administration of the 1790s looked for the legal precedents of the Jacobite treason trials, so the Liverpool government of 1820 was operating in the context of the precedents of the prosecutions of the 1790s, which had confirmed the integration of English and Scottish political and legal policy, established patterns of meanings of treason, and engaged in rough political justice at a time of intense political stress. The trials of the 1790s had also established the Whig and radical narrative of greater brutality in Scottish state trials than in their counterparts in England.11 The Scottish Tory judicial bench was uncomfortably aware of that charge in the prosecutions in 1820, while the Whigs expressed ‘the utmost alarm . . . as if the days of Braxfield had come back, or might do so’.12 The chronology of the pan-British trajectory of law and policy that the wide-angle lens of a longer-term British history offers us is important to seeing the Scottish Radical Rising of 1820 as more than a local problem, as Chase suggested.


On the face of it, as Charles Hope, the President of the College of Justice who presided over the 1820 trials in Scotland, pointed out, treason trials were very unusual in Scotland.13 There had only been two since the Union of 1707 – Watt and Downie, in September 1794 – because the Jacobite trials were held in England. Treason law in England and Scotland was increasingly closely intertwined in the eighteenth century, however. First, English treason law had been adopted into Scots law shortly after the Union of 1707. This had been regarded as critical, because of the threat to the British Protestant succession.14


Second, the Jacobite trials created a rich history of precedent which was closely examined in the 1790s. In May 1794, shortly after the seizure of the leading London radical reformers, the Home Secretary, Henry Dundas, commissioned a report on the procedures that had been followed during the treason trials of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The author of this report, John Bruce, previously professor of logic at the University of Edinburgh and now Deputy Keeper of the State Paper Office, was clearly looking for models from the past in order to suggest and to support the process to be followed in 1794. For instance, he provided an extract from the House of Lords’ Resolution of 24 April 1723 to examine Christopher Layer (1683–1723) and others for involvement in a plan to recruit soldiers in the Atterbury ‘popish plot’ of 1722. ‘The manuscript letters, in the collection 1719–1723, shew the following chain of evidence’ – evidence which had led to the inference of a plot ‘to lay violent hands on the sacred Person of His Majesty.’15 The parallel with the work of the Committee of Secrecy in the current House of Commons in May 1794, piecing together a chain of evidence from the papers of the radical reform groups, the London Corresponding Society and the Society for Constitutional Information, was unlikely to be missed; but Bruce added a marginal note to make certain:




Note, the letters, in this report bear a strong resemblance to the inferences of the Committee of the Commons, and in the House . . . so that Mr Dundas will find strong precedents in the Case.16





At least one of the precedents gathered in 1794 from the Jacobite treason trials, was followed again in 1820: the appointment of English barristers to act in Scottish trials. Bruce thought that the precedent of sending English lawyers to Scotland to participate in treason trials in 1716, 1718 and 1748 was worth pointing out, and ‘the kind of power, with which a person ought to be vested, who is sent from England, to assist, in conducting trials, for Treason in Scotland’.17 In 1794 John Anstruther, who had been born and educated in Scotland but practised all his career in England, Wales and Bengal, was brought to Edinburgh to prosecute Robert Watt on behalf of the crown. In July 1820, the English barrister, Serjeant John Hullock, was imported for the prosecution of Andrew Hardie, despite the objections of the Whig defence counsel, Francis Jeffrey, while Thomas Knapp of Haberdasher’s Hall, London, was appointed Clerk to the Special Commission of Oyer and Terminer.18
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Inhabitants of Great Brilain & Trelands

FRIENDS AND COUNTRYMEN,

i RO m that torpid state in-which We have been sunk
for 5o many years, We are at length comp-'led, from the extremity of our sufferings, and the contempt heaped:
upon our Pegitons for redress, toamerts TG LTS, Sk the hasard. of our s, nd. proclaio 10 the world
the real motives, which (if not misrepresénted by designidg men, would have United all ranks), have seduced
us to take up ARMS for |lu§3v’u of our Gif_vances. e,

numerous Public I “stings held throught Country has demonstrated to you, that the inter-

ests of all Classes are the same. “That the protection of the Life and Property of the Rich Man, is the inter.

‘st of the Poor Man, and in return, it is the interest of fhe Rich, to protect the poor from the iron grasp of

DESPOTISM; for, when its victims are exhausted in the lower circles, there is no assurance but that its ra-

yages will be continned i the upper: For once set in mition, it will continae (o move il suceession of
ictims fall.

Our principles are few, and founded on the basislof our CONSTITUTION, which were purchased

with the Deanest Broop of our ANCESTORS, and which we swear to transmit to posterity unsullied, or
PERISH in the Attempt.—Equality of Rights (ot of Property,) is the object for whichiwe contends and
which we consider as the only security for our LIBERTIES and LIVES.

Let us show to the world tha We are not that Lawless, Sanguinary Rabble, which our Oppressors
would persuade the higher circles we are—but a Brave and, Gzxerous PEOPLE, determined to be FREE,
LIBRETY o DEATH i our Moio, and We'have siom t retarn howe in i o Tebirn 0 mord

SOLDIERS, § 4

" Shall YOU, Countrymen, bound by the sacred obliation of an Outh, ta défend your Country and
g from enemies, whether foreign or domestic, plungé your Bavose1s into the bosoms of Fathers and
Tioihesran st ouce sienic st the Sivone of Mty Desgijon, o the ammelenting Qrdort of 3 Cruel Fuc-
thase feelings which you hold in common with the restof mankind? Sovpizas, Turn your eyes toward
SPAIN, and there behold the happy effects resulting finin the Usiox of Soldiers and Citizens, Lok to that
guater, and there behold the yoke of ated Despotian, broke by the Unanimous wish o the People and the
iery, happily accomplished withs ™2ecd. ~And, shall You, who taught those Soldiers to fight the
battles of Lisznry, refuse.to “ght those of your own Country ? Forbid it Heaven! Come, forward then at once,
and Free your Country and your King, from the power of those that have held tiiem oo, f00 long in thraldom.
Fapnos anp Countuxmex, — The eventful period has now s fived, where the Services
of all will be required, for the forwarding of 'an object 30 universally wished, and s0 absolutely mecessary.
Come forward tz:n, and assist those who have begun in the completion of so afduous a task, and support the
laudable efforts, which we are about to make, to replace to BRITONS, those right: conseciated to them, by
MAGNA CHARTA, sud the BILL of RIGHTS, and Sweep from bur Shores, 11at Cortipiion which. has

degraded us beloy the diguity of Man.

Owing to the misrepresentation which have gone abroad with regard to our intentions, we think it
indispensably necessary to DECLARE inviolsble, ali-Public and Private Property. Auid, We hereby call npon
all Jusrices of the, Peack, and all others to suppress PLLLAGE and PLUNDEE,
to endiavour tosegurs thise Gty of such ofenees, 4t they may receive that
Iation of Justice demand, -

T the present state of affars, and during the cotinuation of so momentous a struggle, we earnestly
zequest of all to desist from their Labour, from and affer,this day, the Fiast or Arnit; and attend wholly
£o the recovery of their Rights, and consider it as the daty of every man o to secommencs unil be s in
possesion of of those Righis which disinguishes the FREEMAN from the SLAVE; ia: That of giving
cansent to the laws by which he is to be governed, {We, therefore, recommend to_the Proprietors of Public

stishment,

', which such vio.

Works, and all others, to Stop the one, and Shut nﬁf other, until order is restored, as we will be account-
wl

able for no damages which'may be sustained; and which after this Public Intimation, they can have no claim toy
40 We hersby give oice 1 al those who ahal be found carrying arta. agemst those. who intend
{o regencrate their Couiry, and restor its: INHABITANTS to their Nasavm Dicurrss We shal consider
them as TRAITORS \q.xeir(!nuw, and Exgasg to their King, and treat thes as such.
o order of the Committee of Organization,
143607, 1 i, 1970 for forming a Provisional, Govessaext,
Britons.—God.~Justice.~The wishes of all Men are with nn—jain together and make it one
Caus, and llnso!“‘lluu of the Eanra shall hail the day, when the Standard of LIBERTY shall be raised
ou its Native ! %

%

of every deseription; and

4
&
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