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Note on currency

The £ (pound sterling) used in Gabriel’s time was the same unit of lost. currency that we use today although due to inflation over two hundred years, the purchasing power today is only a fraction of what it then was!

In the late 18th century, a tradesman might typically earn around £1 per week though as most manufacture was based on piecework payments, there was often considerable variation due to the state of trade. During the years of the Napoleonic Wars, some inflation of earnings and prices occurred followed by deflation when peace came.

In 1963, the subdivision of the pound was decimalised. Before this date it was divided and expressed thus:




	£ s d

	pounds, shillings, pence



	£1 (pound)
	= 20s (shillings)



	1s

	= 12d (pence)






The halfpenny (½d) and the farthing (¼d) were also commonly used.







1
The Gabriel family

Christopher Gabriel was born in Falmouth, Cornwall on 2 April 1746. He spent his childhood and went to school there, leaving school in1759, just before his thirteenth birthday, He was then apprenticed to Mr Barnicot, Master Carpenter, of Falmouth.

There seems little doubt that his parents were the Thomas Gabriel and Jane Hocking who were married on 31 July 1742 in Falmouth Parish Church. Thomas had been born in Cury near Helston in 1711 and Jane in Falmouth in 1709. There were four children of the marriage, but only Christopher and his sister, Jane, born in 1751, survived infancy. Thomas’ trade is not known but he must have been a man of some means as he owned the house they lived in. Thomas died in Falmouth in 1788 and Jane in 1795.

The Gabriel family were strongly religious: in his book Christopher wrote that on 30 May 1756 he went to church in the morning, in the afternoon and again in the evening, recording the text of the sermons at each of these services. He was not keen on religion, however, as he later wrote that he had tried “to avoid Public Worship with idle excuses”.

However, early in his apprenticeship, he was taken to a meeting held by the followers of John Wesley. He also began to attend a number of other religious meetings, some of which were held in rooms rented in Mr Barnicot’s yard by a Mrs Buckley. After her death, these meetings were taken over by Mr and Mrs Motton with whom Christopher developed a long term friendship. Records in his book show that, thirty years later in 1794, he was still in touch with Mr Motton and carrying out business in London for him.

In due course Christopher became firmly committed to the Wesleyan faith, a commitment that remained with him for the rest of his life.


Marriage and family

Christopher’s apprenticeship was for seven years and shortly after its completion in 1766 he moved to London. It is not clear where Christopher lodged at first although one possible clue is an address written into his book which reads “Mr Christopher Gabrieli at James Mr Phillips, Great Gunpowder Alley, Shoe Lane, London “.

By 1769 he was living in the parish of St John the Baptist, Clerken-well and had met his future wife Alice Trowell who was also resident in that parish. Alice had come to London from Cambridge shire. She
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had been born on 24 June 1743 in Soham; from the age of 13 to 17 she had attended a school in Ely and around 1765, after her father died, had come to live in Clerkenwell with her father’s relations.

Christopher and Alice were married on 5 October 1769 at St John’s Church and they settled down to married life in Albermarle Street, Clerkenwell, possibly with her relations.

On 30 June 1770, Thomas, the first of Christopher and Alice’s children, was born. They were to have nine children but only three survived infancy, Thomas, Christopher, who was born in 1773, and Edward, born in 1779.




Setting up in business

In 1770 Christopher set up in business as a planemaker. Why he chose to specialise in this trade is not known - there is no record of his making planes during his time in Falmouth or before setting up in business. He started with a capital of £131, a not inconsiderable sum at that time, and part of which was borrowed from Alice’s relations. At Christmas 1771, he looked out his old school copy book to use the blank pages to keep track of his money, from then on writing in yearly capital accounts and other financial details.

Three years later, in 1774 Christopher and his family moved to Golden Lane. However, it is clear that the Gabriels retained some interest in the house in Albermarle Street as Alice paid Land Tax on that house until 1784.

In 1779 Christopher and Alice moved to a newly built house at 100 Old Street which he purchased for £320. He both lived and conducted his business from there until the business moved to Banner Street in 1794.




Religious beliefs

Both Christopher and Alice had very strong religious beliefs. As Alice wrote in later life, she had, from an early age, been very concerned with her faith, and about the time she was 17 she first heard one of the followers of John Wesley preaching.

In the summer of 1778, Christopher paid a visit to his parents and sister, Jane, in Falmouth and on his return to London wrote to his sister, not only telling her how much he had enjoyed his visit but also how he had found his beliefs. Further evidence is contained in a letter he wrote to Edward and his wife shortly before his death, encouraging them in their Christian beliefs.

In the 18th century, the Wesleyans were still within the Church of England although they also held additional prayer and preaching meetings. When John Wesley’s “new chapel” was opened in City Road, the congregation continued to attend St. Luke’s Church in Old Street as their parish church. St Luke’s is just four doors to the east of 100 Old Street. Christopher was an active member of this church and a notice of a vestry meeting is tipped into his book. It is quite possible therefore that Christopher and Alice were acquainted with John Wesley himself. The family connection with the chapel in City Road continued for many years; a memorial in the chapel to John Wild Gabriel, Christopher’s grandson, records his contributions to the chapel and its schools.




Retirement

In 1794, the tool business moved to 31 & 32 Banner Street and sons Thomas and Christopher, jnr. took over much of the running of the business.

By 1796, Christopher and Alice had left the house in Old Street and in 1800 moved to a newly built house at 5 Park Street, Islington, later moving to No. 4. By the time he was 56, in 1802, he had retired from the planemaking business but continued to take an interest, setting out income and rent statements and insurance details in his book.

In 1806 Christopher made his will. He had by this time returned to the Old Street area and was living in Bridgewater Square, between Golden Lane and Goswell Street, having let the Park Street house. With the exception of his share of his parents’ house in Falmouth, which he left to his sister Jane, he divided his estate between his wife and his three sons with Alice’s share to be divided between the three sons on her death. He was very careful to make this division equal -indeed, he was so concerned that it be exactly equal that in 1808 he added a codicil to the effect that if the value of each share was not equal, the deficiency should be made up in cash. In the event of any argument, “three respectable friends, members of the church” were to act as arbitrators and their decision should be “quite conclusive and decisive”. He also added that the Minister and each of the Deacons of his church were to have a mourning ring.
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Sometime between 1806 and 1808, Christopher and Alice moved back to Islington, presumably to the Park Street house. Christopher died there in August 1809. Alice did not survive her husband long, dying in December of the same year. They are buried in Bunhill Fields Burial Ground in City Road. Unusually, their table tomb style memorial is built of brick with lettering on applied stone panels. Surrounded by iron railings, the memorial is close to the main east/west pathway through burial ground. Also buried in the same plot are their son Edward, who died in 1811 at the age of 32, his wife Catherine and other members of the family.




Later generations

It is apparent that, in the years following the move to Banner Street, when Christopher’s sons, Thomas and Christopher, jnr., had taken over the day to day conduct of the business, the nature of the firm altered to some extent. Chairs, beds, looking glasses and pianos (or at least parts for pianos) were added to the products that were made. The Gabriel business had been based on the buying of wood, converting it to plank and then to the sizes needed for the tool making activities. So the addition of other small beechwood products was a logical progression.

In 1807 they described the business in the Post Office directory as “chair makers”, without any mention of tools, and in 1811 they started to enter themselves in the trades’ directories as timber merchants. By 1822 they had disposed of the planemaking and other woodworking activities that had been carried out at Banner Street.

The timber merchanting business was established on the south bank of the Thames at Commercial Road, Lambeth, with additional premises at a wharf in Regent’s Canal Basin, City Road, where they dealt in coal as well as timber. The business at City Road operated under Christopher’s name with the Thames-side business being run by Thomas. In spite of this apparent separation, the businesses were closely connected. Now gone, the Commercial Road wharf, which became known as Gabriel’s Wharf, was situated close to Blackfriars Bridge, an area that was then the centre of the London timber trade. These premises were finally vacated in 1930.
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Thomas Gabriel & Sons

As can be seen from the family tree, Thomas Gabriel (1770–1848) had ten children of whom two, Christopher Trowell Gabriel and Thomas (created baronet 1867), were active in the timber business. For most of the 19th century the firm traded as a partnership, Thomas Gabriel & Sons, and it prospered. The firm occupied various additional premises during this period including their own small dock and some land, known as Barnards Wharf, situated down river at Rotherhithe, adjacent to the Surrey Commercial Docks. This group of docks - eventually there were 10 different but connected docks - became the great centre for the import of timber through London, a trade which continued until a rapid decline in the 1960s.

During the 20th century a series of amalgamations with other timber concerns took place. The firm traded as Thomas Gabriel Sons& Burton from 1912, and Gabriel Wade & English Ltd. from 1919. Shares in the company had been sold over the years by the participating families and more had been issued to fund the purchase of other businesses that had been incorporated into the company. Thus by the 1960s the company had become a public company with a widely held share ownership. In 1968 Montague L. Meyer Ltd. made a successful bid for the company which then became a subsidiary of that company.




Sir Thomas Gabriel

Thomas Gabriel (1811–1891) and his eldest brother, grandsons of Christopher, were the partners in the timber business founded by their father and uncle. Thomas, like his father, was a livery man of the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths and played an active part in City life, becoming Alderman for the Vintry Ward in 1857, Sheriff of London and Middle sex in 1859 and Lord Mayor of London in 1866/67. He was created baronet on completion of his year as Lord Mayor. As a result of his interests in the timber trade, which included a directorship of the Surrey Commercial Docks Company, Sir Thomas became a wealthy man. When he died in 1891 he was living in the “mansion” Edgecombe Hall, Wimbledon Park, and left an estate valued at £371,000, a huge sum for the time. As he had only daughters the title became extinct.




Postscript

There was an interesting but wholly unconnected return to the tool trade in later generations of the Gabriel family. A great grandson of Christopher Gabriel, John William Wright Gabriel (1860–1942) [seethe family tree for line of descent] in 1888 sold his interest in the wholesale pharmacy partnership of Gabriel & Troke and went into partnership with Charles Churchill and his son. The Churchills weretool merchants, perhaps best known as importers of American machine tools. Churchill, who was an American, had started trading in 1865 but by 1888 the business needed the new capital that Gabriel brought.

In 1920 John Gabriel’s son, John Beresford Stuart Gabriel (1888–1979), joined the company as assistant managing director and thereafter quickly assumed control of the business. The company developed many interests in the machine tool manufacturing business and by the 1960s was employing 2000 people. It was sold to the Tube Investments Group in 1966 at which point Beresford Gabriel retired.







2
Christopher Gabriel’s “Book”

As has been outlined in Chapter 1, the first Christopher Gabriel started in business as a planemaker in London in 1770, shortly after arriving from Falmouth. He had brought with him his school exercise book. As time went by he used the blank pages to keep records of his business and personal affairs. Gabriel prospered and from the records he kept it is possible to trace the development of his business, identify his trading connections and the investments he made.
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