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            Introduction

         

         I first became interested in Joseph Smedley when I came across a memorial plaque on a building in the Minster town of Southwell in Nottinghamshire close to where I had moved to live. The building purported to have formerly housed a theatre which had been managed by Joseph Smedley. As he was a namesake of mine, and as I was myself a theatre manager for many years with an interest in theatre history, my curiosity was piqued.

         By delving into his working and family life, I also had to research the time in which he lived and the difficulties he faced in order to survive as a ‘strolling player’ in the first half of the nineteenth century, and consequently this is as much a work about social history as a theatrical biography.

         Joseph Smedley spent his life as an actor taking theatrical entertainments to small towns and villages around South Yorkshire, North Lincolnshire (or what we know today as Humberside), Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and Rutland and further afield. At the same time, the Robertsons were running both the Lincoln Circuit and the Nottingham and Derby Circuit; covering the areas in which Joseph Smedley also operated, so it seemed valid to compare their fortunes during this period.

         In her book Strolling Players and Drama in the Provinces 1660–1765 (Cambridge University Press, 1939), Sybil Rosenfeld states how much she notices that everywhere during the decade 1755–65 new and imposing thea-tres were being built in provincial towns. This certainly continued during the period covered by this book, when even small rural towns were able to boast a building designed for the needs of the actor and the playgoer, some of which were built by Joseph Smedley himself. However the fit-ups, the yards of inns, the barns, the village commons, the market-places were all still being utilised by the touring companies in the first half of the nineteenth century in much the same way as they had since Shakespeare’s time, but many of the problems facing them were, if not new, then variations of those experienced by many a touring company since Elizabethan times.

         Also, like many small groups of touring actors, the family played an important part, and Joseph Smedley was no different, using his growing family to fill many roles in the repertoire. More than once, during my research for this book, I came across a comparison between his company and that of Mr Vincent Crummles in Charles Dickens’ Nicholas Nickleby, first serialised in 1838–39 and the first edition in book form in 1839:

         
            ‘Does no other profession occur to you, which a young man of your figure and address could take up easily, and see the world to advantage in?’ asked the manager.

            ‘No,’ said Nicholas, shaking his head.

            ‘Why, then, I’ll tell you one,’ said Mr Crummles, throwing his pipe into the fire, and raising his voice. ‘The stage.’

            ‘The stage!’ cried Nicholas, in a voice almost as loud.

            ‘The theatrical profession,’ said Mr. Vincent Crummles. ‘I am in the theatrical profession myself, my wife is in the theatrical profession, my children are in the theatrical profession. I had a dog that lived and died in it from a puppy; and my chaise-pony goes on in Timour the Tartar. I’ll bring you out, and your friend too. Say the word. I want a novelty.’

         

         This, then, is the story of a man’s life; his family, his work, and the trials he faced as he ‘strutted and fretted his hour upon the stage’ over 150 years ago. At this remove, some gaps in knowledge are, I’m afraid, inevitable, but what survives shows a man of honour, of hard work, of someone trying to elevate his profession – which for centuries had been maligned – into a ‘school of eloquence, a temple of the arts.’

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            Joseph Smedley – Beginnings

         

         Joseph Smedley was born on 4th January, 1784, at East Brompton, near Patrick Brompton, in the Parish of Bedale, in North Yorkshire, and baptised there on 8th February. His parents were Abraham Smedley and Abraham’s second wife Jane, nee Close, who had married at Barton St Cuthbert on 25th August, 1772. They first had a daughter, Elizabeth, who was baptised at Hornby by Bedale on 20th February, 1774, but who died of consumption, aged only eleven.1 There were also five children by Abraham’s first wife Mary, who had died in 1767.

         Family history contends that Abraham was a land agent for the Dundas family2 whose principal family seat was, and is still, at Aske Hall near Richmond, but who had vast lands in Scotland and Northern England; several houses (including a London base); and many business interests around the world. Thomas (iii) Dundas of Kerse, First Baron Dundas of Aske (1741–1820), became MP for Richmond and was very influential in politics. The archive of the Dundas family (later the Earls of Zetland), is huge, but having trawled through the records for the relevant period, I found no mention of Abraham, neither was he listed in the correspondence to the land agents.3 However, Abraham did describe himself as a farmer in Parish records and in the land-tax records for 1783, the year before Joseph was born, he paid one pound and sixteen shillings per annum as rent for the farm to its owner, Lady Conyers. The following year, the land he farmed must have been much reduced as he paid only 3s-2d for the year. The Conyers family has owned much land in the area since at least the fifteenth century, which includes Hornby Castle and Parkland near Bedale.4 It is possible that Abraham, in addition to his farm work, was a sub-agent, or bailiff, for the Dundas family too. 

         Joseph was destined for the bar, or certainly a career in law, as he was sent to study with two of his half-brothers (by his father’s first marriage) who were solicitors in London. However, by about 1801 or 1802 he was seduced by the theatre or by an actress, or both, and left his studies for a life on the stage.

         Undoubtedly, by 1802 he was appearing at the theatre in Lincoln on the same bill as Miss Melinda Bullen, an actress from Norwich. In October, 1800, she appeared on a Lincoln playbill for a production of Lovers’ Vows in which she is listed as ‘Country Girl’ and, in the play Saint David’s Day on the same bill, she is listed as playing ‘Welch Girl’ (sic). In November of that year Melinda also appeared at the bottom of a bill for Obi, or Three Fingered Jack, among the supporting cast of ‘Negros, Negresses, Dancers, Soldiers &C’.

         She was born at Norwich and christened there at the Octagon Presbyterian Church on 10th May, 1781.5 Her parents were Joseph and Susanna Bullen, this being the English version of the name Boleyn, and throughout her life Melinda claimed descent from that family whose involvement with King Henry VIII proved so fateful. Although unproven, she almost certainly worked at Norwich, or on the Norfolk circuit, under John Brunton.

         The Bruntons became quite a famous theatrical dynasty. John Brunton started acting at Covent Garden in 1774, became a leading actor at Norwich the following year, and where he became extremely popular. The theatres on the Norfolk circuit varied, and at different times were visited by other companies. However, James Winston gives us the following information on the Norwich Circuit:6

         
            The year is made out thus: first, Yarmouth, then Ipswich, a distance fifty-three miles; forty-three more to Norwich (for the Assizes); back to Yarmouth, twenty-two; then to Stirbitch**, eighty-six; to Bury, twenty-eight; Colchester twenty-two; to Ipswich again, eighteen; to Norwich, forty-three; Lynn, forty-four; back again to Norwich, forty-four; and again to Yarmouth, twenty-two; making in the whole a very pretty twelvemonth tour. (**Now Stourbridge. RS)

         

         After five years of this, Brunton tried his luck in London again, unsuccessfully, and spent the rest of the year in Bristol and Bath, where he eventually started to introduce his children to the stage; Elizabeth, John and Harriet all began acting in 1782. Anne seemed the most promising, even having a brief engagement with her father at Covent Garden. However they returned to Norwich, where they found that the previous manager had retired due to ill health in 1780, to be replaced by Giles Linnett Barrett who had taken the lease. But in 1788 it was reported that the lease had been purchased by Brunton, who proved adept and shrewd as a manager, but the upkeep and maintenance of the building proved not to be his forte, and in 1799 the proprietors decided not to grant him the patent, but to award it to William Wilkins, an architect who had drawn up plans for a complete overhaul of the Norwich theatre. Brunton therefore politely withdrew from Norwich in May 1800.7

         In the meantime, his son, John Jnr, who was also intended for the law, had settled on an acting career and, unbeknownst to his family, aged eighteen, and against his father’s wishes, he joined the theatre company at Lincoln, where he had some success before returning to his family in Norwich where his father hired him as an actor and assistant manager. In 1792, he married an actress, Anna Ross, who was the sister of Fanny Robertson, a leading member of the Robertson Company who managed the Lincoln Theatre and its circuit. Both Ann and John Brunton acted under Brunton the elder at Norwich. John the younger helped his father run the Norfolk circuit, and would have acted with Melinda Bullen, both being of similar age, and who no doubt had much in common. It seems likely that John Jnr and Melinda both left Norwich at the same time as Brunton Snr, for in the Autumn of 1800 Miss Bullen’s name started to appear on the playbills of the Lincoln Theatre, where, at that time the company also included Anna Ross. It is likely that Melinda was mentored by the Bruntons. That September, Brunton Jnr appeared at Covent Garden as Frederick in Louisa’s Vows, and at different periods went on to run theatres at Brighton, Birmingham, Lynn and others, with his daughter Elizabeth frequently acting for him as her career became established, and her fame grew. 

         In 1804, the elder Brunton became manager of Brighton (Duke Street) Theatre, was successful, and secured the patronage of the Prince of Wales (later George IV). Louisa, Brunton’s youngest daughter, had followed her sisters onto the stage, and, in 1805 and 1806 she came to Brighton from Covent Garden to play for her father. In both years, the Prince of Wales attended her benefits. Another patron was William, first Earl of Craven,(1770–1825), and on 12th December, 1807, he and Louisa were married, and Louisa left the stage for good.8

         During this period a number of actresses married into the aristocracy, the first of these being Miss Farren, who married the Earl of Derby, and provoked these lines published in 1840 in the “Remains” of James Smith:9

         
            
               Farren, Thalia’s dear delight,

               Can I forget the fatal night

                    Of grief unstained by fiction

               (Even now the recollection damps),

               When Wroughton led thee to the lamps,

                            In graceful valediction?”

            

         

         Followed by:

         
            
               The Derby prize by Hymen won,

               Again the god made bold to run

                             Beneath Thalia’s steerage;

               Sent forth a second Earl to woo,

               And captivating Brunton, too,

                             Exalted to the peerage.

            

         

         Further stanzas are devoted to Miss Searle, Miss Bolton, Miss O’Neill (who married Sir W. Wrexham Beecher) Bart; Mercandotte (a beautiful Spanish danseuse who married a very rich man) and Miss Stephens, who wed the Earl of Essex.

         This would be of little interest to the study of Joseph Smedley’s life were it not that amongst his papers has survived a press cutting; a quotation, it appears, from Burke’s Romance of the Aristocracy:

         
            Actresses Raised By Marriages – The first person among “the gentry” who chose a wife from the stage was M. Folkes, the antiquary, a man of fortune, who about the year 1683 married Lucretia Bradshaw, the representative of Farquhar’s heroines. A contemporary writer styles her “one of the greatest and most promising genii of her time,” and assigns her “prudent and exemplary conduct” as the attraction which won the learned antiquary. The next actress whose husband moved in an elevated rank was Anastasia Robinson, the singer. The great Lord Peterborough, the hero of the Spanish War-the friend of Pope and Swift = publicly acknowledged Anastasia as his countess in 1735. In four years after, the Lady Henrietta Herbert, daughter of James, first Earl of Waldegrave, and widow of Lord Edward Herbert, bestowed her hand on James Beard, the performer. Subsequently, about the middle of the eighteenth century, Lavinia Bestwick, the original “Polly Peachum,” became Duchess of Bolton. The next on record was Miss Lenley’s marriage to Sheridan, one of the most romantic episodes in the theatrical unions; and before the eighteenth century closed, Elizabeth Farren, a perfect gentlewoman, became Countess of the proudest Earl in England, the representative of the illustrious Stanleys. She was Lord Derby’s second wife, and mother of the present Countess of Wilton. In 1807 the beautiful Miss Searle was married to Robert Heathcote, Esq., brother to Sir Gilbert Heathcote, Bart, and in the same year, Louisa Brunton to the Earl of Craven; and her niece, Mrs Yate, still exhibits the dramatic genius of the Brunton family. “The Beggar’s Opera” again conferred a coronet. Mary Catherine Bolton’s “Polly Peachum” captivated Lord Thurloe. She was married to his lordship in 1813. In more recent times the most fascinating of our actresses, Miss O’Neill, wedded Sir W. Wrexham Beecher, Bart.; Miss Foote the Earl of Harrington; Miss Stephens, the Earl of Essex; and Miss Mellon, then Mrs Coutts, the Duke of St. Albans.

         

         On the other hand he may have saved it because of its final reference to a Miss Mellon – see Chapter 11.

         
            * * *

         

         There is certainly no doubt that the Brunton family was extremely close to the young Melinda Bullen. Neither is there any doubt that she and Joseph Smedley fell deeply in love, and, on 20th May, 1803, were married at St Peter of Mancroft Church in the centre of Norwich,10 witnessed by George Clarke and a Miss Winner. The marriage was announced in the Ipswich Journal of Saturday, May 28th, 1803:

         
            Married … Sunday Mr Joseph Close Smedley, to Miss Melinda Bullen, daughter of Mr Bullen, in White Lion-lane, Norwich.

         

         Family lore has it that they were runaways,11 and this is borne out by the fact that both of them lied about their ages; Melinda, reduced her age by a year, giving her birth date as 1782, while Joseph, who was three years younger than Melinda, and only 19 years old at the time, also gave his birth date as 1782, making both of them appear to be 21 years of age, the legal or statutory age of consent for marriage. Thereafter, Melinda always gave her age as that of her husband.

         They continued to act at Lincoln theatre but their billing was as Mr and Mrs Smedley, and, although there aren’t any supporting playbills, the Lincolnshire Mercury announced on 14th October, 1803, that there would be a benefit performance for Mr and Mrs Smedley at the Lincoln Theatre; another at Newark Theatre on 24th November, 1803 (in the comedy Delays and Blunders and the farce The Deserter), and another at Grantham Theatre on 13th January, 1804. In September, 1804, they appeared at Lincoln in a new comedy called Soldier’s Daughter with Mr Ferret being played by Mr Smedley, and Mrs Townley being played by Mrs Smedley, with a note stating that both she and Mrs Norris, playing Mrs Fidget, were from the Theatre Royal, Birmingham. Also appearing were, as Captain Woodly, Mr Brunton, who also appeared in the supporting piece, Love Laughs at Black-smiths, a musical farce, as Captain Beldare, and in which a Mrs Playford from the Theatre Royal, Norwich also acted as Lydia.

         The timing of Mr Brunton (Jnr)’s appearance may not have been coincidental, as on 10th March, 1804, Joseph and Melinda’s first child was born at Boston in Lincolnshire and named Melinda Brunton Smedley.12 She was baptised at Boston on 31st March, 1804.13 Her Godfather was ‘Captain Brunton’. I have been unable to trace such a person within the Brunton family or amongst Melinda’s friends, but considering Mr Brunton played the part of a Captain in both of the plays at Lincoln in which they shared billing, this may account for the soubriquet of her Godfather’s name, and her daughter’s middle name. (Brunton also played the part of Captain Winlove in We Fly By Night at Covent Garden in 1806; so perhaps he was suited to such roles.) Strangely, and for no reason that I have been able to ascertain, Melinda Brunton Smedley was baptised again, the second time being at Newark on 22nd November 1804.14

         By 1807, the Duke Street Theatre in Brighton had been demolished and a new theatre built with both John Bruntons as joint lessees, and it opened on 6th June that year, with John Jnr playing Laertes to the Hamlet of Charles Kemble.

         Brunton Snr remained at Brighton until 1811, and shortly thereafter retired with his wife to Hampstead Marshall, in Berkshire, close to the Craven family seat at Hampstead Park, where he died on 18th December, 1822.

         Brunton Jnr went from strength to strength; he became the first lessee of the new theatre at Lynn, built in 1815 at a cost of £6,400, and at which he opened in Lover’s Vows and Raising the Wind.15 In the same year he is listed as the author, along with Charles Kemble, George Colman, and others of a play called Town and Country, a comedy in five acts, and “as performed at the Theatres-Royal, Drury Lane, and Covent Garden.”16 In 1822 he took out a sub-lease on the theatre in Tottenham Street, off Tottenham Court Road, then in the hands of the Beverley family. He renamed it the West London Theatre and formed his own company, which included his daughter Elizabeth, and managed it for a season until the Beverlys returned to London.17 

         Meanwhile, the Smedleys disappear from view, no longer appearing in the playbills of the Lincoln Circuit. But by 1806, it appears that Joseph had gone into management for himself, seemingly with a partner, as an advertisement in the Market Rasen Mercury of 12th June, 1807, proclaims “Messrs. Smedley and Clarke from the theatres Lincoln, Boston and Co inform the inhabitants that they have fitted up a commodious theatre.”18

         Smedley and Clarke also played at Wainfleet in Lincolnshire on 5th September, 1807, where they presented To Marry or Not to Marry, and the musical farce Matrimony. On the back of the bills, signed by “your humble servants” and the names of the partners, was a notice informing the public that as it was “necessary for the respectability of the stage to persecute those scoundrels and impostors who disgrace it” – two of the company were mentioned as being on the black list. One (a native of Norwich) “who received his discharge from us for Drunkenness and Inattention, instead of remaining till the expiration of his notice (two months) left two days afterwards.” The other (an Irishman), discharged for the same fault

         
            … has gone this day and left his name in the Bills of to-morrow night, although there is three weeks of his notice yet unexpired. Jo’ May (of Norwich) and I Clare (whose real name is Clark), of Nottingham have likewise left their names in the Bills without giving any notice at all. As the existence of every Company depends on the Managers faith in the performers the necessity of such a communication speaks for itself.19

         

         Joseph, it seems, had started as he meant to go on, and was already developing his ideas on ensuring the rectitude and repute of his company as a means of elevating theatre. 

         On a playbill of 20th April, 1802, found amongst Joseph Smedley’s papers and believed to be of Sleaford’s theatre, neither of them is mentioned, but a Mr Obbinson does appear, and this may prove significant later.20

         On 13th March, 1806, at Rotherham, Melinda gave birth to a second baby girl, who they named Jane, and, later in the year, another playbill, again assumed to be for Sleaford, shows the Smedleys and the Clarkes sharing a bill; evidence of Joseph and Melinda still gaining experience:21

         
            Tuesday Evening Sept 23rd, 1806

            The Battle of Hexham

            Or, Days of Old

            Written by Mr Colman Jnr, music composed by Dr Arnold

            Gondibert............MR SMEDLEY

            Lavarenne............Mr May       Fool............Mr Tuthill

            Barton............Mr Clarke

            First Robber............Mr Matthews    Drummer............Mr Palmer

            Prince of Wales............Miss Clarke    Gregory Gubbins............Mr Hall

            Queen Margaret............Mrs Tuthill

            Adeline............MRS SMEDLEY

            THE ORIGIN OF GUNPOWDER,

            Mr Tuthill *

            A Comic Song, Mr Hall

            COLLINS’ ODE ON THE PASSIONS

            Mr May

            LOVERS’ QUARRELS**

            Or, Like Master Like Man

            Carlos............Mr Smedley

            Lopez............Mr May    Sancho............Mr Hall

            Leonora............Mrs Smedley

            Jacintha............Mrs Clark

         

         
            * Mr Tuthill had appeared at Norwich in 1793, on the same bill as Miss Brunton. There had been a company playing at Sleaford and elsewhere for some time under the management of a Mr Simms, with his daughter. Later, they became occasional members of Joseph’s company.

            After this, Joseph and Melinda Smedley’s attentions were more taken by the area around the south of Yorkshire and North Lincolnshire, today known as Humberside, and, in 1806 Joseph commenced a long association with the new theatre in Burgess Street, Grimsby, which, as we shall see, underwent a somewhat curious history of ownership resulting in a very beneficial arrangement for Joseph.22 There is no sign of the Clarkes, who may have entered into partnership in another enterprise.

            In 1809 Joseph became a Freemason. He was initiated into St. Matthew Lodge at Barton-upon-Humber on 25th May. He gave his address as Barton and his occupation as Comedian. He was now 25 years of age.23

            ** Lovers’ Quarrels

            This is a play by John Vanbrugh, a two-act comedy, altered, probably while being performed at Smock-Alley, in Dublin, and hence the subtitle. It is also the English translation of Moliere’s second play, Le Depit amoureux, and the title of an engraving by Edward Williams Clay in the Library of Congress.

            However, the subtitle, ‘Like Master, Like Man’ is also the title of a book which became very popular. It was written by John Palmer of the Theatre Royal, Haymarket, who was the son of another John Palmer of Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. It had a preface by George Colman, the prolific playwright of the time. It was published in 1811, by subscription, and the list of subscribers is a list of Who’s Who in Society and the Theatre of the time. There were 87 subscribers, of which a few were:24

            
               
                  
                     
                        
            
                           
                           	
          HRH The Prince Regent
            
                           
                           	£5-5s-0d
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          Sir George Beamont, Bart
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            Beginnings – The Robertsons

         

         The city of Lincoln started as an Iron Age settlement, was occupied by the Romans, and then ruled by Vikings in the ninth and tenth centuries, during which time it became a trading town. In 1068, William the Conqueror’s Norman invasion arrived at Lincoln, and he ordered a castle to be built, and later a cathedral, on the site of the Roman settlement.

         Lincoln was therefore divided into two parts: the ‘upper’ where the Cathedral and Castle were situated; and the ‘lower’, where the boats moored and to where the shopping area had spread. Daniel Defoe who liked countryside and had a kind word for the ‘upper’ city, wrote of Lincoln:

         “It is an ancient, ragged, decay’d and still decaying city; it is full of the ruins of Monasteries and religious houses….”

         However, in the early part of the 18th century, Lincoln was actually emerging from this state of decay into which it had fallen since the 16th century. Although without any industries of its own, as the capital of the county it had good links by road and waterways, and was dependent on the surrounding countryside through its markets, fairs and shops and the growing demand for wool, meat and corn from its nearby counties as well as in London.

         The first theatre in Lincoln was built in about 1732 in Drury Lane (within the castle grounds), and managed by a Dr. Herbert, so titled, according to G Hemingway, as he was “bred to the profession of a Surgeon and Apothecary”. He managed a travelling theatre company which covered a large swathe of the country, and he is credited with the founding of the Lincoln Circuit. It was his son, Nathaniel, who eventually took over the Lincoln Circuit as we shall see.

         The first theatre in Nottingham was built in St. Mary’s Gate near to the Church of the same name which was at the centre of what was then the main residential settlement of the town. It was variously called the St. Mary’s Gate Theatre, the Royal Theatre, the Theatre Royal, just plain ‘Nottingham Theatre’, and, eventually, the Royal Alhambra Music Hall. In its original form it boasted of a pit, galleries and boxes and could hold 758 people. It was built by James Whitely, and therefore the Lincoln and Nottingham theatres share much of their past in common.

         The first of four generations to be connected to the theatre, James Shaftoe Robertson is often mistaken for another James Robertson, (1713–95), who was the principal comedian in the York circuit from about 1740 to 1779 when he retired. Both the Oxford DNB and Dame Madge Kendal (formerly Margaret Robertson), in her autobiography, make this erroneous claim.1

         An account of James Shaftoe Robertson’s life is given in an account of the Lincoln Circuit written in 1803 by his eldest son, Thomas Shaftoe Robertson. In that book, he claims that his father came from Ludlow where he was placed at Grammar School, and from which he ran away at the age of 17 to become an actor.2

         Mr Robertson married early in life, a Miss Ann Fowler of Loughborough, while in a company there. He then got an engagement in the York Theatre under the management of Mr Achurch and afterwards Tate Wilkinson, where he continued until invited by Mr Whitley to take management of the Lincoln Circuit.

         He apparently played in Leicester in the company of James Augustus Whitley in 1761 and 1765.3 A Nottingham playbill of 24th July, 1765, shows him with Mr Whitley’s Company of Comedians at the Theatre, St. Mary Gate, Nottingham, in the cast of The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a Secret.4

         According to the Lincoln date book,5 his son Thomas was born at Alford on 2nd August, 1765. His stay at York is fairly well documented by Tate Wilkinson, saying that he was engaged in 1767, that he had a good education, but did not possess Lord Chesterfield’s graces: “quite the reverse, for he walked like a crab.”6 Since the more famous James Robertson already filled the principal comedy roles, his newly engaged namesake appeared in playbills as ‘Mr Shaftoe’.

         He and his wife appeared regularly until, suddenly ‘Master Shaftoe’ (presumably Thomas Shaftoe Robertson, then aged four-and-a-half), appears on 17th April and again on 2nd May 1770 as Olinthus in Timanthes, his father playing Mathasius.7

         While at York, another son was born, James, baptised on 19th February, 1770, at St. Michael le Belfry, York,8 but probably born in December 1769, as he was in his 62nd year when he died on 1st January, 1831.

         Another son, George, was baptised there on 13th May, 1771, but buried there two days later.9 A third surviving son, George, was born later, after his parents had left the York Company. The ‘Shaftoes’ remained with the York Company, after leaving York, at Leeds until the termination of the season on 3rd October, 1771.

         It therefore must have been during the summer of that year when Mr Nathaniel Herbert, who had taken over the Lincoln Circuit, being short of money, invited Mr James Augustus Whitley to become a partner. Mr Whitley, having another circuit on his hands, placed Mr James Shaftoe Robertson there as his deputy.10

         The language used by Tate Wilkinson when later describing his and Robertson’s break suggests that there had been some ill feeling over it.

         On 11th November, 1771, ‘Whitley and Herbert’s Company of Comedians’ played at the Theatre in the Haymarket, Leicester, and ‘Mr Robertson’, again under his own name, was in the cast of both Douglas and Lethe, the two plays produced. In February and March, 1772, he was with the company at Newark11, and also gave the interlude entertainment between the plays.

         There is some uncertainty surrounding the events of the next few years, but Thomas Shaftoe Robertson claims that “after some time” – but probably around 1777 – James Shaftoe Robertson purchased Mr Whitley’s shares and the firm became ‘Herbert and Robertson’.

         After some years, Herbert and Robertson entered into partnership with Mr Joseph Younger and Mr George Mattocks in the management of the Manchester, Sheffield, and the Old Theatre, Birmingham, still retaining the Lincoln Circuit. The Manchester scheme lost money, so they soon withdrew from it and took a third partner in the management of the Lincoln Circuit, a Mr Green, who had been an officer and had risen from the ranks. A year after this event, James Shaftoe Robertson died. The dates of these events are confusing. James Shaftoe Robertson was still alive on 6th September, 1780, when his name appears on a Lincoln playbill, and dead by the summer of 1781 when Tate Wilkinson took over the Sheffield Theatre. Therefore the Manchester episode must have taken place in 1780. An article of 178012 states that “after only three seasons, Herbert surrendered his management (of the Sheffield Theatre) to Shaftoe Robertson as he did later also in his interests in the Lincoln Circuit.” This article lists the Lincoln Circuit as comprising Lincoln, Boston, Grantham, Spalding, Peterborough, Huntingdon, Wisbech and Newark, but in 1780 Lynn should be added to these, and possibly Peterborough was added later.

         James Shaftoe Robertson made a loss at Sheffield which may have contributed to his death. According to Tate Wilkinson, he was buried with great pomp by a large body of freemasons at Sheffield where he had been a brother of their Lodge. However, Thomas Shaftoe Robertson disagreed with Wilkinsons’s account, which he found offensive. He says that the Freemasons only attended the funeral out of respect. No aid or support was needed. Since local Masonic records show no such payments, his account has validity. 

         Thomas Shaftoe Robertson, then aged 16, was left in charge of his father’s share in the company’s affairs – which were encumbered by debt – and managing his mother’s. Shortly thereafter the company began to decline in reputation.

         Ann Robertson survived a further 22 years after her husband died, latterly living at Peterborough. Her death notice in the Nottingham Journal reads “Died, Monday, 25th (April 1803) at Peterborough, Mrs Robertson, mother of Mr James Robertson, one of the managers of our (Nottingham) theatre”. (Nottingham Journal, 30-4-1803).

         Thomas Shaftoe Robertson

         The eldest son of James Shaftoe Robertson and his wife Ann, Thomas is said to have been born in Alford on 2nd May 1765, and made several appearances on the stage as a child, and then, in 1786, being of age, his mother signed over her share of the company to him., and the name of the company became ‘Miller and Robertson’.

         Thomas was married on 8th September, 179313 at Spalding (on the Lincoln Circuit) to Frances Mary Ross, a daughter, by a former marriage, of Mrs Brown of Covent Garden. Frances, or Fanny, as she was known, was a gifted actress who became a great favourite at Lincoln, where she starred for almost fifty years. It is said that she acted in the style of Siddons.

         As we have seen, Fanny’s sister, Anna, also an actress, married John Brunton Jnr and they visited Lincoln, and played in Robertson’s company several times.

         As far as is known, the only child of the marriage that can be traced is John, baptised at Newark on 21st October, 1796.14 He probably died early as there is no further trace of him.

         The partnership with Mr Miller continued until 1796 when Thomas bought out his partner and then sold a share in the company to Robert Henry Franklin, who died on 26th June, 1802 at Peterborough, aged only 32.15 Thomas became the sole owner, and remained so until his death.

         In 1803 he wrote an account of the Lincoln Circuit up to then for the use of James Winston in his intended publication The Theatric Tourist.

         We will continue with Thomas Shaftoe Robertson’s career later on so that we can adhere to an approximate time-line with that of Joseph Smedley

         James Robertson, was the second son of James Shaftoe and Ann Robertson. Born in York, probably in December 1769, and baptised on 19th February, 1770. He appeared on stage as a child at Lincoln and on the Circuit.16

         Some time after 1788, James left the Lincoln Company and joined the Nottingham & Derby Company of Comedians, formerly managed by James Whitley who had died in 1781, and been replaced by William Pero who’d married one of Whitley’s granddaughters, an actress named Miss Villars, in 1778. On his retirement in 1818,17 James Robertson thanked the people of Nottingham for “support over 30 years” suggesting 1788 as the year when he joined the company, but on 22nd June 1790, at Stamford, as Squire Acres in The Rivals, this was noted as “his first appearance here.”

         In August, 179118, he played the Piper in The Highland Reel. Also in the cast was, Miss Robinson, elder daughter of Mrs Taylor (who was also acting). Mr Robinson, Mrs Taylor’s first husband, had died around the end of 1785, and around 1789 she married Mr Taylor who, in February, 1791, was also with the company. On his death, his widow, in 1802, became Mrs Wrench. This arrangement evidently caused some amusement, and was recorded as an anecdote by Walter Donaldson:

         
            Wrench, the original in several characters at the Adelphi, began his career at Nottingham. So awkward and spiritless was this comedian, that the general remark was, he must have been mad to think of the stage; yet this actor became a popular man at the Adelphi Theatre and at the Lyceum.

            
                

            

            At the period of Wrench’s probation at Nottingham, a Mrs Taylor, an actress of talent, had a share in the management, and Manly and Wrench paid their addresses to her and Miss Taylor, her daughter. Manly was the adorer of the mother, and Wrench of the young lady. What then was the astonishment of every one to find an exchange of sweethearts take place, Manly marrying the daughter, and Wrench the mother! The latter union was not a blissful one.19

         

         In the following October, James Robertson married Miss Robinson at Retford20 where the company was then playing. Shortly afterwards, perhaps in 1792, was born a daughter, Georgina, who later made many appearances with the company as a child dancer. Other children were:

         Henry (c 1795) & {both of whom went on the stage}

William (c 1798) (became manager of the Lincoln Circuit)

Fanny (c 1799)

Caroline (1800)

Maria

Eliza

         In April, 1794, Mrs Robertson appears in the cast21 as Lady Douglas in Mary Queen of Scots. In the summer of the same year, James Robertson became part-manager with Mrs Taylor, whose husband had recently died, of the Nottingham & Derby Company and, in August ‘Taylor and Robertson, late Pero’ opened in Nottingham.22

         James’ responsibilities were varied. As well as management and acting, he gave comic songs and other ‘interludes’ during scene changes. He painted scenery,23 wrote his own comic songs, and was an artist of some talent.

         According to the Nottingham Journal of 19th January, 1799, a tragedy hit the Robertsons when “a few days ago, a child of Mr Robertson, one of the Managers of our (Nottingham) Theatre was burnt to death in Sheffield, in consequence of a spark flying from the stove on its clothes.” Neither the name nor sex of the child is given, but the birth may have fallen between those of Georgina and Henry.

         As we have seen, in 1802, Mrs Taylor married Mr Wrench, and the management became ‘Wrench and Robertson’. In November, 1804,24 James Robertson made an appearance at Lincoln – where his older brother, Thomas Shaftoe Robertson, was manager – “His first appearance at Lincoln for 16 years,” which confirms that he left Lincoln in 1788. There he sang “comic songs, originally written for his theatres at Nottingham, Derby, Stamford, Halifax, Retford, &c.”

         On 2nd April, 1806,25 the following announcement appeared in the press: “Died at Derby, aged 29, universally regretted by all who knew her, Mrs Robertson, wife of Mr J Robertson, Manager of the Theatre, Nottingham, Retford, Chesterfield, &c.” The age given is clearly incorrect. No cause of death is given, but may have been in childbirth.

         In October, 1810,26 James married again, in Chesterfield, “to Miss Marie Lynam of that place.” The second Mrs James Robertson appeared at Retford on 15th December with a song between the acts, and in the cast of Budget and Blunders. No further appearances have been noted in surviving Retford playbills, though she did appear at Nottingham.27

         
            1 Dame Madge Kendal by Herself, 1933

            2 GH Lincoln Public Library

            3 GH LNJ 4-4-1761 – 18-4-1761; LNJ 9-3-`765

            4 GH – The Robertson Family, Lincolnshire Archives

            5 The Lincoln Date Book, Lincolnshire Archives, P.330

            6 The Wandering Patentee by Tate Wilkinson

            7 York Courant; 10-4-1770

            8 Parish Register, St Michael le Belfry, York

            9 Parish Register, St Michael le Belfry, York

            10 Lincoln Public Library

            11 GYHCreswell’s Nottingham and Newark Journal; 1-2-1772

            12 GH Hunter Archaeological Society Transactions

            13 Spalding Parish Register

            14 Newark Parish Church Records

            15 GH Lincoln Public Library

            16 GH Lincoln Theatre Playbills

            17 GH Nottingham Journal; 25-7-1818

            18 GH Nottingham Journal; 30-7-1791

            19 Recollections of an Actor, Walter Donaldson, 1865

            20 GH Nottingham Journal; 22-10-1791

            21 GH Nottingham Journal; 19-4-1794

            22 GH, Nottingham Journal; 19-4-1794

            23 Nottingham Journal; 8-8-1800

            24 GH LSM 16-11-1804

            25 GH Nottingham Journal; 5-4-1806

            26 GH Nottingham Journal; 1-6-1811

            27 GH LSM 13-9-1816
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            The Smedleys – Early Stages

         

         By the autumn of 1809, Joseph had put together a troupe of actors that he knew (the company was twelve strong and included five females), a mixed programme of entertainments and a list of theatres they would tour. Straight theatre, as such, was still the province of those houses with the Royal warrant, and any plays were interspersed with melodrama, farce, dancing, musical interludes and recitations.

         Scenery in theatres was usually confined to a series of scene rolls; cloths with scenery painted on them which could be unrolled quickly rather like a set of roller blinds, to form a backdrop. Stage furniture was rare, limited to the minimum necessary to establish where the ‘action’ was taking place, plus any hand-props they could muster to help delineate their characters. The actors’ lines were not directed to each other but toward the audience, and without movement, in a rather stiff and stilted manner. Not until Dion Boucicault presented London Assurance in 1841 did a more naturalised style of acting become fashionable, when the characters actually addressed each other. The company of actors had little time to rehearse or to study new roles, particularly when playing in a different programme every evening. They would usually rehearse in the mornings, and such rehearsal would often take the form of a briefing on the plot, the characters and any ‘business’ they were able to include, and in consequence there was much improvisation and ad-libbing.

         It was usual in forming a company of players to ensure that as many characterisations as possible could be covered by them. There would therefore be a member capable of major dramatic roles, a tragedian; someone good in comic roles, someone able to play elderly men, etc. Women were, by now, playing female roles, but it was still common to find them being played by young men or boys. Farce and other entertainments such as comic songs, dancing, monologues helped to form part of the bills, and so the more able, rounded and experienced the performer the better. They termed themselves ‘comedians’ for actors performed drama which was the province of the Patent Houses in London (the Theatres Royal in Drury Lane and Covent Garden).

         There were no copyright laws at the time, and it was quite usual for plays which had a legitimate airing in London being copied or stolen and a version reproduced at theatres in the provinces, sometimes with little bearing on the original, and sometimes quite faithfully, with no redress for the author.

         Joseph Smedley, however, wanted to behave in an honest and upright manner in order to gain a reputation as an even-handed and fair-minded man of business. He chose a programme containing tried and tested material, all published, and therefore legitimately in the public domain (although there was no copyright system then, and payments to playwrights rare unless the authors were tied to one of the Patent Houses; nor do we know how faithful they were to the original). With a different programme each evening, he opened at Grimsby on Friday, 29th December 1809, and was due to play there until Friday, 22nd February 1810. He no doubt used this initial Grimsby residency to polish and rehearse his company ready for the road ahead. Note that the plays’ titles are referred to as they appear in Joseph Smedley’s account books, and are frequently abbreviated. I have tried to properly identify these in the list of plays.

         He opened with a mixed programme which included The Rivals and Rosina; Laugh When You Can and Blind Boy. Expenses for the week included an item for ‘carriage of goods’ of £4-10s-0d. The Smedleys paid themselves two guineas for the week, an income which was not to change as far as we can tell. Other salaries were:1 

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Tannets
            
                        
                        	£2-13s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Goldfinches
            
                        
                        	£1-16s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Kellys
            
                        
                        	£1-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Hodgson
            
                        
                        	18s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Spragg
            
                        
                        	16s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         Income from the sale of tickets for these opening days amounted to £2-11s-6d.

         The first full week commencing Monday, 1st January, 1810, started with Foundling of the Forest and Midas, followed by Jew and Christian Gambols and then Grievings: A Folly and Young Hussar. This last was “by desire of General Loft.” The ticket income for the latter was a healthy £13-12s-0d, bringing the income from ticket sales up to a total of £19-12s-6d, with similar wage expenses as the previous week but with the addition of a payment to ‘Smith’ of 12s-0d; Billing (7s-6d); and Doorkeeper (4s-0d).

         The Grimsby season continued with such plays as Adelgitha and Killings No Murder; Honey Moon and Weathercock; To Marry or not to Marry and Tekeli; Othello and Sultan; Speed the Plough; Macbeth and No Song No Supper; Man and Wife and Paul and Virginia; Castle Spectre and Irishman in London and, on 3rd February, for the Smedleys’ benefit performance Earl of Essex and Maid of Orleans, which took £10-0-0 at the box office. There were further benefits for other members of the company too, and on 22nd February they gave a benefit for the poor: Stranger and Lock and Key; however the takings for this are unknown. Delayed by the awful winter weather, making travel almost impossible, they remained in Grimsby, finally ending the season on 24th February.

         In addition to salaries, other expenses shown was a fee for Dr Bell on 12th February, the Rent for the Theatre (in full) of 12 guineas, and loans to Tannett of £3-0s-0d, and to Spragg of 10s-od. There were sundry expenses of £3-17s-6d paid on 19th February, and 6 shillings for coals, window, loading, and nails. Joseph had already sent expenses to Alford, the next stop on the tour, of £1-10s-0d.

         This first Grimsby season must have been considered a success and boded well for the tour that was to follow. The total ticket income was £187-8s-6d and, after wages had been deducted, Joseph had cleared £16-1s-6d. However his accounts are not easy to understand, particularly the benefit system. It appears, for instance, that some tickets were not paid for in advance; the entries for Morton for instance. There is one entry for him for 10s, which is later crossed out suggesting a later payment. Joseph’s total appears to have included only box office receipts and tickets already paid for. However, despite salaries being listed as paid on fixed days of the week, these amounts were then deducted from their benefit monies; i.e. they were not paid wages as well as benefits. When the actual takings for the ticket sales were received by Joseph he subtracted the ‘advance’ and handed over the balance.2

         Note too that the cast here includes the Tannetts. This was certainly a family of a man, his wife and daughter, hence their joint wages being more than the Smedleys paid themselves. Tannett was an itinerant Irish actor and scenery painter, or scenic artist, whom Joseph had come across in his travels. It appears from correspondence in the Smedley family archive that this was B. Tannett, or Benjamin, who was mentioned in Tate Wilkinson’s memoir The Wandering Patentee, in which he reports on an exchange of correspondence in 1794, with Tannett at the theatre at Malton in Yorkshire, about the capabilities of a certain young actress.

         At Alford, in 1810, Miss Tannett appears to have come of age, as she now receives 16s, deducted from her parents’ former wage of £2-13s-0d.

         The Tannetts were to have a long association with the Smedleys; and were to have a huge impact on the family.

         Having closed at Grimsby on the 24th February, they now had just three days until they opened in the tour in Alford, a village south of Grimsby, inland from Chapel St. Leonards. They opened there on 27th February and presented: 

         
            Stranger and Lock and Key (income £1-19-0d)

            Pizzaro and Yo. Hussar (£5-7s-0d)

            Grievings A Folly and Spoiled Child (5s-0d)

            Laugh When You Can and Cinderella (£10-5s-0d)

            Henry II and Blind Boy (£2-12s-0d)

            Adrian and Orilla and Cinderella (£2-16-0d)

            John Bull and Prize (by Desire of Wind Mill Ordinary) (£18-4s-0d)

            Jew and Tekeli (£8-18s-0d)

            Jane Shore and Harlequin (£2-17s-0d)

            Speed the Plough (Desire of the George Inn Ordinary) (£19-19s-0d)

            Man and Wife and Lady of Ro (£6-13s-0d)

            Romeo and Juliet and Jew(£1-13s-0d)

            Provoked Husband and Blue Beard (£11-15s-0d)

            Cure for Heartache and Paul and Virginia (£10-5s-0d)

            Point of Honour and Brittle(?) (12s-0d)

            Iron Chest and Maid of Orleans (Smedleys’ Benefit) (£5-4s-0d)

            The Foundling and Iron Chest (Spragg and Smith Benefit) (£4-6s-0d)

            Honeymoon and Killings No Murder (Kelly’s Benefit) (£5-14s-0d)

            Everyone’s Fault and (?) (Goldfinches Benefit) (£8-8s-6d)

            Love in a Village and Who Wins (Benefit of Miss Tannett and Hodgson)

            Deaf and Dumb and Ella Rosen (Tannett’s Benefit) £7-1s-0d)

         

         At the end of their Alford season of 24 nights, Passion Week caused a hiatus as no performances were allowed. Joseph, however, made some loans to company members to tide them over:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Tannett
            
                        
                        	£2-15s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Miss Tannett
            
                        
                        	13s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Kelly
            
                        
                        	6s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Spragg
            
                        
                        	6s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Smith
            
                        
                        	15s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         The tour went on to Holbeach at the expense of a carriage and chaise costing £11-15s-0d. Their route would have followed what is today the A16, but without all of the ring-roads around towns. The original route had 16 miles between each town, but would nevertheless have been a most uncomfortable and slow journey given the state of even well-travelled roads.

         The tour continued, with Joseph continuing to add further attractions such as The Battle of Hexham and George Barnwell. The dates were as follows, together with the income from ticket sales:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Alford
            
                        
                        	Feb 27th
            
                        
                        	£130-1s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Holbeach
            
                        
                        	April 24th
            
                        
                        	£106-8s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Upwell
            
                        
                        	June 9th
            
                        
                        	£66-3s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Brandon
            
                        
                        	July 14th
            
                        
                        	£103-8s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Mildenhall
            
                        
                        	Aug 31st
            
                        
                        	£80-16s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Stoke Ferry
            
                        
                        	Sept 20th
            
                        
                        	£57-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Crowland
            
                        
                        	Oct 31st
            
                        
                        	£42-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Folkingham
            
                        
                        	Dec 1st
            
                        
                        	£56-4s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         Joseph prepared to tour again, and, as before, opened in Grimsby on 3rd January, 1812. According to C.M.P. Taylor, Joseph discussed with his friend George Oliver, (see chapter 4), the prospects of a winter in Grimsby, ‘“dependent on the number of vessels laid up in the docks.”

         In January 1813: “We have lost all the armed ships and the place is in consequence very dull and dead; but the renewal of trade following the defeat of Napoleon is likely to bring better hopes; the closure of the docks at Hull for repairs in the winter of 1814–15 promised a better season at Grimsby, Oliver says.”3

         It seems that, according to T. Edgar Pemberton, in his book on the Kendals, workers in the early nineteenth century valued their playbills and went to some trouble to preserve them. It is also likely that Smedley, or a member of his company, carried surplus playbills to their lodgings. Hence some years ago a number of playbills of Joseph’s 1812 season were found in the chimney of a cottage at Horncastle, in Lincolnshire, some photographs of which are included here.4 
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               Early playbills – Grimsby 1812

Reproduced here by kind permission of the North East Lincolnshire Archives at Grimsby, and photographed by author.

            

         

         Joseph’s Account books reveal the programme and takings for the Grimsby season:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	3rd Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Speed the Plough and Lock and Key

            
                        
                        	£1-8s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	4th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Alexander and Ways and Means

            
                        
                        	£3-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	6th Jan
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	
Deaf and Dumb and Prize

            
                        
                        	£1-4s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	8th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Richard III and Village Lawyer

                (By Desire of Spurn and Humber Lodge)
            
                        
                        	£3-3s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	10th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Stranger and Hit and Miss

            
                        
                        	£14-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	11th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
George Barnwell and Trial by Jury

            
                        
                        	£4-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	13th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Royal Oak and Irishman in London

            
                        
                        	£3-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	15th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Romeo and Juliet and Jew and?

            
                        
                        	£3-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	17th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Heir at Love and Blue Beard

            
                        
                        	£8-4s-0d



                     
            
                        
                        	18th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Othello and Bon Jon

            
                        
                        	£


                     
            
                        
                        	20th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Kiss and Darkness Visible

                (By Desire of Captain Mott)
            
                        
                        	£


                     
            
                        
                        	22nd Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Soldiers Daughter and Matrimony

                 (By desire of Granby Ordinary)
            
                        
                        	£5-1s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	24th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Poor Gent and Gay Deceivers

                (By Desire of the Seamen of the Prince William*)
            
                        
                        	£10-8s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Joseph also performed an evening for this cause in 1810


                     
            
                        
                        	*The “Prince William” was a man-of-war.5



                     
            
                        
                        	29th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Wild Oats and Turn Gate

            
                        
                        	£11-8s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	30th Jan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Iron Chest and High Life Below Stairs

                (By Desire of Queens Ordinary)
            
                        
                        	£5-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	31st Jan
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	
Gazzette Extraordinary and Weathercock

                (By Desire of Oddfellows) & Tannett’s Benefit
            
                        
                        	£8-9s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	3rd Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Hamlet and Paul and Virginius 

                (By Desire of Oliver’s School)
            
                        
                        	£6-18s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	6th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Wonder and Surprise

            
                        
                        	£9-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	7th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Hypocrite and Forty Thieves

            
                        
                        	£9-6s=0d


                     
            
                        
                        	10th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Gamester and Wedding Day

            
                        
                        	£1-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	11th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Merchant of Venice and Forty Thieves

                Smedley’s benefit:
            
                        
                        	£4-2s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	13th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Free Knight and Bee Hive

            
                        
                        	6-11s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	17th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Foundling and 20 Years Ago and Harlequin 

                (By Desire of Freemasons) and Tannett’s Benefit
            
                        
                        	£4-10s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	19th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Way to Get Married and C in Y Wood

            
                        
                        	£7-7s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	21st Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Pizarro and First Frolic

                (By Desire of Captain of Game Cock)
            
                        
                        	£7-4s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	24th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
John Bull and Bee Hive

                (By Desire of G. Volunteers)
            
                        
                        	£6-19s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	26th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Busy Body and Bath Prelude and Harlequin

            
                        
                        	£6-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	28th Feb
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
M.P. and Forty Thieves

                (By Desire of Officers of G. Volunteers)
            
                        
                        	£8-2s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	2nd March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Mountaineers and Yo Hussars

            
                        
                        	£8-1s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	3rd March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Free Knights and Killings No Murder

            
                        
                        	£6-16s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         The total income from ticket sales was £178-17s-0d

The total expenses were £167-17s-0d

Giving a clear profit of £11-0s-0d

         The expenses included payments to Skinner, who, although soon to be announced bankrupt, was still owner of the theatre at this time and in receipt of rent. Other payments include the purchase of a book of plays, music MS, various loans, making of dresses and mending by sceneshifter.

         It is worth mentioning here that the theatres in these days seated few in number compared to theatres of today, and accommodated about 150–200 people on average, and sometimes less. The tour then carried on to the following (with takings):6

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Caistor
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	£111-8s-0d
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	Cleared £13-15s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Southwell
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£138-6s-0d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Cleared £6-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Belper£
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	43-4s-6d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Loss of £28-13s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Ripley
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£6-19s-0d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Loss of £6-3s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Alfreton
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£25-10s-0d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Loss of £23-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Wirksworth
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£12-0s-6d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Loss of £24-6s-4d


                     
            
                        
                        	Castle Donington
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£35-10s-0d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Loss of £22-13s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Aston (Brassington, Matlock)
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£8-18s-0d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Loss of £6-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Bingham
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£165-2s-0d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Cleared £14-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Oakham
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	£11-15s-6d
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Profit and Loss unclear


                  
               

            

         

         The players at this time, in addition to Mr and Mrs Smedley, included:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Williams
            
                        
                        	Mr Ludlow


                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Tannett
            
                        
                        	Mr Hodgson


                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Kelly
            
                        
                        	Miss Tannett


                     
            
                        
                        	Mr Singleton
            
                        
                        	Miss A Tannett


                     
            
                        
                        	Mrs Kelly
            
                        
                        	 


                  
               

            

         

         The tour finished at Oakham at the end of the year.

         In August of 1812, in his capacity of treasurer of the new Apollo Lodge, Oliver lent Joseph two pounds, commiserating with him on his “losses at Belper and Alfreton.”7 Indeed such a series of reverses must have been devastating to Joseph; the extent of his feelings we can only guess at.

         However, undaunted he set out on tour again in 1814, this time starting at:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Sleaford
            
                        
                        	£58-4s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Folkingham
            
                        
                        	£46-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Bourn
            
                        
                        	£103-14-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Bingham
            
                        
                        	£103-17-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Melton Mowbray
            
                        
                        	£118-15s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	**Southwell
            
                        
                        	£140-16-3d


                     
            
                        
                        	Barton
            
                        
                        	£83-9s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Howden
            
                        
                        	£142-11s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Driffield
            
                        
                        	£60-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Grimsby
            
                        
                        	£15-3s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         **The plaque outside the restored building which housed the theatre in Southwell claims that “around 1812–16, James Adams, a whitesmith, converted the first floor for use as a theatre. It opened with performances by a travelling company, managed by Joseph Smedley. Playbills show the theatre had boxes, a pit and gallery.” It seems to be generally accepted that Joseph took over the management in 1814.8 However, Richard Shilton9 states categorically that in 1816 two large rooms in the house of James Adams, Whitesmith, standing in an indent used as a depot for the arms of the Southwell Militia, were converted to a theatre. It further records, “It is neatly fitted up and proves fully competent to the purpose. The public are wisely restricted, in this gratification, to a visit only once in two years for about six weeks each period.” The building itself was behind the Cross Keys Inn, and the building shielding it from Queen Street which passes by it has now been demolished as part of a road widening scheme. From contemporary playbills, it is clear that Joseph was including Southwell in his tours before this building was made available, presumably an inn or other facility. Indeed, when applying for a licence to perform at the new theatre in 1816, Joseph was informed that his ‘uniform regularity and good conduct’ had been taken into account by the magistrate10 in granting it. There are few signs existing today of the sites of boxes, pit or gallery, and windows have been installed at some point. 

         Presumably, the decision to end the tour at Grimsby was intended to let them finish on a high note. However, as it turned out the ticket receipts appear disappointing, although it should be remembered that the Grimsby theatre was a very small house, even by comparison with other venues of the day. Overall the tour took in excess of £870.

         For the record, the Grimsby season commenced on 22nd December: the playlist and takings were as follows:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	
Stranger and Fortunes Frolic

            
                        
                        	£0-14s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Hypocrite and Child in Wood

            
                        
                        	£1-7s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Macbeth and Ro House (By desire of Freemasons)
            
                        
                        	£12-19s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Peter the Great and Love Law

            
                        
                        	£


                     
            
                        
                        	
Deserted D? and Devil to Pay

            
                        
                        	£


                     
            
                        
                        	
Wood Demon and Jukle and Yarico

            
                        
                        	£


                     
            
                        
                        	
Jane Shore and Romp

            
                        
                        	£3-2s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Wood Demon and T. Gate

            
                        
                        	£5-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Geo. Barnwell and H. rlle

            
                        
                        	£2-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Debtor, Creditor and Purse

            
                        
                        	£0-15s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Education and Weathercock

            
                        
                        	£4-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Secrets Worth Knowing and ??????

            
                        
                        	£3-6s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Rivals and Prize

            
                        
                        	£11-12s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Miller and Men and ???????????

            
                        
                        	£3-3s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Wheel of Fortune and Sleepwalk

            
                        
                        	£5-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Cure for Heartache, Bleeding Nun and Die for Love

            
                        
                        	£2-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Tough at Times and Peasant Boy

            
                        
                        	£6-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Alexander and Intrigue Bombastes

            
                        
                        	£4-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Riches and Forty Thieves

            
                        
                        	£4-0s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Provoked Husband and ??????????

            
                        
                        	£5-4s-0d 



                     
            
                        
                        	
She Stoops to Conquer and False Friend

            
                        
                        	£9-1s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Venice Preserved and Darkness Visible

            
                        
                        	£5-10s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
Farmer’s Wife and Lady of the Rock

            
                        
                        	£7-13s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	
West Indian and Raising the Wind

            
                        
                        	£8-8s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         Altogether, after expenses were taken into account, the Grimsby season made a net loss of £4-9s-0d.

         These expenses were considerable and included, in addition to salaries, such items as binding thread, binding and gunpowder (3s); sailors’ jackets and trousers (18s); writing paper (1s); Craggs Books (11s); Bloom (18s-6d – music); swords (4s); coals (8s-6d); Lumbley, chandler (£5-16-7d); and rent (£9-0s-0d) payable to Goodrick who had now taken over the theatre after Skinner’s bankruptcy.

         In 1815 the tour again commenced at Grimsby and continued as follows (with ticket receipts):

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Grimsby
            
                        
                        	£100-13s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Alford
            
                        
                        	£121-11s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Caistor
            
                        
                        	£73-5s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Barton
            
                        
                        	£137-3s-6d


                     
            
                        
                        	Burlington Quay (Now known as Bridlington)
            
                        
                        	£107-13s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Howden
            
                        
                        	£105-14s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Grimsby
            
                        
                        	£22-4s-0d


                     
            
                        
                        	Hedon
            
                        
                        	£29-0s-0d


                  
               

            

         

         This gives a total of over £766 in receipts. Most of these towns are situated around the coastal area, particularly in what is today Humberside. This may have been in the hope that Joseph’s company could cash in on the relief and excitement generated by the news that the war was over and Napoleon and his forces defeated.

         
            1 Joseph Smedley’s account books; Lincs. Archives: 38/5/1

            2 A Avison notes

            3 CMP Taylor; Right Royal, Wakefield Theatre, 1776-1994

            4 North East Lincs. Archives, Grimsby

            5 Avison notes

            6 Joseph Smedley Account Books, Lincs. Archive LLHS 38/5/1

            7 Oliver, quoted by CMP Taylor (Right Royal: Wakefield Theatre 1776-1994)

            8 Avison notes

            9 History of Southwell by Richard P Shilton, first pub. 1818)

            10 A letter contained in the Linconshire Archive
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