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‘The Freeborn Englishman’ From A Slap at Slop, 1821
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Satire’s my weapon; but I’m too discreet


To run a-muck at all I meet,


I only wear it in a land of Hectors,


Thieves, Supercargoes, Sharpers and Directors.


 


Alexander Pope
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INTRODUCTION


William Hone: Comicality and Seriousness







Public opinion can never exist as a power in the State, unless there exist also persons who expose to hatred and contempt those Ministers and those laws which they conceive to be detrimental to the interests of the community.


Yellow Dwarf, 18181


 


If I cannot do a thing in my own way, I never can do it at all.


William Hone, in a letter to Francis Place, 18242





In October 1842, Charles Dickens accompanied George Cruikshank to a funeral at Abney Park Cemetery, Stoke Newington, on a day he described as ‘muddy, foggy, wet, dark, cold, and unutterably wretched in every possible respect’. They were going to pay their respects to William Hone. Dickens had met Hone for the only time a few weeks before when he had travelled to the old man’s home in Tottenham. The meeting had been arranged by their mutual friend George Cruikshank, the illustrator of books written by both Hone and Dickens.


‘God knows it was miserable enough,’ wrote Dickens, ‘for the widow and children were crying bitterly in one corner, and the other mourners – mere people of ceremony, who cared no more for the dead man than the hearse did – were talking quite coolly and carelessly in another; and the contrast was as painful and distressing as anything I ever saw.’


The novelist was moved and affected by the gloomy scene. But what made it worse was the dark comedy that often accompanies an awkward English funeral. Dickens found eccentric George Cruikshank’s behaviour and appearance irrepressibly funny, especially in stark contrast to the sombre rituals of a nonconformist funeral. It was for Dickens, ‘a scene of mingled comicality and seriousness … which has choked me at dinner ever since’.




Now, [Cruikshank] has enormous whiskers, which straggle all down his throat in such weather, and stick out in front of him, like a partially unravelled bird’s-nest; so that he looks queer enough at the best, but when he is very wet, and in a state between jollity (he is always very jolly with me) and the deepest gravity (going to a funeral, you know), it is utterly impossible to resist him, especially as he makes the strangest remarks the mind of man can conceive, without any intention of being funny, but rather meaning to be philosophical. I really cried with an irresistible sense of his comicality all the way …





When Cruikshank was dressed in the black cloak and hat of chief mourner, Dickens almost had to leave the room because the sight was too much. It soon became obvious that, as early as his last rites, William Hone had slipped from the memories even of his closest friends; his obsequies quickly degenerated into farce and petty quarrels.


The mourners went into the parlour, where, as Dickens recalled, there was




an independent clergyman present, with his bands on, and a Bible under his arm, who, as soon as we were seated, addressed us thus in a loud voice:


‘Mr C–, have you seen a paragraph respecting our departed friend, which has gone the round of the morning papers?’


‘Yes, sir,’ says C–, ‘I have,’ looking very hard at me the while, for he had told me with some pride coming down that it was his composition.


‘Oh!’ said the clergyman, ‘then you will agree with me, Mr C–, that it is not only an insult to me, who am the servant of the Almighty, but an insult to the Almighty, whose servant I am.’


‘How is that sir?’ said C–.


‘It is stated, Mr C–, in that paragraph, that when Mr H[one] failed in business as a bookseller, he was persuaded by me to try the pulpit, which is false, incorrect, unchristian, in a manner blasphemous, and in all respects contemptible. Let us pray.’ With which … and in the same breath, he knelt down, as we all did, and began a very miserable jumble of an extemporary prayer.





At that instant Dickens was ‘really penetrated with sorrow for the family’ and Cruikshank was ‘upon his knees and sobbing for the loss of an old friend’. But the moment of poignancy was ruined when George muttered through his tears ‘that if it wasn’t a clergyman, and it wasn’t a funeral, he’d have punched his head’. ‘I felt’, poor Dickens had to admit, ‘as if nothing but convulsions could possibly relieve me …’3


 


Charles Dickens attended the funeral curious to witness the last rites of a man who had once been known in every home in the land, but died forgotten. At the height of his career, William Hone’s name was synonymous with the fight for the liberty of the press. His journalism, famous throughout the world for its venomous attacks on a hated government, had exploited and defied censorship with intelligence, verve and humour. Hone achieved celebrity at the age of thirty-seven, defending himself from an ostensible charge of blasphemous libel in three trials held over three days in December 1817. In reality they were show trials to vindicate the government’s aggressive campaign against the press. Hone’s performances in court were, as E. P. Thompson wrote, ‘some of the most hilarious legal proceedings on record’; it was also a pivotal moment in the history of the British press.4


In 1842, Dickens was thirty years old, a former parliamentary reporter and author of five novels. By this time, the British press was one of the freest and most intrusive in the world, boasting a power over every act of government; in turn, it was flattered by politicians as the ‘Fourth Estate’. Many bemoaned its licentiousness, but few could deny its influence and constitutional liberties. Meeting the old man in Tottenham must have been a reminder to Dickens of how recent these things were. In 1809, when Hone began his career in journalism, Jeremy Bentham wrote that the freedom of the press existed in a ‘sort of abortive embryo state’.5


‘We have laws to prevent the exposure of unwholesome meat in our markets, and the mixture of deleterious drugs in beer,’ Robert Southey, Poet Laureate and Tory journalist wrote. ‘We have laws also against poisoning the minds of the people, by exciting discontent and disaffection.’ No formal censorship had existed in Britain since 1695, when the laws which required books to be licensed prior to publication lapsed. From henceforth, the state could only punish writing after it had been published. Blackstone wrote in his Commentaries of 1769, ‘The Liberty of the Press is, indeed, essential to the nature of a free State; but this consists in laying no previous restraints upon publication, and not in freedom from censure for criminal matters when published.’ Control of the press had been neither comprehensive nor routinely effective; it had often been allowed to lapse for long periods. But the discretionary powers ministers possessed to regulate the press and arrest critical writers were as oppressive as the extinct licensing laws; the administration’s attitude to the press and its policies in this period certainly deserve the name censorship. The definition of ‘criminal libel’ rested solely with the government; what it considered dangerous or ‘unwholesome’ was the only criterion for a decision to prosecute. The vagueness of the law benefited the state and left writers in a permanent state of unease. As Bentham wrote, it was impossible to know what constituted a criminal publication at the time of writing; journalism that could be defined as illegal was neither more nor less than ‘Any thing which any body at any time may dislike, for any reason’ – or more accurately, that which men in power decided to prosecute. For those who believed that Britain was the freest country in the world, one which tolerated forward-thinking and unorthodox philosophical, theological and scientific books, the existence of laws which punished free discussion was shameful. When the government chose to act, the libel laws were discriminate, efficient, and savage in their operation.6


Hone’s experiences at the hands of the Home Secretary, Lord Sidmouth, and Lord Chief Justice Ellenborough showed just how vindictive the state could be in silencing the press. In 1817, the year Hone reached his maturity as a political commentator, the Whig MP Henry Brougham told the Commons: ‘Every man who rises in a meeting, or sits at his desk, to attack the measures of his majesty’s ministers, now knows he does so with a halter about his neck.’7 Ministers could not punish every writer that offended them; but they could make examples of a few prominent journalists: none knew this better than Hone. He was swept off the street, subjected to legal harassment, financial penalties and the plots of government spies; long before he was brought to trial, his health had been ruined, his newspaper closed and his family reduced to poverty. The government knew that poor writers such as Hone could not afford a barrister and that they would be silenced, if not by the law, by months or years of protracted legal proceedings. The power of arbitrary arrest and indefinite imprisonment was effective in itself, and often there was no need for the government to bring an accused writer to court at all. Even if an offending writer was called to trial, it was on sure ground; a journalist was judged by a Special Jury, one comprising men of the so-called ‘better sort’ – wealthy merchants, civil servants or clergymen – vetted by the government. The odds were stacked in favour of the ministry in trials of this kind. When Hone took the defendant’s stand, it was in the knowledge that the government rarely lost.


When most writers avoided confrontation with the state’s overwhelming advantages, William Hone stood forward; his career as a political journalist was a personal avowal of the liberties of the press. This he did in and out of court to the risk of his health, livelihood and the safety of his large family. His three trials engrossed the country, and Hone became a popular hero. Laughter was his primary weapon; he deployed satire with ruthlessness and intelligence to lacerate his enemies and destroy censorship. His famous collaborations with George Cruikshank defied the state’s powers with glorious contempt and had lasting consequences for the way the press was regulated in Britain. His career showed that laughter had a legitimate political role; it was a fundamental freedom for a people shackled by repressive laws.


The courage, skill and humour Hone showed as a defendant and journalist endeared him to the British people, who delighted in his stand against injustice as well as in the rich vocabulary of contemptuous epithets and nicknames he levelled at his enemies. Certainly, few espoused the press’s cause with comparable bravery. Yet within two decades of the trials his death went almost unremarked; the memories of the bitter conflict between the government and the press had faded from popular consciousness. The brief obituary in The Times said that his trials ‘may be considered one of the cause célèbres of this country’; but they were already buried in obscurity. Today the name William Hone, one of the most important men in the history of the British press, meets no recognition from the public or even from journalists.8


 


When it was first published in 1874, Cruikshank and the Reverend Dr Thomas Binney, the nonconformist minister, challenged the veracity of Dickens’s account of Hone’s obsequies. Cruikshank said that his friend’s writing ‘partakes more of the character of fiction than of reality’.9 His portrayal of the funeral became notorious, even for people who had never heard of William Hone, because it seemed to raise serious questions about the reliability of Dickens as a reporter. Many said that the novelist had distorted the funeral as an excuse for a humorous contrast between solemnity and farce; that even his supposedly factual reportage were merely practice for fiction. But if Dickens embellished his description for comic effect, it is a fitting epitaph for a man once famous for combining serious journalism with joyous humour.


Hone was famous throughout the country for his defence of the free press, but he was also noted as a genial and amusing man, a recognisable figure in the world he inhabited: Fleet Street, the Strand and Ludgate Hill, the centre of national journalism and publishing. The proprietor of several bookshops and publishing companies during three decades, his premises were the haunt of many notable figures of the time, and drew great crowds of Londoners when his famous satires came off the press. The customer or visitor would have found a man who conversed with ‘perfect freedom, familiarity, and bonhomie’. Hone was big in every respect – hearty and good-natured, but also a formidable physical presence. ‘He was rather corpulent, dressed very plainly, and his lofty forehead, keen eye, grey and scanty locks, and a very expressive countenance, commanded respect,’ a friend remembered of the journalist in middle age.10 In cartoons he was often caricatured as a John Bull figure, a formidable and bulky man with a mischievous glint in his eye. But the large frame was prone to breakdown and illness, just as his cheerful demeanour gave way to depression, or what he and his contemporaries called ‘hypochondria’.


The world rarely knew of his personal crises however. Laughter was Hone’s defining characteristic as a public writer and private man. He described himself as a man ‘with a lively conception of wit, and an irresistible propensity to humour’. Even when he was in prison, Hone never lost his eye for comic detail and delight at the farcical. He was a popular London personality, and it was remembered that ‘he loved the society of men of talent, and, being gifted with great humour, joined the foibles of the day’. His small circle of intimates comprised William Hazlitt, Charles Lamb, George Cruikshank and the brothers John and Leigh Hunt. They all found him a relaxed, intelligent and amusing companion, and appreciated his ‘extraordinary powers of language and argument’. The Times’ foreign correspondent, Henry Crabb Robinson, was introduced to him at Lamb’s house in Islington, and wrote in his diary that evening: ‘The conversation of Hone, or rather his manners, pleased me. He is a modest, unassuming man.’ Many were as surprised as Robinson that the journalist who famously never baulked from hard words, offensive epithets, or satirical invective was such a pleasant, self-effacing, and generous companion.11


Hone was close to William Hazlitt for much his life, and it was said that he was the only person who could lift the essayist from the brooding reticence and splenetic temper which made him seem so formidably severe. The two writers drank together in the Southampton Arms on Chancery Lane, often in the company of dissolute George Cruikshank. It was from the wainscoted backroom of this tavern that they worked together on one of the most successful satirical collaborations in publishing history. Hone was one of the few people who made Hazlitt feel truly comfortable; his jokes and laughter were infectious, and raised the darkest mood of his friends. During his adolescence Hone had suffered long periods of depression. A friend wrote to him, ‘Laugh! laugh, you dog, ‘tis the best cure in the world for the hyps [hypochondria] …’ Hone learnt that lesson early in his life.12


John Hunt once described Hone as a ‘coarse’ man. Self-educated and coming from a poor background, he extolled the virtues of the common man against the luxury, corruption and affected politeness of refined society. He was a bulky, shabbily dressed man who never dissimulated his opinions. He laughed aloud and without shame whatever miseries assailed him throughout his life. Hone’s humour was of the earthy, unrefined and lusty variety. Conduct books criticised laughter as boorish and unbecoming a civilised society. ‘Having mentioned laughing,’ Chesterfield wrote to his son in his famous book of advice, ‘I must particularly warn you against it: and I could heartily wish that you may often be seen to smile, but never heard to laugh while you live. Frequent and loud laughter is the characteristic of folly and ill manners: it is the manner in which the mob express their silly joy at silly things; and they call it being merry.’ He also criticised ‘the disagreeable noise that it makes and the distortion of the face that it occasions’. European and American tourists wrote of the coldness of the English, their awkward and artificial refinement which silenced loud laughter. These were the kind of stilted manners Hone detested. As he commanded a friend, John Childs, one Christmas: ‘Take of the good before you, stir your fire, laugh not withstanding Chesterfield, take of the good again, let your lungs ring out Wassail and the lungs of your young ones and guests ring Wassail* till sides and cheeks ache with merriment and laughter.’13


The Hone household was a happy place. John Childs played an important role in the family Christmas festivities, sending a gift of a turkey every Christmas. Hone wrote a letter of thanks in 1819, describing the jollity of life with the Hones: ‘… I received from you what, in London, we call an Alderman in Chains† – this was reserved for our Christmas day dinner when we, that is, my wife and our seven young ones, played our many parts, and drank your health, and carolled away till our eighth little one in my wife’s care crowed herself so hoarse that we were obliged to adjourn our mirth.’ At another time he described his home life as ‘one of rude merriment – a noisy carnival’.14


If laughter was essential for the soul, it was also, for Hone, a weapon that was deployed in his journalism to shame, level and humiliate his political enemies. During his trials, he made a crowd of over a thousand men and women hoot with laughter at the pompous old judge, the fearsome Lord Ellenborough. It was, Hone believed, a fundamental freedom that could never be repressed by censorship or punishment. A pungent vein of humour runs through his journalism. For all the government’s efforts to silence and punish its critics, it could not prevent the crowd from expressing its contempt with laughter: the liberty to mock the country’s august rulers, to make them laughing stocks, was worth more than grave and measured attack. It vented public indignation, sating a desire for revenge against corrupt and cruel politicians. And it was regarded with solemn disapproval by the state; during his trials, the prosecution asserted that something as disrespectful as laughter would ‘burst asunder the bonds of society’. Hone’s contempt for ministers and the royal family was relished by much of the country, but genuinely feared by his enemies. The Tory Quarterly Review realised the threat from a man ‘who appears to possess talents above the ordinary class, and effrontery much above these talents’.15


William Hone was stigmatised as a danger to the state and the corrupter of public morals. The government was driven to censor the press because it believed that the people were gullible wretches predisposed to violence, who would inevitably rise up in revolution when they read reformist journalism. Hone’s mockery was considered foremost in the threats to society; his jokes were taken deadly seriously. ‘I call upon Mr Hone, who was once, I know, a friend to his King and Country, and to true Religion, to reflect upon the mischief his publications are now disseminating!’ demanded an anxious contributor to the Loyalists’ Magazine. ‘I ask him, whether, as a tradesman, he would be enriched by that riot and rebellion for which his satires are preparing the way? … Then why, for a mere pelf, sacrifice his conscience – his sense – his religion – his country?’16


Hone went out of his way to stress his moderation and social responsibility. But his compulsion to expose abuses and advocate political reform sprang from his instinctive revolt at injustice. ‘In society Mr Hone was a cheerful companion, and his heart was never closed to the complaints of his fellow creatures,’ according to his obituary. He was renowned for his generosity and compassion, which he often put before the needs of his wife and large family. Even when his books were selling in the hundreds of thousands, and he was the most popular journalist in the country, he lived in penury. He explained his gloriously dismissive attitude to money in a letter to a friend:




Property is encumbering in some forms. In the shape of money it is confounded annoying. If you have it, you naturally divide it with some destitute and distressed fellow creatures, and then divide the remainder till the quotidian is invisible. And if you have it in the shape of a house you as naturally let in some shelterless devil as a tenant, upon whom you haven’t the heart to levy a distress for rent.17





Hone deserved the words that the MP William Smith used to describe him to the House of Commons in 1817: ‘a gentleman and a man of humanity’. There was a story told of a wealthy London merchant who stopped in the street one day and took off his hat for a moment to mop his brow. Suddenly a coin landed in the upturned hat. The surprised plutocrat looked up to see Hone walking the other way, absent-mindedly distributing his coins to those he believed had a greater need for them than himself. For a few years in his middle age, Hone received an advance of £10 a week from the publisher Thomas Tegg for a book he was writing. It was not a lot of money, but enough to get by. One day Hone met another writer who stopped him with a long litany of woes. ‘Tell me no more,’ Hone said, reaching into his pocket. ‘Here, take this; it will at least assist the family for a time.’ He continued on his way, called in on Tegg, and cheerfully told his publisher what he had done. Tegg was furious. ‘Remember the old saying, Mr Hone, “Be just before you are generous”.’ The shrewd (and very wealthy publisher) was right; the victims of Hone’s generosity were his wife and children, who had much to complain about his reckless attitude to money and obsessive journalistic crusades, which although they made his name, scarcely provided enough for them to live on.18


The money always disappeared, and Hone went through several hard-earned fortunes in his lifetime. He could have said with Edward Gibbon: ‘my purse was always open, but it was often empty.’ In his last years Hone was reduced to begging money from literary societies, and his family were destitute when he died. It was left to people like Dickens to raise money for the impoverished Hones.


But financial considerations were secondary to his charitable nature. ‘I know no distinction between public and private life,’ he said during his trials. ‘Men should be consistent in their conduct; and I have endeavoured so to school my mind that I might give an explanation of every act of my life.’19 Before he became a journalist, Hone was an energetic social reformer, campaigning for the abolition of the notoriously cruel and inefficient Poor Laws and instigating an investigation into the sadistic practices and squalid state of private lunatic asylums. As a journalist he believed that the press existed to defend those people without a voice, the marginalised and abused victims of society; that public opinion was the only check on arbitrary government. One of his most remarkable pieces of journalism was an investigation into the calculated injustice that led to the execution of a young domestic servant. In it, Hone aimed to provoke the disgust of compassionate members of society so that public opinion, passionately expressed and cogently argued, would force the state to purge itself of noxious abuses.


This investigation, an exhaustive exposé of the miscarriage of justice that condemned Eliza Fenning to death, was one of Hone’s finest and most enduring triumphs as a journalist. His demolition of the Crown’s evidence against Fenning and his revelations of the subsequent efforts to alter the judicial record, coupled with a poignant tale of human suffering, was one of the first detailed criminal investigations conducted by a journalist. Hone’s ability to construct a rational and technically complete survey of legal malpractice was a victory for the press, proving that journalists could match, and surpass, the sophisticated arguments of the state. He believed that once the workings of the government were made transparent, the voice of public opinion would prevent further misgovernment, which at its worst condemned the innocent to death. As he wrote in 1817:




This should be the age of discussion; improvements are now proposed invariably by means of the press; and thanks to that mighty engine of life and energy, they are now proposed to the whole community at once … It is to the MIDDLE CLASSES now, as at other times, in this country, the salvation of all that ought to be dear to Englishmen must be confided: it is amongst this class that the great improvement has been going on; it is from this class, now informed as no class in any country, at any time, ever were informed, that whatever of good may be obtained will proceed.20





The press should represent the articulate voice of educated, cultured and moral middle class people: the ‘polite’ or ‘respectable’, as he called them. This inevitably led to an involvement with national politics. As a political writer, Hone argued for parliamentary reform and the expansion of the franchise. The public was not, as MPs, ministers and Tory journalists maintained, a heedless mob that would automatically rebel when it read political journalism. When the voice of the people was heard in the Commons the government would be forced to comply with demands for social reform and the cruel edges of Regency society blunted. ‘What is the end of legislation,’ he once said in conversation, ‘but to protect the weak against the powerful, the few against the many?’21


But when only a minority had the vote, when the Commons was dominated by MPs who were rewarded with handsome pensions and sinecures for supporting the government, the disadvantaged could never be defended from the inefficiencies or wanton cruelty of those whom Hone labelled ‘the soi-disant guardians’ of the country. They were too mired in corruption and blinded by the rewards of political office to be truly paternalistic overlords. ‘It is with this nasty, dirty, filthy, money-getting spirit that our aristocracy have dirtied themselves,’ he once said.22


Hone believed that humankind was ‘held in bond to do justice, love mercy, and practise universal charity’, and he was prepared to make sacrifices to live up to the ideal he preached in print. ‘I am as destitute as any man in London …’ he told the court of the King’s Bench:




I have as true a relish for the comforts, as well as the elegancies of life, as most men in much higher ranks; but I have ever been independent in mind, and hence I am a destitute man. I have never written or printed what I did not think right and true; and in my most humble station have always acted for the public good, according to my conception, without regard to what other men do, however exalted their rank.23





In 1817 The Times wrote of the trials: ‘Hone’s whole defence, indeed, will be read with an interest, and will excite feelings, now and hereafter, which it far exceeds our powers to appreciate.’24


But the memory of Hone’s defiance and humorous denunciation of his enemies is kept alive only in the pages of scholarly works. This is a pity. Hone’s personal and political struggles are entertaining, inspiring, and, in terms of the history of the press, vital; he is seemingly the perfect subject for a popular biography. His entry in the Dictionary of National Biography, written by H. R. Tedder in 1885, said: ‘Hone was a thoroughly honest and conscientious man, and deserves to be remembered for his sacrifices on behalf of the freedom of the press and cheap literature.’ But what is left of the name, the warmth of character and the reputation in the public mind today?


The answer is very little, and that is because over ninety years have passed since a major non-academic biography has appeared. Parts of Hone’s life are sparsely covered by the surviving sources. His fame, as great as it was for a few exciting years, was fleeting. We lose track of him for years on end when the trail goes cold. The life, as a whole, is impossible to recreate. Perhaps this explains the reluctance in writers to tackle a biography since Frederick William Hackwood in 1912. Many of Hone’s letters and notes are extant in libraries and archives around the world, but as he said, ‘I would never write a letter if I could help it, and with this habit, or infirmity, or vice, or whatever it be, I never can, and therefore will not pretend to, become a good correspondent.’25 This failing denies posterity a full picture of Hone. It is a very recognisable flaw. Writing to his friend John Childs in 1819 in gratitude for the customary gift of a Christmas turkey, he apologised for the tardiness of his thanks: ‘It was my duty to have done so before but – (now for a civil lie) – procrastination is the thief of time & I put off, I put off, even to this day, when finding my Conscience troublesome, that is, the burden of reproach greater than I could bear, I mustered courage to say “thank you” with my pen, – my heart & mind having done so as often as I thought of you.’26


Although he would pick up a pen to write to a friend with sighs of reluctance, Hone spent almost every day of his adult life writing for publication. He was often revealing about his private life and personality in articles and books, and there is the occasional detail of biographical information buried in the political reportage. Yet in almost every sentence the character of Hone shines through. The surviving drafts of his private letters show constant rewrites, changes of heart, scratchings out, and an obsessive reworking of sentences and phrases. The journalism, by contrast, is impulsive, wild, caustic, pugnacious. His anger at injustice and cruelty flashes out in spontaneous bursts of genuine revolt or frustration. A relish for comic incident and the satirical flourishes in his books, pamphlets and appearances in court reveal the humorous propensities that delighted the people who met him, from elevated people such as Queen Caroline and the Whig lords, writers such as such Charles Lamb, to the Londoners who visited his shop. The spontaneity of his journalism was intended to give his audience a sense of immediacy with the process of writing; he wanted them to read something which approximated to his voice, and the raw prose self-consciously aims to strip away any hint of artifice or sophistry. Hone could never be called a great prose stylist, but the words seem to spark from his mind with the ease and buoyancy of an instinctive journalist. Perhaps the self-confidence is deceptive, an illusion that masks hard graft; but the passion is never disguised, and it is plain to see why he was such a popular writer in his time.


His heart was in his public writings more than any other part of his life. Hone conducted his social and professional existence in the face-to-face world of Fleet Street, conversing with writers, politicians and customers over his shop counter or in London taverns, a mode of daily business that has left few traces. The jolly, personable William Hone was often precluded from an active social life by the pressure of work. He attended debates in parliament, researched articles, investigated his stories and wrote seven days a week, often hearing the bells of St Paul’s Cathedral chime the early hours of the morning. In the heat of a campaign he would live off cold tea and stale bread, seemingly unable to take his mind away from writing. He talked of his ‘stay at home habits and literary indulgences’ that were ‘ill calculated to the formation of friendships’, admitting, ‘while I have been known to all the world, I am without any personal friends’, beyond a handful of intimates. Hone was a modest man, who kept much of his private life hidden from the prying eyes of his contemporaries or biographers.


This is why he has been forgotten. It is a sad neglect: this was the man who stood against the government – ‘literally deserted’, as he said, by his political allies and colleagues. He is the forgotten hero of the British press. Hone’s career in journalism saw the most significant events in the struggle for a press free from political control. His style and wit as a writer and defendant made him one of the most popular journalist in Regency Britain, and they are as fresh today. Hone found pomposity or self-importance hard to affect, and even in the formal atmosphere of the court of the King’s Bench he fought with the same spirit of impudent defiance which characterised every aspect of his life. His trials will always be exciting, for he attempted to win his case with laughter, an entertaining but risky strategy. It was typical of William Hone that he dared defend himself from a charge of criminal libel – in a show trial that had implications for the future of the press – by declaring that he intended ‘to laugh his Majesty’s Ministers to scorn; I have laughed at them and ha! ha! ha! I laugh at them now and I will laugh at them, for as long as they are laughing stocks! Were there any poor witless men less ridiculous than these Ministers, my persecutors …?’
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‘A momentary half-existence’
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The Fatal Bookcase Childhood, 1780–1800







From books you can gain more amusement than you can get from all the toys you have ever seen, and more instruction than you have had from all the people you have ever talked with. After you begin to read you will soon be able to understand many things which you now only wonder at, and speedily be convinced of this grand Truth, delivered by one of our greatest philosophers, that ‘Knowledge is Power’.


William Hone, from a letter to his foster-child, John L’Ouverture, 1810


 


… I dedicate no inconsiderable portion of my time to other people’s thoughts. I dream away my life in others’ speculations. I love to lose myself in other men’s minds. When I am not walking, I am reading; I cannot sit and think. Books think for me.


Charles Lamb





Hone felt that he was qualified to represent the views and interests of the middle classes. He had risen from an isolated, austere and unlearned background, educated himself, and made money and a name by personal sacrifices. Like many of his contemporaries, Hone received only the most rudimentary schooling; his achievements as a writer he saw as a vindication of autodidactic culture. His journalism displayed a wealth of knowledge and depth of reading, and he was convinced that self-education and improvement were a duty placed upon members of society before they had a right to claim a voice in the government of their country. Hone was always painfully conscious that his enemies saw him as a Grub Street hack, a ruffian who propagated ill-considered opinions and unreliable facts among a credulous public. The Quarterly Review called him ‘a wretch, as contemptible as he is wicked’ and ‘a poor illiterate creature’.1


Hone was compelled to defend his journalism, arguing that he put as much effort into his work as most academics. When he was researching his scholarly work, A History of Parody in the 1820s, he told his public: ‘I went daily to the British Museum, chiefly for the purpose of consulting the King’s collection of pamphlets … I attended there every day as soon as the doors were open, nor left the reading or print room till they closed.’2 The research gleaned in the British Museum or from his own extensive library enriched his more populist writing. Hone’s political journalism was always set within its historical context, and the style derived much from the pamphleteers and political language of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Even his satires stood within an ancient tradition of parodic literature. When called upon to defend himself in 1817, Hone’s learning and knowledge of English literature rivalled that of his university-educated prosecutors. But he was always dogged by a sense of inferiority. As he said to friend from the world of academe: ‘You dons at Cambridge, with letters after your names, scorn all poor fellows who have not been to school.’3


Notwithstanding the lack of a formal education, and the occasional feeling of shame it brought, Hone was always anxious to assert the honourable status of a self-taught writer. His life, he believed, was the story of victory over ignorance and superstition. ‘Prone to inquiry from my childhood, and knowledge in other languages being to me as a “fountain sealed”, I could only obtain it on my own,’ Hone wrote in the 1820s, explaining his addiction to learning as a child: ‘All books that fell in my way, no matter on what subject, I read voraciously, and appetite increased with indulgence.’4


He was born in Bath in 1780, but the family moved to the outskirts of London soon after. His father, a lawyer’s clerk, had led a dissolute youth in the company of itinerant actors, before converting and settling down to a life of religious contemplation. Mr William Hone senior was a loving father but a very serious and humourless man. He avoided worldly pleasures and dedicated his life to his religion and his job. ‘Humility and patience were his practise,’ the son remembered. ‘Temperate in personal requirements, and plain in dress, he often pointed out the Quakers as examples of uprightness in gait and in mind.’ The Hones lived in a house to the west of Tottenham Court Road, in a suburban hamlet. ‘All beyond Warren Street, which had been lately commenced,’ Hone reminisced, ‘was open meadow land and dairy-farms as far as the eye could see …’


Until he was a teenager William would lead a very secluded life; his parents were terrified that he would be corrupted by urban vice. The spires of London were within sight, the sounds of the busy city ever-present, but its labyrinthine streets and alleys, its great buildings and crowds remained a mystery to the boy until he was much older. London was, for Mr Hone, modern Babylon; living on its threshold was as great a compromise he was prepared to make. Yet the sights and sounds of the city were impossible to escape. William could only watch as the diverse crowds of Londoners made weekend trips to the meadows and gravel pits near his house. The spectacle hinted of the unknown metropolis:




On Sundays London poured towards the country a populous tide of individuals … youths walking on crutches or with one crutch, girls suffering under disorders of the hip-joint, rickety children, with jointed iron-straps on their legs – at least one-tenth of the passers-by were crippled or diseased … [T]radesmen or respectable journeymen and their wives were profusely powdered. Men wore scarlet coats and long-flapped, figured waistcoats; cocked hats, with their hair behind in long or large clubbed pigtails, and the sides in large stiff curls; silver or plated buckles, curiously wrought or bespangled, on their shoes.





Sometimes Hone was allowed to stay with some cousins of his mother, who lived in Belsize, on the heights north of London. He built a tree house in an old mulberry tree, from which he could look down on the mysterious, unexplored city, and hear the hourly chimes of the clock of St Paul’s Cathedral and the evening chapel bell of Lincoln’s Inn. In later life, when he had the liberty to do so, Hone fell in love with London, its taverns, public buildings, narrow courts and its legends; he also became a famous city personality. As he once wrote, ‘London is familiar to me, I know every street and turning in the city, have walked over half the metropolis when the land covered with houses and churches was green fields.’5


Hone was a Londoner through and through – if not by birth, certainly by emotional attachment – but his love of the city was conditional upon the ability to escape from the buzz and whirl of Fleet Street to the Arcadia of Islington, Pentonville, or Hampstead. From his boyhood adventures in the fields and groves of north London, he wrote, ‘I derived a love for quiet and the country which has yearned in me throughout life, and has frequently detached me from alluring society and busiest occupations to bury myself awhile in rural solitude and nourish peaceful thoughts “far from the haunts of careworn men”.’ During his spells in prison, he would miss London’s villages and fields more than any other freedom. In the 1820s, when the property developers were poised to build over these favourite spots, Hone wrote books which preserved the memories of the villages, woods and streams where he spent his youth as a memorial to a feature of London life that was about to be lost for ever.


‘Nature was my first book,’ Hone wrote. But when he learnt to read, his first love was supplanted by the written word. Before he was six, the boy was sent to the home of an old lady (a so-called ‘dame school’) to learn the rudiments of reading and writing. Mrs Bettridge’s school was a joy: ‘There, on low wooden benches, books in hand, sat her little scholars. We all loved her, I most of all, and I was often allowed to sit on a little stool by her side. I was happier there than anywhere.’


But one ‘dark day’, the child was not allowed to go to Mrs Bettridge’s school; he was gloomy and tearful all day. He awoke the next morning, but was deprived of the chance to read once again: ‘It was my first sorrow.’ He was so anxious that a servant took him to see Mrs Bettridge in her basement apartments. She was on her deathbed. William remained with her, until he heard that John Wesley was coming to visit her. His father had spoken of Wesley – the founder of the Methodists – as ‘the Old Devil’, and Hone had ‘a most terrific idea of this satanic personage’. The thought of actually meeting him was too much.




I turned and gazed in stupor at my poor Dame, until the sound of his footsteps startled me to attempt instant escape, but before I could reach the door I saw the black legs, and great silver buckles, coming down the stairs, and there came into the room a venerable man, his long, silvery hair flowing upon his shoulders, his countenance cheerful and smiling and ruddy as a youth’s, and his eyes beaming kindness.





He knew that appearances could be deceptive, that this was no doubt ‘Satan coming as an angel of light’. But John Wesley brought tranquillity to the old lady, and the ‘room seemed illuminated by his presence’. Young William was overcome when they began to pray: ‘my tears flowed, and then I dropped upon my knees weeping, but feeling happy, I knew not why’. When he came to leave, Wesley put his hand on the trembling boy’s head and said, ‘My child, God bless you, and make you a good man.’ ‘I wondered was this “the Old Devil”?,’ Hone said. It was a formative moment in his life: ‘From that hour I never believed anything my father said or anything I heard at chapel.’


His beloved teacher died a few days later, and Hone’s education lapsed. William Hone senior promised, in recompense, to buy his son a copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress. That book held a special place in the education of English children in the eighteenth century; it was intended to make the young emulous of the Christian journey, and evangelicals such as William Huntingdon, Hone senior’s favourite preacher, made it his aim to provide a copy for every child in the country. The Hone’s meagre household library comprised the Bible, Paradise Lost, a few religious tracts and Mrs Glasse’s Cookery; a new book was, for the boy, ‘an event’. ‘I eagerly awaited its coming home,’ he remembered of the joyous day, ‘and well recollect my emotions of heart when my father, eyeing me with affection, slowly drew from his pocket a good old woodcut copy of the famous “Pilgrim”.’


The book lived up to the expectation of the bibliomaniac boy, but not the hopes of the pious father: ‘The pleasure I derived from the work is indescribable,’ Hone wrote. ‘I read it continually, and read it repeatedly. I read it without the least conception of the allegory, forgetting, too, that the narrative was a dream – I supposed it to be real and literal. I earnestly desired to become a man that I might travel and find the places described.’ The book infested his imagination. On his first visit to London, his father took him to the Royal Exchange, and put the boy on his shoulders. Young William stared about at the exotic scene: the flags, the immense crowds, and, carved on pillars, lists of foreign lands with which the merchants traded. ‘Father!’ shouted the boy to the amazement of the businessmen, ‘Vanity Fair! This is Vanity Fair!’


After the intoxication of first reading, Hone ‘continually hankered for books’. But they were not so easy to come by; Mr Hone wanted to restrict his son’s reading to inspirational religious books. William had to resort to devious means to satisfy his lust for reading. He saved his pocket money and toured bookshops, buying whatever he could afford. He plundered rubbish bins, hording the papers with which victuallers wrapped foodstuffs with the desperation of a drug addict: ‘My desire for reading became distressing to myself and to those around me.’ When he managed to get a non-religious book, he had to hide it from his parents and stop himself from talking about it lest, ‘I should have betrayed feelings which I strove to conceal’. Reading had made him inquisitive and wilful; it had not taught him obedience, as his father had intended.


Hone went to school for a short while when he was seven; but once more, his education was cut short, this time because he caught smallpox. His parents thought that he was about to die, and he was only awakened from a feverish sleep by the shock of overhearing them discuss funeral arrangements. Recovery was slow, and Hone was taught to write by copying exercises from the Bible. He would only return to school briefly, when he was twelve, but then it was back to the tedium of home instruction. Mr Hone would teach William for an hour at lunchtime, and for an hour after work. William could make nothing of his father’s arithmetic lessons and ‘home instruction became irksome’. The Hones were now living on a street near Red Lion Square, Holborn, which was more built up than Warren Street, but the meadows were still within sight. ‘Every breeze that blew brought odours from the new-mown grass, and told of green fields,’ he lamented.


The parents were still protective of their child, and he was prevented from exploring London, escaping to the tranquillity of the countryside, or visiting bookshops. ‘Had I been at school,’ he wrote, ‘desires of this kind would have been diverted by my occupations in company with the other boys, and my advance in learning, in which I really delighted, would have reconciled me to confinement.’ His younger brother, Joseph, did not share William’s passions: ‘He cared but little for reading, and I cared for little else,’ he recalled. As so, this clever, lonely boy grew frustrated languishing at home with no means of satisfying his rampant curiosity. The lessons drawn exclusively from the Bible only exacerbated his frustration. ‘I saddened into listlessness, wrote without care … I felt my faculties were wounded; they seemed benumbed … from that time I regarded the Bible as a book of hopeless or heavy tasks.’


Mrs Hone relented, and, unbeknownst to his father, William stole out and befriended local shopkeepers, who lent him books and pamphlets. He spent his days at a copperplate printer’s workshop, learning the process of putting together illustrated books and prints. An old cobbler allowed him to study a store of ancient books, including Caxton’s Polychronicon and Pynson’s Shepherd’s Kalendar – so-called ‘Black Letter Books’, with their primitive engravings and antiquated letter-types, which had survived from the fifteenth century, the dawn of printing. Hone fell in love with ‘black letter lore’ which he ‘indulged without satiety’ all his life. In The Spirit of the Age (1825), William Hazlitt wrote of Hone ‘that his greatest vice is that he is fond of a joke and given to black-letter reading’. That famous sense of humour came later – Hone seems to have been a highly strung and serious-minded child – but the love of books, not just as pages full of words to devour, but lovingly crafted artefacts with a history, was firmly implanted in his mind.6


‘Ardently seeking for truth,’ he remembered of this time, ‘I conversed with books rather than men, and hewed out principles as I could.’7 Hone did not learn arithmetic or Latin, like other schoolboys, and he grew up a rather unconventional and lonely boy, his head filled with bits of folklore, snatches of history and a rudimentary knowledge of publishing. As he would have been the first to admit, deprived of the society of boys his own age and the discipline of the schoolroom, he entered adolescence with little experience of the world outside the compass of his reading. But, as it turned out, his early reading and isolation prepared him for his future career. Had he been to school and learnt as much as other boys he would have learnt no more than other boys; which is to say, how to be servile to authority, cringing in front of masters, emulous of the office worker, and with stunted intellectual ambitions. However in the early 1790s, with no prospects of entering the republic of letters, his dreams only made him unhappy and frustrated. When Hone was thirteen, it came as a hard shock that he would have to give up his private passion and ‘earn means for my support among the realities of life’.


The reality of middle-class employment was not something that Hone was used to, nor particularly welcomed. ‘I now began to think what station I should be likely to fill in life, and conceived myself doomed to be an attorney’s copying clerk,’ he wrote, speculating on the fate awaiting a poor, uneducated, but literate thirteen-year-old boy. ‘This occupation I looked upon with horror. All persons whom I knew in that situation were thoughtless beings, weak, mindless, and scarcely paid for their labour.’ He got his first clerical job in Southwark. Predictably, Hone spent all he earned, including his dinner money, at book auctions in Tooley Street.


‘I became melancholy,’ he remembered of this bleak time, ‘and in the summer evenings stalked about the fields, anticipating and brooding over the hardships of my imagined destiny.’ And it could hardly be said that he took to working life with alacrity. His next position was as a factotum to a solicitor in the City. Unfortunately, there was an unlocked bookcase in his office and the teenager was ‘irresistibly attracted’ to the books. His work suffered, and he made a vow to his employer that he would withstand all temptations and get on with his work.


‘I promised and strove to amend,’ Hone recalled; ‘but the bookcase, seductively open, infatuated me; while daily resolving to read less and less, I heedlessly read more and more. Conscience did its office, and I determined to leave off reading entirely, after I got through the contents of the fatal bookcase. That period never came, for I was suddenly, and deservedly dismissed, with an imagination inflamed to intensity by the infatuating reading in which I had recklessly indulged.’


Hone senior had to employ his son as a clerk in his own office in an effort to instil into his son a sense of the discipline required of a worker. But this office had bookshelves as well, and the teenager managed to get through Plutarch’s Lives, Pope’s translation of Homer, Rollins’ Ancient History, and as much of Swift’s works as he could find. Under the influence of the other clerks, he also became ‘play-house mad’; so great was his addiction to the theatre he sold his collection of books to afford his daily ticket. Such behaviour pained the father, who had once been led astray by theatres, for him the source of all depravity and evil. But worse was to come. Hone’s reading led him to philosophy, and to many of the writers of the 1790s, that revolutionary decade. Fed on a diet of Socrates, Plato, Godwin and Holcroft, he ‘imagined that with the cultivation of the intellect, Christianity … would disappear and Reason become omnipotent. With the growth of these notions, I contrasted Scripture authority – treated its historical accounts as absurdities – ridiculed its sacred characters – and regarded Christianity and its doctrines as impositions and childish dreams.’ He openly called the Bible ‘a fable-book’ and he became ‘a believer in all unbelief’.


But these feelings only came in early adolescence. Hitherto, William had been a pious and conservative young man, nicknamed the ‘Young Methodist’. His political awakening was slow; but when it came, it was equally radical. The Hones did not read newspapers, and Hone was an unworldly young boy. In July 1789, the nine-year-old Hone was rolling his hoop through Holborn when a friend stopped him.


‘There’s a revolution in France,’ the boy said.


‘What’s a revolution?’ the unworldly Hone inquired.


‘Why, the French people in Paris have taken the Bastille, and hung the Governor, and let loose all the prisoners, and pulled the Bastille down to the ground.’


‘How do you know?’ Hone asked.


‘My father says so; he read it in the newspaper just now – and he says it’s a revolution.’


‘Revolution’, the new word in Hone’s vocabulary, clearly meant violence and instability. The outcome was open prison gates, anarchy and lawlessness. England’s version in 1688 had been almost bloodless, a preserving revolution that established the monarchy and parliament on stronger ground, and had guaranteed the liberty of the subject under the rule of law. The upheavals and executions on the other side of the Channel horrified the boy. The spread of revolutionary ideas to Britain, especially with the publication of Tom Paine’s Rights of Man in 1792, threatened all that made the country peaceful and free. In that year he composed a single-sheet publication called ‘The Contrast’, which was divided into two, with a panegyric on English liberty by Joseph Addison on the left-hand side, and a description of continental slavery by James Theodore Middleton on the right. He included a poem he had written setting Addison and Middleton’s arguments in the context of the 1790s. The twelve-year-old boy attacked Paine and the French Directory, the enemies of British liberty; one verse read:








Come Britons unite, and in one Common Cause


Stand up in defence of King, Liberty, Laws;


And rejoice that we’ve got such a good Constitution,


And down with the barbarous French Revolution.











It was published by the Association for Preserving Liberty and Property Against Republicans and Levellers, a society set up to answer revolutionary propaganda. The author was praised not for a precocious talent, but for a spirit of healthy loyalty.


But Hone’s view of British constitutional history was not idealistic and unquestioning. At about the same time that he was penning patriotic poems, he found a loose page of a book in one of his trawls through rubbish bins for reading matter. It was part of a man’s defence in court against injustice. Intrigued, the boy set out to discover what it was. He went into bookshops and showed the page to the proprietors. Most were baffled or irritated, and sent him on his way. At last, a bookseller identified it as a page from The Trial of John Lilburne. Hone, by ‘patience, industry, and extraordinary management’, selling his toys and boxes he made out of card, managed to earn half a crown and bought the book. (If he resented working for bread and lodging, a book was always worth the labour.)


Colonel John Lilburne was the leader of the Levellers during the last years of the Civil Wars and the early part of the Commonwealth. He argued that the Long Parliament, the army and Cromwell had betrayed the ideals of the fledgling British republic, executing Charles I only as a cynical means of establishing their own tyranny. He saw little difference between Stuart absolute monarchy and the Commonwealth government: the people were the losers whichever tyrant reigned. He published his attacks on Cromwell and the generals in defiance of censorship, and became a popular hero. When called to trial, his defence was a passionate demand for free speech and the liberty of public discussion. He was found not guilty. ‘Since “The Pilgrim’s Progress”, no other book had so riveted me,’ Hone remembered; ‘I felt all Lilburne’s indignant feelings, rejoiced at his acquittal, and detested Cromwell as a tyrant for causing him to be carried back to the Tower, after the Jury had pronounced him to be free from the charge. This book aroused within me new feelings …’


And those new feelings, Hone tells us, were hatred of oppression and a belief in the rule of law and the freedom of the press as the safeguard of personal liberty. The story of ‘Free Born John’ Lilburne standing up against Cromwell on behalf of the people of England, risking his life to express his opinions, gained a hold over the boy. The constitutional freedoms he had extolled in his doggerel lines were the result of personal sacrifices made by people like Lilburne. The need to defend these privileges from the violence and mob rule of the French Revolution was clear in his mind; but the threat to freedom also came from the political heirs of Charles I and Oliver Cromwell. When William Pitt’s government declared Paine’s Rights of Man a seditious work, and successfully prosecuted booksellers and publishers who distributed it, it appeared that the English liberties he had extolled were merely ideals. The government’s success cleared the way for many more prosecutions throughout the 1790s against reformist writers, publishers and activists. The London Corresponding Society, founded in 1792 by the cobbler Thomas Hardy to disseminate constitutional information, bore the brunt of the repression. In 1794, a year after Hone penned his loyal panegyric on English liberty, twelve members of the LCS and the Society for Promoting Constitutional Information were put on trial for high treason, accused of attempting to overthrow the constitution.


‘The Question now, therefore is, whether Englishmen shall be Masters of their own Houses; whether they shall enjoy any of the comforts of society; in fact, whether they shall be allowed the Privilege of thinking, without the Penalty of Death.’ So ran a manifesto published by the LCS. Its members were not revolutionaries and Jacobins, as the government alleged; their ‘crime’ was to have advocated universal manhood suffrage and annual parliaments and accused the government of wasting British blood fighting the French in a sinister campaign to restore the tyrannical Bourbons to the throne. They argued that the Gagging Acts, which shackled the press, the suspension of habeas corpus, which allowed the state unlimited powers of arbitrary arrest, the vast costs of war, and the unbounded power of the government, was more likely to goad the people to revolution than reformist tracts. The twelve reformers were acquitted, and Hone must have seen them as modern day Lilburnes, men who risked their freedom avowing the right of public discussion.


The government’s failure to suppress it led to the temporary ascendancy of the LCS. In the summer of 1795 it attracted 150 new members a week, including the Cambridge mathematician William Frend, the journeyman Francis Place, who was to become the leader of reformist political organisation in London throughout the first three decades of the nineteenth century, and young William Hone. He believed that there must be some fatal flaw in the supposedly glorious constitution if it accused people of treason for expressing their opinions; the LCS revived the spirit of defiance and martyrdom in the cause of liberty reminiscent of his hero Lilburne, and it was natural that he should wish to be associated with such a movement. His early fascination with Lilburne looks forward to the time when he would have to stand trial to defend his own beliefs. The example of ‘Free-Born John’ held out hope and encouragement to him then. He owned a very rare bound copy of Lilburne’s tracts, which had once belonged to the scientist, dissenting minister, and LCS defendant Jeremiah Joyce, who had read them in the Tower when he was imprisoned awaiting trial for high treason in 1794. The connexion between the stands of Lilburne, Joyce and Hone in the cause of liberty was embodied in the tangible form of a book – a treasured artefact redolent of martyrdom and bravery: ‘For which reason,’ Hone wrote in 1820, ‘and because Lilburne was a man exceedingly after my own heart, I greatly prized the volume.’8


The senior Mr Hone was determined to stop such dangerous behaviour. At first Hone self-consciously treated his father’s attempts to rein him in with the same contempt with which the LCS defied the state: ‘I disregarded his admonitions, eluded his restraint, joined a society which kept me out late at night, and opposed my Father’s remonstrances by questioning his right to control me. I became self-willed, and determined not to be swayed.’


But the government was persistent in its campaign to destroy popular political protest. On 29 October 1795, George III was attacked by a mob which threw stones and dung at his coach; in the midst of the melee a gunman took a shot at the King but missed. Later in the day, the crowd attacked 10 Downing Street chanting, ‘No war! No famine! No Pitt! No King!’ Ministers responded with the Treasonable Practices Bill on 6 November and accused the LCS of plotting a revolution. The Society was not trying to import French radicalism, but it was held up as a scapegoat for widespread discontent at high taxes and the war. Six days after the Bill was passed, the LCS marshalled some 400,000 people at a public meeting in London. This marked the end of the Society’s popularity. The Bill criminalised much of the LCS’s activities; meetings of more than fifty people were outlawed; members came under suspicion; and arrests of publishers and reformists followed. The government’s attack on the reformists was successful, and the public began to suspect organisations such as the LCS of republicanism and Francophilia.


Mr Hone had no option but to remove his truculent son from the danger, sending him to remote Chatham to continue his career as a clerk. Here he was placed with a pious employer and a collection of ‘respectable young men’, his fellow clerks, all of them good Christians. Hone, the rebellious atheist, was the black sheep of this happy community, and it was hoped that he would be taught religious devotion and diligent working habits by his godly friends. But Hone flaunted his dangerous opinions in front of these sober young men, and brooded on ways to escape. Respite from his new friends could only be temporary: ‘When we were not together, which was seldom, I took solitary walks, and climbed the hills, or strolled in the woods.’ Exile to Chatham failed to redeem Hone’s soul, and the same unresolved ambitions, unchanged since his early adolescence, continued to plague his imagination.


‘From the time I could read and use a pen’, he wrote later, ‘I have been a lover of books and addicted to writing.’ At the age of eighteen or nineteen it seemed as if a life of clerical drudgery was to be his lot. The only chance of fulfilling his literary and political ambitions was to enter the book trade centred on Fleet Street and the Strand. Booksellers were typically publishers of pamphlets and periodicals, and from such a position within the trade it was possible for Hone to publish his own journalism – perhaps his only chance of being a writer. Yet without a large capital outlay to rent a property, buy a printing press and a stock of books, such dreams were vain; an unknown clerk would have stood very little chance of saving the necessary capital.


Salvation came in 1800, when he was twenty. He was back from his Chatham captivity, working as a clerk in the City and lodging with a Mrs Sarah Johnson in Lambeth. His father had preached at her local chapel when Hone was nine, and he had met the widow’s only daughter, also called Sarah. ‘The friendship of our parents continued,’ Hone remembered; ‘an attachment between the daughter and myself strengthened with our years.’ He pulled off the double feat of marrying his childhood love and the only daughter of his well-to-do landlady. Sarah Hone rarely appears in Hone’s journalism or extant letters. But through a long marriage she stood by her husband, tolerating the zealous political campaigns, which salved her husband’s conscience but often prevented him earning enough money to put bread on the table. Sarah had to put up with much during forty-two years of marriage, but when we hear of her, she is either laughing with her husband or supporting his work. In 1820, after twenty years of marriage, Hone enthusiastically recommended marriage to the brother of one of his friends: ‘It sharpens a man’s capabilities, enlarges his powers of usefulness, and concentrates his mind to one object.’ It was the closest he got to acknowledging Sarah’s role in his success.9


At the age of twenty he was in love and at the beginning of a very happy marriage. The match brought another advantage to the young man. His mother-in-law gave him a loan of £100, with which he was able to escape the tedium of regular employment and set up his first bookshop, on Lambeth Walk. He began his career with the laudable but unrealistic intent of teaching the world to think, freeing South Londoners from the ignorance, superstition and slavery he believed they laboured under. Unfortunately, it was not as simple as that. Hone’s early life was chequered with financial disaster and intellectual frustration. He plunged into a perilous trade at a young age, and with no connexions. It would take him some fourteen years of unremitting labour and crushing disappointments to rise to prominence as a writer and publisher.


As Hone was later to say, books ‘have been the solace of my life’. He never stopped reading; his knowledge of books in European and classical languages was impressive (at some point he picked up a sound working knowledge of Latin and French, and an acquaintance with Greek); as a bookseller he had access to a vast range of literature, and he became ever more intimate with most of the great works of history and philosophy. In time his vast knowledge would enrich his journalism. But as a quixotic young man such a privilege was not good for business; he once described his choice of career as ‘very unfortunate, I am too much attached to my books to part with them’.10




Notes


The details of Hone’s first twenty years were written by him in the 1830s after his conversion as a way of explaining his atheism; it is probable that they were intended for publication at some later stage. The notes are kept in the Hone Papers in the British Library and are reproduced in Hackwood, pp. 22–63. All quotations in this chapter come from there, unless otherwise indicated.
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A Parcel of Nobodies







I am not for a King of shreds and patches … but, for the efficient magistrate, the constitutional King of England, – the abuse of his prerogative, by ministers, being checked, controlled, and guarded against by a fair representation of the people in Parliament.


Sir Francis Burdett


 


Give me the liberty of the Press, and I will give to the Minister a venal House of Peers – I will give him a corrupt and servile House of Commons … armed with the liberty of the press, I will go forth with that mightier engine; I will shake down from its height corruption, and bury it beneath the ruins of the abuses it was meant to shelter.


Richard Sheridan in the House of Commons, 1810





In July 1799 parliament passed an ‘Act for the more effectual Suppression of Societies established for Seditious and Treasonable Purposes; and for better preventing Treasonable and Seditious Practices’. The Act was aimed specifically at the London Corresponding Society, which was named in the legislation as a body actively working ‘to overthrow the Laws, Constitution and Government’ of the United Kingdom. Within a few months, sixty-five leading members of the LCS and other reformist clubs were arrested and held without trial. For the next three years the habeas corpus act was continually in suspension. Publishers and journalists were arrested throughout the country, and Charles James Fox believed that there existed no such thing as the liberty of the press in Britain: ‘One can hardly conceive how any prudent tradesman can venture to publish things which are disagreeable to ministers,’ he told the Commons. Francis Place called this time Pitt’s ‘Reign of Terror’.1


The LCS had been all but defunct since 1798, the victim of government harassment and the fear of French invasion, which turned the public against allegedly disloyal organisations. The LCS leaders were easy targets at a time of panic; Place believed that the ministers ‘had no specific charge with which they could go before a jury but alarmed as the people were it answered their purpose to make a pretended shew of danger’. The supposed revolutionaries were committed to gaol by the Privy Council; no incidences of treason, seditious publishing or illegal meetings were cited, no trial ever held; but the campaigners were not freed until 1801.2


The government had silenced its critics; the LCS had broken up; and throughout the early 1800s the war against France demobilised reformist agitation as popular anger focused on Napoleon and his allies. The reformers were stigmatised as Francophiles, Jacobins and Levellers; many now preferred to retire or seek new areas of political action. As Place insisted, the members of the LCS were ‘none of them Anarchists, none of them hot headed revolutionists but sedate men who sought for representation through the government itself by such steps as might bring about the changes they wished by degrees, and not more rapidly than as instructed people could bear them’. It was a sad irony that journalists were gaoled and societies banned for advocating measures of constitutional reform that William Pitt himself had supported in 1780.3


The reformist networks were in disarray in the first years of the nineteenth century, the leading figures in gaol or scared into silence. Budding reformists and LCS men found new occupations. Francis Place, for example, built up his tailoring business in Charing Cross and taught himself mathematics. It was at this time that William Hone opened his first bookshop. Lambeth, situated on the edge of London and bordering open fields, was better known for its notorious pleasure gardens, frequented by prostitutes and the beau monde, than for its bookshops. The ambition of any political bookseller was to open a business on Fleet Street or the Strand to find the market, but such an undertaking was expensive. And the task was made harder by a growing family. In 1801 Sarah Hone gave birth to a daughter who was also named Sarah, and within the next four years she would produce three more: William (1802), Fanny (1803) and Matilda (1805). Hone did not mention his family much in his journalism, but he had a long and loving marriage to Sarah, who was to bear him twelve children in twenty-five years.*


Hone soon found that Lambeth was bereft of book lovers, and at the age of twenty-one, his first business failed. Preserved in his private papers is a poem he wrote on his twenty-sixth birthday: “W Hone/Nothing to say/Except “Good Day”.’4 His laconic anniversary scrawl expresses the paucity of information that survives from this time. The details are sketchy. In the next few years he would move his wife and daughter to a bookshop in St Martin’s Lane, a more promising location than semi-rural Lambeth. But this venture was another disaster, and the Hone family returned to the home of Sarah’s mother. In 1804 he published his first book since 1792, Millington’s Cookery, an odd choice given his political and literary ambitions. A perplexed friend wrote to him: ‘It appears to me unaccountable how such a subject ever popped into your head. I should have wandered over the wide field of literature and stooped to cull many fairer flowers in preference to going near the hedge to pick gross herbs and aromatic plants for real use.’ In 1806, he was still trying to pursue something of a career as a publisher of domestic manuals, putting forth an edition of Shaw’s Gardener. A concerned friend – one of the Godly Chatham clerks – put Hone’s scant success down to atheism: ‘I am afraid Providence does not think itself under any obligation to bestow undeserving favours on you – You don’t go to Church.’5


Although the LCS had broken up as a national movement, its principles and ideals survived. Hone’s connexion with its former members continued, and he was ready to join them as they sought new ways to challenge the old order and modify their political action to avoid the ire of the government. The organisation had never been monolithic in its aims or methods. Its leaders had been determined to educate the people before they encouraged them to demand constitutional change; they had ambitions for social reform as much as political. ‘It induced men to read books, instead of wasting their time in public houses, it taught them to respect themselves, and to desire to educate their children,’ Francis Place wrote of the LCS debates and lectures. ‘It elevated them in their own opinions … They were compelled by these discussions to find reasons for their opinions, and to tolerate others.’6


Place credited the LCS with having transformed British working-class culture by its efforts in the 1790s. His view was naïve and optimistic; a persecuted and barely legal organisation could not have this impact on the country. His view tells us more about the dreams of the founding members. In the 1800s, when the reformers were driven underground, the priorities of the London campaigners changed. New projects were sought that would shield the movement from charges of fermenting treasonable plots.


On 23 April 1806, William Hone and John Bone convened a public meeting at the Horn Tavern in Doctor’s Commons near St Paul’s to announce the foundation of a new reform campaign. Hone, fired with zeal and idealism, too young to have been involved fully with the conflict of the ’90s, represented the rising generation of reformists. His partner was a veteran of the cause, an authentic LCS martyr. John Bone had been for a time its secretary; Place described him as ‘an honest upright man, very religious, sedate and methodical but not well qualified for the office he filled’.7 A poor manager he might have been, but it was not his fault that he presided over the society at the moment it had fractured and broken apart. In 1799 he was sent to Coldbath Fields Prison in Clerkenwell, a gaol known as the ‘English Bastille’ because of the high numbers of political prisoners and its filthy conditions. Upon his release, Bone went into voluntary exile in Antwerp.


Bone and Hone put before the public a scheme for a savings bank, insurance office and employment registry named Tranquillity. They were offering a radical and innovative solution to the problems of poor relief. The timing was apposite. A fierce debate was raging about the nature of poverty. In 1806 some 700,000 men, women and children were dependent on public relief at a cost of £4.2 million annually. Recent treatises argued that the mass of unemployed and homeless were not innocent victims: their distresses were due to fecklessness and irresponsibility. Incorrigible habits of idleness, alcoholism and sexual promiscuity – supposedly the defining characteristics of the poorer classes – were to blame, not personal misfortune, illness, the economic cycle or simple human incompetence (except in a few exceptional circumstances). The very name of Bone and Hone’s scheme was a pointed criticism of the ways that the poor were being treated.8


This anxiety was thrown into sharp relief by Malthus’s Essay on Population. A country’s supply of basic foodstuffs, the economist argued, could not keep pace with rapid population growth; unless nature intervened to curb the soaring number of souls, famine would ensue. The hundreds of thousands claiming relief from the taxpayer, encouraged into parasitical dependence rather than a healthy state of self-reliance, were thus devouring the vitals of the nation. The indigent and unemployed – the incurably idle – preferred handouts to an honest day’s labour; they were consuming the resources of the state and taking the wages of the industrious without producing a thing. The inevitable consequence, many were coming to believe, was national decline and natural disaster when all resources were exhausted. Public and private charity was seen as holding out inducements to opt out of work and enjoy a life of idleness and dissipation. The fear that indigence held certain attractions meant that many magistrates, Poor Law overseers and clergymen were concerned to make treatment of the poor as harsh and unsympathetic as possible, a powerful disincentive to sloth. Jeremy Bentham believed that the unemployed and vagrant should be actively coerced into productive labour. The only practical solution was the workhouse, where the indolent would be taught that hard labour was the only relief for an empty stomach. The Malthusian nightmare could be avoided if competition for food and shelter replaced charity. Poverty, it seemed, was becoming tantamount to a criminal offence.9


Budding reformists such as Francis Place and William Hone had experienced poverty and the misery of unemployment. Place’s family had suffered privations as he struggled to make even the smallest living as a journeyman leather breeches maker in the years before he became a very wealthy tailor; Hone had lurched from bookshop to bookshop during the first years of his adult life. Both men were the opposite of idle or profligate, yet both had suffered. The stereotyping of the unfortunate poor as drunken cadgers stank in their nostrils.


The very poor seemed immoral and profligate in many cases because the system of public relief was brutal and inefficient. The antiquarian Poor Laws required every parish to levy rates to feed and shelter their unemployed, elderly and ill. The indignity of applying to the parish for money crushed the spirits of respectable but unfortunate families; once a worker was compelled to seek help, he or she was condemned to a life of bare subsistence and humiliation. It became increasingly difficult to gather enough money to resume a trade or buy clothes respectable enough to satisfy prospective employers. Bone and Hone were sympathetic to the plight of unlucky families who had been reduced to begging from the parish; once hope of rehabilitation evaporated, the poor were more likely to descend into a vortex of dissipation, finding respite only at the gin shop or taproom. The reputation of the lower classes as drunken and feckless wretches was a consequence of a rickety and demoralising system, not necessarily the root of poverty. Bone and Hone attacked the dehumanising treatment of the indigent and the vast amounts of money ‘which the present scheme squanders upon the most disgusting and squalid wretchedness – the offspring of its own negligence and prodigality’.


Tranquillity would replace the moribund Poor Laws. It was to be based in London as a prototype of a new system which would gradually extend out of the capital to become a national institution. Rather than cast themselves on their parishes in times of need, people – rich and poor – should invest small sums of money in Tranquillity every year. In times of sickness, unemployment, or when they were too old to work, the members of the society would receive annuities, temporary accommodation, education for their children, and training in skilled labour. Bone and Hone told the meeting at the Horn Tavern: ‘[Tranquillity] will receive the smallest sums that the industrious and economical of every class may be disposed to deposit, and which accumulating at compound interest will be returned to them in proportionate annuities, at the period when according to the present system, they would, if overtaken by poverty, be reduced to partake of eleemosynary support.’


Hone and Bone believed that the poor should not be stereotyped as indolent and irresponsible, nor should they be humiliated by subjection to ‘the beggar-teasing caprices of parish controllers’. Tranquillity would discriminate between the deserving and undeserving: those who really wanted to better themselves would lay aside money to provide for illness, accident, unavoidable unemployment and old age. When all they had was the coercive and unsatisfactory Poor Laws to rely upon, the poor would continue to seem improvident and fatalistic; the more fortunate members of society had a duty to provide the lower orders with means of insuring themselves against the invisible hand of economic forces. As the two reformers implored on behalf of the poor: ‘Let them be provided with opportunities and inducements to be virtuous, and if they are too depraved to avail themselves of them, let them suffer the whole weight of the censure.’ The scheme put forward by Hone and Bone was truly innovative; its emphasis on individual contributions and sensitivity to misfortunes encountered at different times in the life cycle challenged the generality of the Poor Laws, whilst suggesting a more compassionate alternative to the harsh edge of utilitarian coercion.


Those who were encouraged to invest in Tranquillity would have a good return on their money if they met hard times. The society was to be based in a large complex of buildings on the outskirts of London, which would provide temporary accommodation, education for their clients’ children, a labour exchange, a bank, trade schools and gardens for quiet contemplation. Significantly, it had a bar; the poor would be allowed the comforts of alcoholic refreshment and the responsibility to decide how much they wanted, not forced into abstinence, as most other Poor Law reformers piously decreed was the sure path to moral and material redemption. Tranquillity was a halfway house between poverty and re-entry into the world, where people could get their life in order and learn a new trade in an harmonious environment. The Poor Laws required people to return to their native parishes to claim relief. This stifled the free flow of labour and placed an intolerable burden on the poorest parishes, where help was most needed but poverty the greatest, Poor Law funds the lowest, and jobs scarce. Tranquillity’s administrative arm would organise the ‘free circulation of Services and Labour’ throughout the capital, and eventually the country, liberating people from confinement in their native parishes, and the poorest parishes from a glut of claimants.


The Tranquillity scheme addressed many of the flaws inherent in the Poor Laws. Bone and Hone attacked a corrupt and cruel system with all the gusto with which the defunct LCS had attacked the state. The two men had found fertile ground to express reformist politics; the Poor Laws and the state they criticised had much in common: the same corruption and inefficiencies, the same contempt for the British people. Tranquillity also followed the LCS in seeking the improvement of the poorest classes. The Poor Laws required their claimants to suffer their poverty with meek gratitude and Christian fortitude only; it provided little in the way of education for children or training for adults. Tranquillity would be alive with activity and imbued with a spirit of self-betterment and self-education. John Bone was obsessed with personal cleanliness. The institution would boast a large public bath, free for subscribers and open to all on the payment of a small fee. The unfortunate poor would emerge from Tranquillity with a job if they were lucky, but certainly more confident, respectable, educated and clean than they would have been in the workhouse.


John Bone wrote that ‘instead of teaching the Poor to rely entirely on charity, they should be taught the value of depending on themselves’. Tranquillity had to be wary of the criticism from Malthusians and utilitarians that charity made indigence attractive for lazy parasites. It was a private-subscription society built and maintained with the contributions of its members, so the unproductive poor could not claim an automatic right to a free and easy life among its orchards. But as Hone and Bone’s manifesto made clear, their investors could not cover all the costs of such a scheme. The most important aspect, however, was that the poor should be the instigators of their own salvation: even a small contribution would mark out the industrious, moral and self-reliant from the work-shy and drunk. Help had to be forthcoming from the richer members of society, if not from the state itself, to subsidise the costs. Once a poor family has done everything in its power to insure against misfortune, ‘… Society is unjust if it does not make up the deficiency, not as a matter of Charity but of right’.


They canvassed support from among the charitably inclined Londoners, and got the backing of a number of city dignitaries. Tranquillity would allow the ‘benevolent Opulent’ to help the poor in the most efficient way, and, crucially, to ‘extend their liberality to the unfortunate without wounding his delicacy’. Bone and Hone were always concerned that the unemployed should not be treated like helpless children; necessary relief should be a motivation for self-improvement, not enervating charity.


George Rose, MP, a close friend of George III and William Pitt, and formerly Paymaster-General and vice-president of the Board of Trade, was their most pre-eminent ally. Rose had been an active campaigner on behalf of the poor, and was the author of a recent book advocating some sort of alternative to the Poor Laws. Tranquillity was a radical solution to the problem, and a new way of looking at the causes and complexities of poverty itself. But Hone and Bone needed the active support of the government before the help of people like Rose could be utilised. Poor people could only be persuaded to invest money if they were exempted by Act of Parliament from the legal obligation to contribute to their local Poor Rates. The government’s support was essential if the bank was to inspire the confidence of investors. The idea was taken seriously by the ‘Ministry of the Talents’, the short-lived coalition headed by Lord Grenville, and the Whigs Charles James Fox and Lord Grey. Tranquillity established itself in the Albion Buildings, Blackfriars, and Hone and Bone worked throughout 1806 to get it on its feet. In early 1807, they began to advertise among the community to attract their first clients, publishing the rules and regulations of the savings bank.


‘It was very Quixotic,’ Hone admitted later, ‘– we were mad; mad because we supposed it possible, if an intention were good, that it would therefore be carried into effect. We were not immediately discouraged, but we met with that trifling and delaying of hope which makes the heart sick.’ The Whig ministers were supportive of the idea, but slow to act; their administration fell in March 1807, just as Tranquillity was poised to begin its work. ‘I lost everything,’ Hone remembered, ‘even the furniture of my house,’ which was seized to pay the debts. The self-appointed saviour of the poor was now himself a pauper.10


Hone was often reckless and naïve in pursuit of ideas he believed to be the answer to social evils. Risking his family’s security in a project such as Tranquillity may have been laudable, but he did not consider the weight of opposition that had to be overcome; it did not even occur to him that an impecunious book dealer might not be the ideal candidate  for a revolutionary and very expensive philanthropic scheme. He was an outsider with few contacts and no experience; the chances that the state would hand over the administration of poor relief to him and John Bone were slight. The two men were driven by deeply held convictions; as they wrote, it ‘has long rendered it the duty of every individual in the community to present the best plan he could devise, to the Public’. But instinctive compassion and moral duty are no substitutes for an organised structure and, above all, influence with those in power. A good (and perhaps workable) scheme could never succeed when parliament was wedded to the Poor Laws, especially the regulatory influence it had over the lives of the poor. The workhouse system and coercion were, of course, features of nineteenth-century Britain, and it would be a long time before social security would be accepted as a duty of the state. Just as Hone’s tendency to distribute his coins indiscriminately as he wandered the streets of London, regardless of who deserved them, drained his resources and deprived his family, Tranquillity was a stab in the dark, and it proved costly.


Yet the idea survived in the minds of reformers. In 1815 and 1816 Rose returned to the idea, and a new campaign got under way in an attempt to overhaul the Poor Laws. Savings and providential banks were set up in Bath, Edinburgh, Southampton and other towns throughout the country. Rose credited Hone and Bone’s Tranquillity as the inspiration for all privately funded savings banks; they had pioneered a scheme, aspects of which were put into effect in more favourable circumstances and by men with the power to make a success of it.11 A London providential bank was set up under the patronage of the Duke of Somerset, and with the support of two royal dukes, two other dukes, two marquises, nine earls, and two bishops. One of this institution’s founding members praised Tranquillity as the model for all philanthropic projects, and thanked its creators for publicising the movement; he could not let the opportunity pass ‘without noticing the obligations the nation are under to Mr John Bone’, and by implication, Mr William Hone, who was after all the society’s secretary. ‘We hoped to throw a grain into the earth which might become a great tree,’ Hone said, ‘– in other hands it has succeeded.’12




*





The author of Modern London (1804) said that the city manufactured news, providing the ‘incessant reception and diffusion of all the fugitive history of our time’; it ‘seems to discharge a part not unlike that of the heart in the circulation of the blood, or that which the brain performs the chief functions in the nervous and sensorial system’.13


London in the early nineteenth century was divided between the City – with its winding lanes, shops, home of the mercantile and business community – and the West End, a place of ordered squares, mansions, palaces, parks, neglected slums and the Houses of Parliament. As Charles Lamb wrote, the two poles of London ‘meet and jostle in friendly opposition at Temple Bar’. The stretch of London from Charing Cross, along the Strand, up Fleet Street and Ludgate Hill to St Paul’s Cathedral is a straight line that connects the fashionable West End with the hub of the City. From the fourteenth century until the 1980s this causeway from modish bon ton to the seamy metropolis thrived upon gossip, rumour and news. The politics of Westminster and high society scandals of St James flowed to the City along this line. Although writing much later in the century, T.H.S Escott’s description of Fleet Street is relevant for this period: ‘The entire thoroughfare between Ludgate Hill and Charing Cross is connected as by a whispering gallery with every point of social meeting in the capital, and, indeed, throughout the country.’ A wonderful image: a murmur in Westminster magnified to a crescendo by St Paul’s.


So it is hardly surprising that Fleet Street and the Strand were crowded with bookshops, print sellers, publishing companies and newspaper offices. It was the centre of news for not just London but the whole country. In Modern London, the author describes the seamless, unremitting progression of the crowd, ‘so that the great thoroughfares of London appear like a moving multitude, or a daily fair’. The crowd came to Fleet Street to look at the displays of prints and satirical squibs that booksellers and publishers pasted on their windows, or to buy pamphlets and newspapers. The digestion of news took place among a crowd – in front of shops, in taverns, coffee houses, offices and barbers’ shops. The scene outside Hannah Humphrey’s print shop was described in 1802: ‘The enthusiasm is indescribable when the next drawing appears; it is veritable madness …You have to make your way in through the crowd with your fists.’ This shop, famous as the seller of James Gillray’s caricatures, was in St James, but such scenes were reminiscent of Fleet Street. ‘Where has Spleen her food but in London?’ wrote Lamb. ‘Humour, Interest, Curiosity, suck at her measureless breasts without a possibility of being satiated.’


The bookshop was at the centre of politics, journalism and literary culture. There were three varieties of bookseller. The first were publishing houses, selling books, pamphlets and prints which came from their own presses. The second type were wholesale dealers, which fed the country market with periodicals, reviews and works of general literature. The third and most numerous variety were the smaller retailers who sold an amorphous stock of antiquarian books, works issued from other firms, but who occasionally published their own comparatively cheap works. The Longmans firm exemplified the larger publisher–bookselling form. Its shop in Paternoster Row produced Hume’s History, its own encyclopaedia, and the Edinburgh Review from 1802. John Murray in Fleet Street published the Quarterly Review and Byron’s poems. Sir Richard Phillips’s office in St Paul’s Churchyard was the base for the Monthly Magazine and produced a range of cheap pamphlets and periodicals, as well as selling a large stock of books.


The daily newspaper press reproduced parliamentary debates, government pronouncements, crime reports and only a small amount of comment. Political and literary debates were conducted in the pages of journals and pamphlets published by booksellers. The small shops that lined the route from St Paul’s Churchyard to Westminster were salons. Writers would come looking for employment; politicians would pay visits to have their speeches published; the crowd came to buy the latest pamphlets and cartoons. Many of the shops were tiny – Hone’s famous Fleet Street shop, from which he operated in the 1810s, had a front just three feet across. Yet, whatever the size, they were the scenes of political and literary controversy, the purveyors of scandal and gossip, inundated with customers of all social classes when notable works came off their presses. The bookseller thus had a central role in London life, and the proprietor unique access to the public life of the capital.


‘Near the middle part of the ever-crowded, noisy, tumultuous thoroughfare called the Strand, is the very focus – the hot-bed, the forcing-house – of the “Newspaper Press” …,’ wrote one of Hone’s acquaintances in his reminiscences of London in the first decade of the nineteenth century. ‘This literary manufacturing and news-mart may be almost regarded as exemplifying the perpetual motion … During the sitting of Parliament, and when warmly-contested party questions are under discussion, the activity and excitement in this region are only to be compared to a hive of bees, at the time of swarming.’14


The collapse of Tranquillity did not hold John Bone and William Hone back for long. In 1808 they took over ‘The Old and Curious Bookshop’ at number 331 on the Strand, directly opposite Somerset House and at the heart of national publishing.


Bone and Hone were still ensconced in the networks of reformers that had survived the repression of the late 1790s and the collapse of the LCS. ‘The Old and Curious Bookshop’ had a pedigree as a longstanding reformist centre; its former owner, Jeremiah Samuel Jordan had been imprisoned, first in 1792 for selling Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man and again in 1798, and throughout his career had printed and distributed political books on behalf of the LCS and other reformist organisations. Bone and Hone’s personal associations with political dissent, the battle against censorship and the remnants of the LCS membership were not concealed when they took over.


The beginning of Bone and Hone’s business coincided with the time when the reform movement was beginning to emerge from the shadows and was gaining momentum. Their shop stood at the centre of the liveliest political area in Britain. Stretching from the City in the east to Kensington in the west, from Oxford Street down to the Thames, Westminster was one of the most important constituencies in the country. The majority of MPs were returned to parliament by a handful of wealthy voters (rarely more than a few hundred at best), but Westminster had 12,000 men, many of whom were middling tradesmen, artisans and shopkeepers, who were entitled to return two members to the Commons. Elections in London were therefore hard-fought and contentious; at a time of rotten boroughs, closed nominations and electoral corruption the seat was considered a barometer of public opinion, and the two MPs it returned were justified in saying that they represented popular sentiment. Charles James Fox had contested the seat in 1784, and he legitimised his demands for parliamentary reform on the grounds that he, alone among the leading statesmen, had been elected by the people and therefore spoke on behalf of public opinion. Westminster elections were rowdy, and nationally important.


Fox died in 1806 and at the by-election the reformists were disgusted at the election of Lord Percy after his father, the Duke of Northumberland, had won over the electorate with gifts of bread, beer and cheese; a popular constituency, it seemed, was just as susceptible to bribery and aristocratic influence as any rotten borough. At the general election in 1807, Francis Place and his old LCS connexions – ‘some friends of the ancient constitution’, as they styled themselves – were determined to restore Westminster’s reputation as an independent constituency and the sole representative of national opinion.


Under Place’s leadership, the Westminster Committee wanted to transform the constituency into a safe seat for reformist MPs and show the country a model of how politics could be conducted if there was a mass electorate. In 1793 it had been estimated that 307 English MPs were returned to the Commons on the nomination of just 154 aristocrats and wealthy individuals who owned constituencies. The small number of independent electors in the country were therefore utterly disillusioned by the political system; their votes counted for nothing when their MPs were swamped by the lackeys of a tiny electoral college. The Committee wanted to prove that the situation was not ‘utterly irremediable’: a free election in London could prove ‘that there still existed a public in the country, and that all the noble virtues of their ancestors were not entirely eradicated’. They wanted to show that there could be such a thing as an election free from corruption and bribery. Two Westminster MPs, freely chosen by independent voters, would advance the interests of their constituents in parliament, holding the executive to account when it acted to harm their rights and livelihoods. They needed candidates who were immune from party influence and oblivious to the temptations of patronage: independent, stubborn and vocal gentlemen who would be heard above the babble of corrupt MPs. They sought a candidate ‘best calculated to restore to them the purity of the constitution, and, by so doing, to stimulate and encourage the people at large to follow their example’.15


Sir Francis Burdett, a foxhunting squire, one of the richest men in the country, and a popular hero, who was nicknamed ‘Old Glory’ and the ‘Champion of the People’ by the mob, was the natural choice for the Westminster Committee. He had entered parliament in 1796 at the age of twenty-four when he leased the Duke of Newcastle’s constituency of Boroughbridge in Yorkshire for six years at the cost of £4,000, but had immediately made his mark as a campaigner for popular rights, a peppery orator who stood aloof from party intrigue. He had risen to national prominence, and achieved huge popularity in London, between 1798 and 1800 campaigning with his political mentor, the veteran reformer and one of the twelve LCS defendants of 1794 John Horne Tooke, for reform of the appalling conditions in Coldbath Fields prison, where many LCS members were imprisoned. ‘The best part of my character’, Burdett had once written to his father-in-law, the banker Thomas Coutts, ‘is a strong feeling of indignation at injustice and oppression, and a liberal sympathy with the sufferings of my fellows.’16 This stubborn independence and instinctive revolt at the merest hint of tyranny made him the perfect candidate for Place’s Westminster Committee. His impact on the public and politicians was captured by William Hazlitt in The Spirit of the Age: ‘He is a plain, unaffected, unsophisticated English gentleman … All that he pretends to is common sense and common honesty; and a greater compliment cannot be paid to these than the attention with which he is listened to in the House of Commons.’17


Burdett’s political views were similar to those of the moderate reformists. He believed that the rights of the people had been usurped by generations of venal politicians. The people’s House of Parliament failed in its duty to represent the views of the country. Parliamentary seats were bought and sold on the open market; MPs owed their nomination to the Commons to their patrons, the borough-mongers who owned the constituencies, and not the free choice of voters. The power of ministers was determined, not by public opinion, not by the Crown, but by their ability to reward their parties with handsome emoluments known as ‘places’: sinecures, pensions and civil and military jobs. Ministers remained in office as long as they could buy a following of MPs with the reservoir of patronage at their disposal.


The liberties, wealth and rights of the people, Burdett and the reformers argued, were trampled underfoot by a parliament safely insulated from the people they claimed to represent. Looking to the past, Burdett held up Magna Carta and the Bill of Rights as the high points of British history and the pillars of liberty. But the rights that had been wrested from the Crown by the people were under threat again. What was Magna Carta worth when members of the LCS and critical journalists could be held without trial? Who did the Commons represent but the wealthy few? Throughout history, absolute monarchy had been gradually weakened; the battle was now with parliamentary despotism. People like Burdett looked back to the mythical past, to the supposed Anglo-Saxon Constitution, when every man had the vote. The liberties and rights of the native Britons had been taken away by successive generations; ministers and sinecurists were modern-day Normans, who suppressed a manly race of freeborn Britons. The idealised past was a powerful rallying point, rich in symbols; the thousands of men named after Alfred the Great in the nineteenth century, including Hone’s fifth child, testified the popularity of the Anglo Saxon myth in their parents’ youth.
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