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ASPECTS OF LIBERALISM IN SHEFFIELD 

1849 1886 

by 

David Edward Fletcher, B.A. (Sheffield) 

SUMMARY 

The introduction traces the origins of Sheffield Liberalism 

in the reform movements of 1790 ~ .. 1848. Part one looks at 

the divisions between the Whig Radicals and the Democrats 

and the decline and disappearance of t~~ ·Democrats in 1854. 

Liberals were agreed about the Crimean and China Wars and 

middle class control of the party was firmly established by 

1857. Part two examines Liberal attitudes to Italy, Poland 

and the American Civil War, the strugg1e , for parliamentary 

reform and the growing dissatisfaction with Roebuck, 

culminating in his rejection by the progressive Liberals and 

the election of Munde1la in 1868. part three deals with 

the Radical Nonconformist revolt, with reference to the 

education question, Liberation and social issues, and the 

schism in the party caused by the Chamberlain candidature 

in 1874. Union was re-established with the formation of 

the Sheffield Liberal Association, but in the years 1877 -

1880 the political balance swung decisively towards the 

Conservatives, who, through a highly efficient organisation 

and an influential newspaper, succeeded in making Sheffield 

a centre of Jingoism and won a notable victory in the e1ect:.on 

of 1880. Part four discusses the problems facing the Liberals 

in the 1880's, the strength of local Conservatism and the 

impact of national questions, and ends with the Home Rule 

crisis in 1886. In each part there are chapters reviewing 

the national scene and the social and economic development 

of Sheffield. The conclusion seeks to emphasize certain 

themes, such as the middle class defection to Conservatism, 

the influence of Nonconformity and the impact of outside 

influences and to discover the essence of Liberalism in 

Sheffield. 
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REFORM MOVEMENTS, 1790 - 1848 

Radical Sheffield 

Sheffield was a populous and thriving industrial town in 1790. Situated at the confluence of five 
fast-flowing rivers which provided abundant water power, and near iron-ore deposits and coal-fields, it had 
long been famous for its cutlery and iron industries. In the course of the eighteenth century new industries, 
Old Sheffield Plate, precious metal smelting and the Britannia metal trade, had been established. Benjamin 
Huntsman had perfected crucible steel, and the main industry, cutlery, was on the verge of a transformation 
in 1790 with the application of steam power to the process of grinding. Communications had been improved, 
and Sheffield merchants had established direct contacts with the continental markets. The first bank, Roebuck 
and Shore, was founded in 1770 and Joseph Gales began to publish the Sheffield Register in 1787. The 
popUlation was growing rapidly: in 1750 there were 20,000 in the parish ; in 1801 there were more than 
45,000. ' Yet despite its economic importance, the town had no representatives in Parliament and the 
freeholders had to make the journey to York in order to vote . In 1801 the Sheffield township had a 
population of 30,000, but the Poll Book for 1807 registers 626 voters.2 In view of the sharp contrast 
between its economic and political status, it is not surprising that Sheffield became a centre of radical 
activity in the last decade of the eighteenth century. 

Radicalism, which meant thorough and fundamental reform in Church and State, had its origins in 
the struggles between George III and the Commons which had prompted discussion about the English 
Constitution and a wish to recapture that true political liberty which, it was believed, had been established 
at the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Radical ideas had been popularized in t he writings of political 
theorists, and especially by Tom Paine in The Rights of Man. But by far the greatest stimulus to the 
growth of Radicalism was the French Revolution of 1789. 8y showing that far-reaching constitutional 
change was indeed possible, it dealt a severe blow to the idea of Edmund Burke, that a constitution was 
sacrosanct and therefore fundamental changes could not be made. It gave rise to radical activity 
throughout Britain, especially in the emerging industrial towns of the North which had no representation 
in Parliament. 

In Sheffield, the nature of the local cutlery industry fostered the growth of Radicalism. Organized 
on a small scale, with few large manufacturers, it was a workshop industry. Some men worked for an 
employer on his materials, but most were tenants renting "trows" in "hulls",3 taking in work from 
outside. The out-workers were those who merely rented room and power or worked in small workshops 
or sheds. All workers in the cutlery trades were highly skilled and independent in their outlook, working 
irregular hours. Moreover, because it was not a factory industry, the ascent from journeyman to master 
was fairly easy, so much so that the distinction between master and workman was often almost imperceptible. 
Because the capital required to set up as a master was so small, it was common for journeymen to become 
"little mesters,,4 during periods of depression when work was scarce. These "little mesters" proved 
harmful to the trade since they tended to depress prices and often to produce inferior goods in an attempt 
to reduce costs. When trade improved, many of them returned to being journeymen, usually with an 
increase in earnings. Thus the structure of the staple industry was such that "class" was not sharply 
defined in Sheffield society. 

''There is not," wrote John Parker in 1830, "that marked line of difference between the rich 
man and the poor man, which is becoming annually more observable in other places. The middle 
ranks are 'nearer' both to the upper and the lower. The t rade here is, as it ought to be, republican 
and not an oligarchy: it is in the town, and not in the hands of a few enormous capitalists.tles 

1 Popu"tlon In SMffl.ld, 1086- 1951, locel hlttory leeflet, S.C. L., 1966. 
2 QUOted In H. N. Cr .. hew, MoIlfHT/.nt, for Pollta/.nd SoC/sl Reform In ShlJffleld, 1792-1832, S heff ield M.A. 

Th .. I., 19e14, p.3. 

3 A "hUll" w .. e workroom which held e number of " trow'" (trough.) In which the grlndttone. reno 

4 The term "een be epproprlately IPplled to .very .. ml-cepltell.tlc out-worker. Strictly epeeklng, how.ver, t he 
neme "little master" epplle. only to men who.e enterprl .. , on eccount of It. neture or ecope, Involv., e IUbttent lel 
"'ere of commercl.1 rI'k. end lIebllltl ..... O. I. H. Lloyd, The Cutlery TrlKles, 1913, p.191 . 

es J . Perker, A St.t.fTHInt of tIM Populmion, .tc. .te. of the Town of ShBffI.,d, Sheffield , 1830, p.1S 
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For these reasons, there was an absence of that social tension which developed in other industrial 
towns as the gulf between master and workman widened. Though sturdily independent in their political 
outlook, the artisans were ready to co-operate with the middle class reformers in Sheffield, and they cou ld 
make time to attend political meetings. They regarded Radicalism as a means of alleviating their economic 
distress, which was often prolonged and severe. 

Although the line which separated master and workman in the cutlery trades was indistinct, there 
was an upper middle class in Sheffield, composed of prominent steel masters and merchants, such as the 
Wards and the Baileys, of long-established Sheffield families, such as the Rawsons of Wardsend and the 
Shores, and of professional men - lawyers, doctors, clerics. They had social standing in the town and a 
number of them were sympathetic towards movements for humanitarian and moderate political reform. 
Although the Yorkshire Association appears to have had little impact in Sheffield itself, James Wilkinson, 
the Vicar of Sheffield, and the steel master, Samuel Shore, attended the meeting which inaugurated the 
Assoc iation in 1779.' Nonconformity was strong in Sheffield, and interest in reform among th is class 
was stimulated by a sense of social and political exclusion which many of them felt as Dissenters. With 
a strong feeling of social duty, they were ready to take part in any movement which had as its object 
moderate political or social reform. Very few of them had any sympathy with Radicalism because they 
believed that it would endanger the existing social structure. They were, however, prepared to contemplate 
change and to this extent they had a common ground for co-operation with the working class reformers 
in Sheffield . 

The Society for Constitutional Information 

The Sheffield Society for Constitutional I nformation was founded in the autumn of 1191, 
stimulated by events in France and at a time of severe depression in the local trades . Beginning in "an 
assembly of some five or six mechanicks",2 membership increased so rapidly that in March, 1192, it was 
said to number two thousand.3 It seems that it was composed almost entirely of artisans, "the inferior 
sort of manufacturers and workers",4 as Vicar Wilkinson described them. The purpose of the Society 
was to "educate" the people by the distribution and discussion of pol itical propaganda. It published 
original pamphlets and earlier radical tracts in favour of universal adult male suffrage, annual elections and 
equal electoral districts. Reform was seen as a renovation rather than an innovation, a return to English 
liberty ; by eliminating ministerial malpractices, lead ing to more efficient government, it was believed that 
reform would alleviate economic distress. The reformers cited earlier political theorists, especially John 
Locke, and even the Bible, to justify their demands. 

While it remains true that the society was composed predominantly of artisans, there were 
several men closely associated with it who did not be long to this class. Henry Redhead Yorke6 was not a 
native of Sheffield and was a recent recruit to the cause of reform. It appears that he was never a member 
of the Sheffield Society, but he attended meetings fairly frequently and occasionally chaired them. He was 
a flamboyant character, given to high-flown rhetoric which often led him to make extreme and incautious 
remarks. He was a close friend of Joseph Gales6 who was undoubtedly the dynamic force behind' the 
Society_ Bookseller, auctioneer and printer, but primarily a journalist, in 1781 he had begun to publish 
the Sheffield Register, a very radical paper which advocated parliamentary reform and popular rights, 
printing extracts from the writings of Tom Paine. Gales and Yorke were probably responsib le for one 
of the most important publ ications of the Society, The Spirit of John Locke_ James Montgomery7 

G. P. Jon .. , "The Polltlcel Reform Movement In Sheffield", Transactions of the Huntar ArchlHlOloglcal SocIety, 
Vol. 4,1937, p.57. 

2 Quoted In A .W. L. Seaman, "Reform PolitIc. at Sheffield, 1791-97", Transactions of the Huntar Arch8IJo/oglcal 
Society, Vol. 7 , 1957, p .216. 

3 Flgur .. of membership are unreliable, ... Jonel, Op. cit., p. 59. 

4 Quoted In Seamen, op. cIt., p. 216 

15 Henrv Redhead Yorke, 1772-1813: In Paris In 1792 ; while living at LIttle E.ton, nr. Derbv, wrote. pamphlet In support 
of negro slave trade; changed hi. mind end JOined Radlcel Society at Derbv lind went to Sheffield In 1793. Indicted for 
consplrecv In 1794, f ined £200 and sentenced to 2 vears' Imprisonment In JuIV, 1796; In prison repudiated his earlier 
Redlcel views; 1805-11 edited Political RtlViflw, See J. Tavlor, "The Sheffield Constitutional Socletv, 1791-95," 
Transactions of the Hunter Archaeological Society, vol. 5, 1939, pP. 1415-146. 

6 Jo .. ph Gal .. , 1761 -1841 : b . Ecklngton, son of parish clerk ; apprenticed to a printer It Newark ; after his flight from 
Englend In 1794, ran e newspeper In Phlladelphle; became offIcial printer to State of North Carolina end ran I nawepaper 
In Raleigh, N.C. See Tavlor. op. cit. , p. 146. 

7 James Montgomerv, 1771 -1854: b . Irvine, Avrshlre, of IrIsh Morevlan mlsslonarv parents; educated at Morevlan settl.ment 
at Fulneck, nr Leeds; after working In a .tore at Wath-upon-Dllerne and In a printer'S office In London, came to Sheffield 
In 1792; 1795-1825 editor lind proprietor of lril: opposed French wers; famous poet and hymn writer and zealOUS 
philanthropist. See J. Hollend end J. Everett, Memo/rs of Jam8S Montgomery, 7 VOII., 1854-56. 
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was an employee and friend of Gales. He was not a member of the Sheffield Society, nor were his 
political opinions as radical as those of Gales. He favoured a moderate and balanced reform of Church 
and State, such as he outlined in the History of a Church and a Warming Pan, written in 1793. Indeed, 
as the years passed, a much more conservative outlook replaced his earlier Rad ica lism, and he turned away 
from politics, devoting himself more and more to religion, literature and philanthropy. 

The influence of Nonconformity upon this reform movement was considerable. Samuel Roberts, 
manufacturer, philanth ropist and a conservative in polit ics, wrote in his autobiography : "to many, even 
professed ministers of the Gospel, it [Tom Paine's Rights of Man] appeared to become dearer than their 
Bible, and their visits to their flocks were made with the Rights of Man in their pockets to induce them 
to read it".1 Jehoiada Brewer, minister of Queen Street I ndependent Chapel, was renowned for h is 
extremely radical opinions. 2 The proceedings of a public meeting held by the reformers in West Street 
in February, 1794, as a protest against the war with France, were remarkable in that they were "at the 
same time politically ultra ·radical and wholly religious,',3 The meeting began with prayer, followed by a 
hymn written for the occasion by James Montgomery (himself a Nonconformist) and ended with a 
decidedly evangelical address. At his trial in 1795, Henry Yorke called as witnesses two Independent 
ministers, one of them be ing the Rev. Moses Taylor of Howard Street Chapel.4 The Established Church 
and the Wesleyan Methodists were staunchly Tory and of course not all Dissenters were Radicals, but 
the influence which Nonconformity exerted upon a predominantly artisan reform movement is remarkable, 
especially when it is remembered that most artisans did not regularly attend a place of worship.6 

The problem which the reformers faced was how to secure reform, how to make the theoretical 
sovereignty of the people a reality. They had met in small discussion groups, they had studied The Rights 
of Man and they had petit io ned Parliament. But they had achieved nothing. There was no next step 
but to resort to arms, and this the reformers refused to do . At a large meeting held on Castle Hill 
(7 April, 1794), it was resolved that no more petitions would be presented. The Government interpreted 
this as meaning that the next step would be armed rebell ion. Yorke was arrested and Gales fled the 
country. The Society managed to hold two large meetings before its dissolution in 1795. 

The dissolution of the Society is not hard to explain . From the start, the reformers had to contend 
with strong counter·propaganda, especially after the outbreak of war with France, when they could be 
accused of being disloyal and unpatriotic. Widespread unemployment in the Sheffield trades as a result of 
the loss of French markets, made the finances of the Society unstable. The demand for universal suffrage 
alarmed men of property and position. Yorkshire Association reformers, such as Samuel Shore, could not 
support extreme Radicalism, however anxious they might be not to weaken the cause of moderate reform. 
Despite their insistence that their intentions were peaceful and that they aimed at political and not social 
change, in view of events in France, the middle classes in Sheffield cou Id not but regard the artisan 
reformers with suspicion and alarm. Moreover, considering the repressive attitude of Pitt's Government 
towards Radicalism, there were no legal means whereby the Society could achieve its aims. Finally, the 
imprisonment of Yorke and the flight of Gales seriously weakened it by depriving it of its leadership. 
Even the gentle Montgomery, who in 1794 continued Gales' newspaper under the title of the Iris, was 
hounded by the authorities and suffered two periods of imprisonment. But the prosecutions did not 
destroy the Iris, nor did Montgomery abandon the cause of reform in its pages. 

Quoted In E. A. Wickham, Church and People In lin Indultrlal City, 1967, PP. 62-63. 
2 A. E. Leeder, ReminilCences of Old Sheffield, 1876, p. 174. 
3 Wlckhem, op. cit., p. 64. 
4 Ibid., p. 66. 

6 Ooubtl ... the more prolperoul Irtl .. nl did attend church and chapal, and In the Ib .. nca of evidence, attendance 
among the workmen II difficult to melliure but "our knowledge of the proprleterv nature of the church .. and chepell 
of the tim •.. .. . coupled with our generel knowledga of the loclal group that wal the malnnlV of thl Old Oil nt 
In thl Ilghteenth century, dOli not encourage UI to think thlt the poorer common folk 'belonged'." Wickham, 
op. cit., p . 45. 
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Although organized reform agitation among the artisans ceased after 1795, t he next twenty years were 
marked by spasmodic outbursts of discontent.1 Distress was acute in Sheffield during the war years; in 1799, 
for example, 10,000 out of a population of 31,314 in the Sheffield township were in need of voluntary poor 
relief.2 The high price of bread led to nocturnal meetings in 1800 and 1812, and there were serious bread 
riots in 1800,1812 and 1817. There were also short-lived Secret Societies in 1801 and 1816 - 17. Their history 
is obscure, but it seems that they were in contact with outside societies and involved in weapon manufacture. 

The middle classes in Sheffield were sympathetic towards the grievances of the artisans, as their generous 
subscriptions towards poor relief showed . But they had been alarmed by the events of the French Revolution 
and by the agitation for universal suffrage. As time passed , and the threat to property appeared less great, their 
interest in reform revived and in 1810 a distinctly middle class reform movement appeared in Sheffield. 

The Friends of Reform 

The Friends of Reform emerged at a time of political and economic crisis. The Walcheren Expedition 
had proved a costly failure, and trade was bad as a result of the Orders in Council which had imposed an em
bargo upon the Napoleonic Empire. As a political reform movement, however, the Friends of Reform had 
serious weaknesses from the outset. There was no organisation, no fixed membership and no agreed policy.3 
Unlike the Constitutional Society, it made no attempt to organize public opinion, although 7,000 - 8,000 
people attended a meeting of 6 June, 1810, and 8,000 - 10,000 that of 9 October, 1816.4 Even more 
serious was the disagreement among the Friends of Reform about the extent of reform that was necessary. 
At the meeting of 6 June, 1810, Thomas Rawson advocated universal suffrage and annual parliaments, while 
Thomas Asline Ward spoke in favour of "a moderate and necessary Reform".5 So the movement was divided 
into extremists, such as Thomas Rawson of Wardsend 6 and John Payne of Newhill,7 and moderates, such as 
Thomas Asline Ward,e John Bailey9 and Ebenezer Rhodes.1o By 1816 the extremists had gained control of 
the movement, and in January, 1817, a petition was presented to the Commons asking for universal suffrage 
and annual parliaments. 11 Nor did the Friends of Reform represent the middle classes in Sheffield. In 1810 
Parliament was presented with a counter -petition from the Church Burgesses, the Town Collector, the Cutlers' 
Company and 300 merchants and manufacturers, and in 1817 the Church Burgesses and Town Trustees 
presented a Loyal Address to the Prince Regent. 12 

Like the Constitutional Society, the Friends of Reform believed that reform would be a remedy for 
economic distress. They opposed the Orders in Council and the Sinking Fund, and they demanded rigid 
economy and the abolition of the Standing Army in 1816.13 They saw reform in terms of a resto ration of 
political liberty rather than an innovation. But the middle class reformers differed from the artisans of 
1791 in that they could not agree about the measure of reform required. The movement disappeared in 
1817 partly because there was no next step after their petitions had failed, and partly because they were 
seriously alarmed at the violence and suspected plots among the artisans in May - June, 1817.14 

Thl. paragraph I. ba.ed mainly on H.N . Cra.haw, MOVilments for Political end Soeml Reform In SheffIeld, 1792 
- 1832, Sheffield M.A. The.I., 1954, pp. 33 - 54.) 

2 Mary Walton, Sheffield: Its Story and Its Achi,vem,nts, S heffield . 1968, p . 148. 

3 Cre.hew, op. cit., p. 59 Ieq . 

4 Ibid., p . 159. 

1\ Ibid., p. 60. 

a Thome. Rew.on, 1748 - 1826: country gentleman, m.mb.r of 10ng·.Uablllhed family ; 1781 founded Pond Street 
Brewery end by 1821 proprietor with John Bukar of Sheffield Lead Work.; known III "th. ri ch min'. mod.1 Ind 
the poor min'. frl.nd"; m.mber of York.hlre A •• oclatlon . but no conn.ctlon with Conttltutlonll Society. 

7 John Payna : country g.ntlaman and vet.ran r.former; actlv. In Con.tltutlonal Society. friend of all. and contri
buted to Regist8f a ... Vlclnlu .... 

a Thoma. A.llne Wlrd. 1781 - 1871 : properaou. cutler (M •• ter Cutler, 1816); born en Anglican but became a Unitar
Ian; active In humanitarian reform; 1824 - 29 editor of Sh,ff/"d Ind,pltndtnt; 1830 Pre.ldent of POlitical Union ; 
Prelld.nt of Literary and Phllolophlcal Society and prominent In Machanlc.' Inltltutl. See G.D . J.nn.tt, ThofT)8s 
Aslin, ItWIrd - HIs L/flt and Achl,v,m,ntl, Sheffield M.A . Tha.II, 19154. 

9 John Selley : a pro.p.roul merchant. who .. broth.r, Samuel. WII known II the "8.nthem of Halllmlhlre"; 
Ictivi In POlitical Union. 

10 Ebenezer Rhode., 1762 - 1839: b . Ma.borough ; In cutlery trade with Thome. Champion but not e oood bu.ln .... 
man ; luthor of PtMk Scen8fy and I friend of Jllma. Montgomery; not a member of Conltltutlonll oelety; editor 
of Shlffield Indapend,nt 1820 • 24; I I .. der of PolltlCl I Union . 

11 Cra.hew. 0". cit., p. 61 . 

12 Ibid., p . 69. 

13 Ibid., p .. 72. 
14 Ibid., p •. 78. 
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Although they disappeared as a movement after March. 1817. the Friends of Reform remained 
important as individuals interested in reform. Samuel Shore chaired a meeting protesting against the 
Peterloo Massacre. at which Rawson. Bailey and Asline Ward spoke. 1 In December. 1820. Bailey and 
Rhodes attended a meeting to draw up a petition for the dismissal of the ministers. and a letter from 
Samuel Shore was read.2 Being dissatisfied with the increasingly conservative attitude of Montgomery 
and the Iris, thereformers founded the Sheffield Independent in 1819 which. under tje editorship of 
Ebenezer Rhodes (1820 - 24) and Thomas Asline Ward (1824 - 29). rapidly superseded the Iris as the 
organ of reform in Sheffield. 

Nonconformity was a powerful influence upon the Friends of Reform. as it had been upon 
the Constitutional Society. While Methodism had breathed a new vigour into Dissent. the Established 
Church had slumbered apathetically. displaying a marked lack of real spirituality. As a result of its 
conservative political outlook the Church became identified with reaction and repression. Apart from 
general dissatisfaction with the Established Church. Dissenters had real social and political grievances. 
The Test and Corporation Acts excluded them from Parliament and corporations. while they were called 
upon to pay Church Rates towards the upkeep of the Established Church. Excluded from the University 
of Oxford and prevented from taking degrees at Cambridge. doubts were even cast upon the validity 
of their marriage and funeral services. Dissenters were very numerous in Sheffield and included many 
of the most prominent and successful men in the town. One of these was Thomas Asline Ward. a 
Unitarian who attended Upper Chapel. A prosperous cutlery manufacturer. he achieved the position 
of Master Cutler in 1816. Ward must have felt sharply the contrast between his real position in 
Sheffield society and the social and political exclusion which he suffered as a Nonconformist. When 
he became editor of the Independent in 1824. he began a campaign for complete religious toleration. 
which meant not only repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts. but also Catholic Emancipation. 
catholic Emancipation was disliked by many Nonconformists in Sheffield; of two petitions drawn up 
in 1829. that in favour had 7.000 signatures. while the one against had 30,000.3 an indication of 
the prejudice and suspicion felt towards Roman Catholicism. Yet the struggle for complete religious 
toleration, which was by no means achieved in 1829, formed an important part of the radical pro
gramme. 

The struggle for civil and religious liberty can be seen as part of a wider reforming impulse 
which included humanitarian reform. a movement which was particularly strong in Sheffield in the 
early nineteenth century. In the absence of a coherent and humane approach to the problems of 
local government, "improvement" was left to individual philanthropy. James Montgomery, Thomas 
Asline Ward. Samuel Roberts. George Bennet and Rowland Hodgson were all active in charitable and 
humanitarian work . It has been said that "from early in the century Evangelocalism was firmly en
trenched in Sheffield Christianity",4 and interest in evangelical work was intense among Churchmen 
and Nonconformists. 

Ibid., p . 77. 

2 IbId., p . 77. 

3 Cra.haw. op. cIt., p. 96. 

4 E.R. Wlckh.m. Church and PttOpllJ In an Industrial Cltv, 1967. p . 82. 
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Varied in scope, the work included Sunday and Day Schools, Foreign Missions, the Abolition of Slavery, 
the cause of boy chimney sweeps, the Aged Female Society, the Society for Bettering the Condition of 
the Poor, the Mechan ics' Library and I nstitute, the Savings' bank, the I nfirmary and charities for the rei ief 
of local distress . It was an expression of the social conscience of the elite of Sheffield society, and it 
brought the middle classes into closer contact with the artisans. Yet, generous and sincere as these men 
were, individual ph il anth ropy could not meet the needs or solve the problems of an industrial town wh ich 
was growing at such a rapid rate . What was needed was a rational and efficient system of local 
government . 

The Political Union 

Rap id economic expansion took place in the years after 1815. New markets for Sheffield's 
cutlery goods were found in America and on the Continent and trade increased, especially after the 
reduction of long-term credits. Although Messrs . Greaves erected the Sheaf Works in 1823, in which 
all the processes of manufacture from iron to the finished product were central ized, small -scale organization 
predominated in the cutlery industry . Expansion was consp icuous; between 1824 and 1851 the numbers 
engaged in the cutlery and tool trades almost doubled .1 The consequent demand for steel stimulated 
growth in the steel industry which In 1851 was employing about 5,200.2 Econom ic expansion was 
accompan ied by a rapid growth in the populat ion. Between 1801 and 1851 the population of the country 
doubled, wh ile that of Sheffield trebled.3 There was a particularly spectacular increase between 1821 
and 1831,4 and by 1851 the population had reached 135,300, of which about 120,000 lived within a mile 
radius of the parish church.5 Economic growth led to a depression in the conditions of the artisans , 
although their standard of living probably remained higher than in most other industrial towns. Artisans 
had the,r own houses, there were no cellar dwellings and in periods of good trade workmen and their 
fam ilies ate comparatively well. But a number of social su rveys,6 carried out in Sheffield in the 1840's, 
revealed sanitary neglect, sewage, smoke and burial grounds being especially serious problems. Water and 
gas supplies were inadequate , and, as industrialization proceeded , sanitary conditions became progressively 
worse . Most working class families existed barely on the subsistence level and few could afford medical 
care . The infant mortality rate was we ll above the national mean, and the adult death rate was so high 
because grinding was such a hazardous occupation; most grinders died from silicosis long before they 
reached the age of forty . It was calculated that half the workmen were illiterate, and G. C. Holland 
believed that "two-thirds of the working class children are growing up in a state of comparative ignorance".7 
Church attendance among the artisans was rare.8 Conditions were especially hard when trade was bad , 
and it was at such times that the workmen were most likely to be politically active. The absence of 
sharply defined classes in Sheffield el iminated social acrimony to a large extent; wh ile both the artisans 
and the middle classes had their own traditions of radical activity, there was no real barrier to co-operation 

in the cause of reform. 

1 S. Pollard , A History of L.bour in Sh.m"d, Llvarpool, 19159, p . S. 

2 Ib id., P . 78. 
3 Ibid., p. 6. 

4 Population growth: 1801 45,755 
1811 53,231 
1821 615,3715 
1831 91.692 
1841 110,891 
1851 135,310 
1861 185,172 

Popul.tion in Sh.ffleld, 1086- 1961, S . C. L., 19515. 
5 Pollard, op. cit., p. 4. 
S J . C. Svmon., A R.port on th, Trad" of Sh.ff/"d .nd th, Moral .nd Phy.lc./ CondItions of th, Young Per on, 

Employed in Th,m, 1843. G . C. Holllnd , Th, Vlt., St.tl,tlc, of Sh.ffI.ld, 1843. J. HIvwood end W. Lla, 
A RIPort on th, S.nit.ry Condition of the Borough of Sh.ffi.,d, 18"0. 

7 Ouotad In E. R. Wlckhlm. Church .nd PIop/', P. 91 . 
8 Holl and remlrkad: "the Irtl.an. generlllv Ira not frlquant .ttandlnta on I pllce of worehlp", quotad Ibid., p . 92 . 
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A number of circumstances contributed to revive interest in parliamentary reform. The attainment 
of a large measure of religious toleration in the 1820's gave a fillip to political reform because it disposed of 
the myth of a sacrosanct constitution, and it was logical that an extension of civil liberties should be 
accompanied by an extension of political liberties. Trade was bad between 1828 and 1830, and poor harvests 
forced up the price of corn so that by December, 1828, it had reached 85s. per quarter on the Sheffield 
market. 1 In addition, national finances were precarious. Finally, early in 1830, the Bourbons fell and 
parliamentary government was established in France. As early as 19 February, 1830, the Sheffield reformers 
convened a meeting which petitioned for the enfranchisement of Sheffield.2 Opinion was almost unanimous 
in favour of reform and it is recorded that when Brougham, the Whig, spoke in Paradise Square during the 
election of 1830, 10,000 people listened to him, while Duncombe, the Tory, was heard by a mere 2,000.3 

The refusal of Wellington to countenance reform opened the door to Grey and the Whigs. When it was 
discovered that Sheffield was not included in Russell's proposed bill, John Parker wrote a pamphlet4 in which 
he argued that in view of the size of its population and the importance of its industry, Sheffield had a right 
to representation . Sheffield was included in the bill which was put before Parliament. 

The Sheffield Political Union was formed late in 1830. Although it originated among the Sheffield 
artisans, it was very soon " captured" by the middle classes and became eminently "respectable", for, as the 
Independent remarked : 

.. [They] are not those who wish for annual parliaments and universal 5uffra!le, and they 
are very desirous that the affairs of the Union should be chiefly directed by men whose 
known respectability of character, and whose liberal political opinions, might be at once 
a pledge to the Union that it should be rendered as efficient as possible in making known 
to the Legislature, by legal means, the wants and wishes of the people; and to the public 
that no measures should receive its sanction which were not strictly constitutional".6 

A committee, with Thomas Asline Ward as President, was elected in January, 1831 . But very soon 
after the formation of the Political Union, the rift between moderates and extremists, which had divided 
the Friends of Reform, emerged once again. The moderates were content to leave the details of reform to 
Parliament and in their petition of December 1830, had called only for a "full, fair and free" representation 
of the people.6 The extremists replied with a counter-petition in which they demanded nothing less than 
universal suffrage, annual parliaments and secret ballot.7 While they favoured secret ballot, the moderates 
would not accept universal suffrage because they considered the artisans lacked the necessary education to 
exercise the franchise and because they were afraid of the consequences of working class political power, 
Unwilling to sacrifice the bill for the sake of the secret ballot, they supported the Whigs. In Sheffield the 
division was not between reformers and anti-reformers, but between those who accepted Grey's bill as a prelude 
to further reform and those who considered that the Whig measure did not go far enough. 

The moderates were men from the upper middle class of Sheffield society. They included merchants, 
large manufacturers and professional men.8 The leaders were Thomas Asline Ward, John and Samuel Bailey, 
the Parkers of Woodthorpe, who were university-educated barristers and bankers, and Doctors Knight and 
Holland. Luke Palfreyman, a solicitor, bridged the gap between the moderates and the extremists. The son of 
a hosier and educated at the local Grammar School, his political opinions tended towards the extreme but he 
stood with the moderates, thinking the bill preferable to no bill at all. The extremists, on the other hand, 
produced only one leader of note. This was Isaac Ironside, a self-made man who had risen to become an 
accountant. Ironside drew his support completely from the working classes, but he had no success and the 
moderates triumphed in the Political Union. The moderates were men of the highest social standing and they 
were able to convince the artisans that their interests were identical to those of the middle classes. The 
artisans were prepared to accept the bill in the firm belief that more detailed reform would follOW. 

1 H. N. Crashew, Movements for Politicslsnd Soclsl Reform, p . 98. 

2 Ibid., P . 99 . 

3 Ibid., P . 103. 

4 J. Parker, A Stetement of the Populstion etc. etc. of the Town of Sheffield, Sheffield, 1830. 

6 5.1., 1.1.1831, quoted In 8ettv Thlcklltt, Rlldlcsl Activity in Sheffield, 1830-48, Durhllm 8 .A. dl ... rtlltlon , 195 1, pp. 22-23. 

6 Cre.haw, op. cit., p . 106. 

7 Ibid., p . 106. 

8 Ibid., p. 110 
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Finally, many workmen probably thought that they could attain the proposed £10 property qualification and 
thus secure the vote. So between 1830 and 1832, they were ready to support the Political Union under middle 
class leadership . It resembled the Constitutional Society in its low subscription (6d.) and in the emphasis which 
it placed upon discipline and orderly proceedings. But it did not possess an elaborate organization and it relied 
not on class meetings or political pamphlets, but on the public meeting, and in these respects it was more like 
the Friends of Reform.1 

The course of the Reform Bill was followed with intense interest in Sheffield. Contributions were 
made to the expenses of the reform candidates in the election of March, 1831 , when four reformers were elected 
for the county. The Sheffield reformers were angered by the vehement opposition to the bill of a local 
landowner, Lord Wharncliffe, and William IV, who had earlier been preised loudly as a patriot, was denounced 
with equal bitterness by the Inde".ndent when he accepted the resignation of Grey and the Wh igs, and in May, 
1832, a large meeting in Paradise Square gave three llroans for the king and drew up petitions to the king and 
the Commons.2 Perhaps no event has ever caused greater excitement in Sheffield than the passing of the 
Reform Bill . Ebenezer Elliott3 wrote a hymn for the occasion and a giant procession passed through the town. 
All reformers believed that this was the first step to further reform. But this was not to be, and the working 
classes soon came to realise that they had gained nothing by their alliance with the middle classes in 1832. 
For their part, the middle class reformers became increasingly dissatisfied with the Whig Government as it 
failed to carry out the further reforms which they considered necessary. 

Some of these political tensions were reflected in the first parliamentary election in Sheffield in 1832. 
There were four candidates. John Parker was a Whig who enjoyed the backing of the extensive Parker influence. 
His Whiggery appealed to those who sought a "safe" man, and he even drew some support from the small Tory 
faction in the town. James Silk Buckingham, though not a native of Sheffield, was a Radical, who enjoyed 
the support of the Iris and who had acqu ired great local popularity as a result of lectures he had given in the 
previous year on the evils of the monopoly of the East India Company. The really popular candidate, however, 
was Thomas Asline Ward; at a meeting in July, 1832, the non-electors committed themselves to support Ward 
and Buckingham. The fourth candidate was Samuel Bailey, a philosopher and Rad ica l, whose popular appeal was fairly 
narrow, .specially as the Baileys were reputed to be bad masters. But because Ward entered the contest late, 
after Bailey had agreed to stand, both contended for the same votes with the result that neither was successful. 
A serious riot occurred when it was known that Ward and Bailey were likely to be defeated. This showed the 
intense interest which the non-electors took in the election, while the fact that the Whig candidate, John Parker, who 
was not popular with the artisans, topped the poll showed just how small their real political influence was. Parker 
was able to retain his seat until 1852, but in these years Sheffield always returned one Radical M.P. - Buckingham, 
H. G. Werd4 and J. A. Roebuck. The small Tory faction in Sheffield, drawing support from the Wharncliff. 
influenc. in the West Riding, some manufacturers and merchants, Churchmen and Wesleyan Methodist ministers, 
was pOlitically unimportant.1I 

Corn Law Rep.1 and Chartism 

In 1837 a severe depression hit the Sheffield trades, which reached its height in 1842. In August of that 
year, of 25,000 adult men in the local trades, only 4,000 - 6,000 were in full work with average earnings of 18s. 
per week, 17,000 in part-time work, av.raging 9s., and 3,000 - 4,000 were totally unemployed.s Evan the 
r.spected bank of Parker and Shore was forced to close. In these severe circumstances, the middle classes turned 
to Free Trade and Corn Law repeal, while the artisans looked to a distinctly working class movement, Chartism. 

Th. Corn Laws, which, by restricting imports, k.pt the price of bread at a high level to protect the 
landed Interests from foreign competition, had been opposed in Sheffield from their inception. In 1814-15 
about 16,800 people signed a petition against them7 , Ebenezer Elliott denounced the laws vehemently nd 
unceasingly in his poetry, and Lord Milton, M.P. for Yorkshire, opposed them In Parliament during the 1820's, 

Cr .. h.w, op. cit., pp . 118 - 118. 
2 Ibid., p. 122. 

3 Eb.n .. ., Elliott, 1781 - 1e49: b . M.lboroullh ; Iron m.rch.nt; po.t - d.nounc.d Corn LeWI; .ctlv. In M.ch.nlcl' 
Inltltute. 

4 H. Q . W.rd, M.P. for Sheff,.,d, 1837-49 : flvourld Ibolltlon of Irllh tlth •• , Church ",.t.l. the Corn LIM .nd the 
prop.rty qu.llflcltlon for M.P·I: IUDDortld In .lCt.nllon of the fr.nchl ... nd of Iducltlon, the b.llot Ind Ihort.r 
Dlrll.m.ntl. 8M B.tty Thlck.tt, &Jm. AlP.ctl of Rldlc./llm In S"-m,,d, 1830 - 70, Ourh.m M.A. th,,'I, 1', illS. 

IS E. R. Wlckh.m, Church .nd PlOp/" D. 1004. 

8 Ibid., I'D. 97 - 98. 

7 Betty Thlck.tt, R«Jlc.1 Activity In SINff/,Id, '830 - 48, p. 44. 



The Sheffield artisans formed a society to campaign for repeal, but it did not last long, being swamped in the 

Reform Bill agitation.' In January, 1834, the Sheffield Anti ·Corn Law Society was founded, a middle class 

society, the Treasurer of which was William Ibbotson, proprietor of the Globe Works.2 In a period of good 

trade it had little success, and it seems that it had become defunct by 1838. But the picture was altered by 

bad harvests and the serious trade depression of this year. The Iris and the Independent began to mount an 

anti·monopoly campaign, and the middle class reformers convened a meeting on 28 January , 1839, to discuss the 

Corn Laws? It was the first of many anti ·Corn Law meetings to be invaded by the Chartists . 

By this time the Sheffield Working Men's Association had quite a large membership . On 18 July , 1838, 
the Iris had declared its support for the People's Charter, thinking that "the lukewarmness of the middle classes 

for the interests of the working man is a poor return for the assistance he so unhesitatingly and perseveringly gave 

in acquiring for them the charter of their rights in the £10 clause".4 The working classes had come to realise 

that they had gained nothing by the Reform Act of 1832, which had admitted the middle classes to a share of 

political power . Chartism, with its demand for manhood suffrage, the ballot, equal electoral districts, payment 

of M.P's, abolition of their property qualification and annual parliaments, represented an attempt to concentrate 

political power in the hands of the working classes. Some Chartists hoped to achieve their aims by peaceful 

persuasion, but, in time, the movement came more and more under the control of such men as Feargus O'Connor, 

who were prepared to consider violence. Physical force Chartists would have no truck with the middle classes, 

and they regarded Corn Law repeal as an attempt to divert the working classes from the pursuit of their true 

interests as contained in the People's Charter. The middle classes were alarmed by the violent attitude of many 

Chartists6 and they came to equate Chartism with social revolution . The Chartists had much support among the 

Sheffield artisans, although the majority were not physical fo rcists ; a meeting in October, 1838, was attended 

by about 20,000 people .6 Yet at the anti·Corn Law meeting of 28 January, 1839, the Chartist leaders, Isaac 

Ironside and William Gill , failed to carry a motion putting the Charter before Corn Law repeal.
7 

During 1839 the Chartists were very active in Sheffield . In June, Feargus O'Connor spoke in Paradise 

Square and the Sheffield Chartists sent a delegate, William Gill, to the National Convention. In August and 

September, following the example of other towns, they attended the parish church en masse. As open'air 

meetings had been suppressed by the magistrates in August, nightly meetings were held on the moors, and the 

Chartists organized themselves into "classes", of which there were about one hundred in the town. Then a series 

of setbacks befell the Chartists. On 4 September, the trade unions declared that because their aims were non· 

political they could not support the People's Charter.a By November, the authorities had succeeded in preventing 

all Chartist meetings and the Chartists resorted to invading anti ·Corn Law meetings. In January, 1840, a " plot" 

to capture and burn the town was uncovered, and although it appears that it was largely the work of an "egent 

provocateur",9 it served to alarm the middle classes and to discredit the Chartists. 
In the autumn of 1839, the prospect of greater co-operation between the artisans and the middle classes 

had been held out by the formation of the Working Men's Anti-Corn Law Committee.'o Many artisans in Sheffield 

were interested in Corn Law repeal and they were prepared to cO'operate with the middle class reformers to 

achieve it. In March, 1840, a Sheffield branch of the Anti·Corn Law League was founded , of which William 

Ibbotson was the Chairman and luke Palfreyman the Secretary.' 1 

Chartist activity revived in 1841 . H. G. Ward met with a hostile response when he visited his 

constituency ; in May, a Corn Law meeting was invaded by Chartists, and in Septamber, a mass meeting was 

addressed by 0'Connor.12 The Complete Suffrage Union, founded in December, represented an attempt by a 

Birmingham Radical, Joseph Sturge, to unite the middle and working classes behind a programme which, although 

it adopted the points of the Charter, was free from the class consciousness and revolutionary stigma of Chartism . 

Ibid., p .45 

2 Ibid., p.47 

3 Ibid. , p.49 

4 Quoted In Betty Thlckett, Radical Activity, p .60 

5 e.g . Ebenezer Elliott resigned from the Sheffield Wo rking Men'. A.loclatlon in MIlY. le39 , III a protelt 1ge1nlt phy. lci l 
force and Chartist support for the Corn Lllw •• See J . Wetklns, Life of EbenezlN Elliott, 1850 PP . 148·149 

6 Bettv Thlckett. Redic81 Activity, p .52 

7 Ibid .• p .52 

8 Ibid., p .55 

9 Ibid., Pp. 58.60 
10 Ibid., p .61 

11 Ibid., P.SO 

12 Ibid .• p .62 
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Although supported by the Iris, some middle class Radicals, notably Edward Bramley and Ebenezer Elliott and 
some moral force Chartists, the Complete Suffrage Union was not a success and, like Corn Law repeal, it ~eakened 
the Chartist movement. Yet Chartist activity continued in Sheffield. In July, 1844, Thomas Duncombe, Radical 
M.P. for Finsburv, was presented with addresses by the Chartist leaders, Gill, Briggs and West, and the meeting 
was also attended by Feargus O'Connor and G. J. Harney.' There appears to have been a lull in their activities 
between 1844 and 1846, but they were strong enough to run their own candidate, Thomas Clark, in the election 
of July, 1847.2 They also gained strength in the Town Council. In 1849 they filled eight out of fourteen 
vacancies, and twenty two out of fifty six members of the Town Council were Chartists.3 Chartism was a 
distinctly working class movement. The middle class Radicals held aloof, for, although a number of them were 
not unsympathetic towards the working class demands as they showed by their support for the Complete Suffrage 
Union, they could not support Chartism because they considered that it threatened the existing social order. 
There was much support among the Sheffield artisans for Corn Law repeal and yet, despite the hopes held out by 
the Working Men's Anti·Corn Law Committee and by the Complete Suffrage Union, the middle classes and the 
artisans failed to co-operate. The artisans were too anxious to avoid a repetition of 1832 when they had backed 
the middle classes and gained noth ing by it . But the failure of Chartism showed that they could not do without 
the middle classes; it showed that the workmen "remained powerless in any issues in which their interests were 

opposed to those of the middle classes".4 

Incorporation, Education and the Poor law 

The rapid growth of Sheffield as an industrial centre and the disorder in local government made necessary 

a rational and efficient system of local administration . Yet it was eight years before Sheffield made use of the 

provisions for incorporation contained in the Municipal Corporations Act. The opposition came mainly from the 

small Tory group in the town, from such men as Thomas Ellin, James Wilson, Creswick and Lomas.
5 

The 
opponents of incorporation had vested interests which would be swept away by a new system of local government 
and they feared that the artisans might gain a predominant influence in the Town Council. Finally, they objected 
to the expense and by harping on the cost they won the support of many artisans.6 A first petition for incorpor

ation was investigated and rejected when it was found that 1,970 ratepayers were in favour, while 4,589 opposed 
it.' But shortly afterwards, when the question of policing the town was raised, many were converted because 
they did not want Lord Wharncliffe's West Riding Constabulary. A second petition was presented and accepted 
and a Charter was granted in 1843. 

All Radicals regarded education as a matter of great importance and two notable attempts at adult 
education were made during this period. The middle class reformers established a Mechanics' Institute in 1832 
but it was not a success.8 Its syllabus was narrow and restricted to technical subjects, and its finances were weak 
because workmen could not afford to pay their subscriptions when trade was bad_ In time, workmen figured less 
and less among its membership and in 1849 it amalgamated with the middle class Athenaeum Club. The Mechanics' 
Institute was an attempt by the middle classes to give from above the kind of narrow-based practical education 
they thought the working classes should have. The failure of this scheme contrasts sharply with the success of the 
People', College.9 Founded by the Rev. R. S. Bayley'O in 1842, its aim was to provide the working classes with 
a liberal higher education. It was completely self-supporting and it was highly successful, although it never received 
any support from the middle class reformers. No doubt they regarded it as a rival to their own Mechanics' 
Institute, but also they probably believed that by giving a classical education to the working classes and by 
eduClting them above their position in society, ultra-radicalism might be fostered. At the same time, facilities for 

elementary education were totally inadequate. Nonconformists in Sheffield were opposed to any scheme of 
national education which might strengthen the position of the Established Church, and they petitioned against 
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2 

Graham's scheme in 1843.' In Sheffield, as elsewhere, educational progress was retarded by sectarian 
rivalry. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act, 1834, which prevented all out·door relief, gave rise to an anti
Poor Law agitation, in which, with the exception of Thomas Dunn, the middle class Radicals refused to 
take part . Adopting a uti litarian approach, they considered that the new Poor Law was an improvement 
on the old wasteful system. "The agitators were a rare and curious mixture of ultra-Radicals (mainly 
workmen). Tories, such as the Wilsons, Ell ins and Youngs, and philanthropists such as Samuel Roberts"? 
and this Tory-Radical alliance also formed the basis of the campaign for factory reform, in which the 
Iris played a prominent part. Of course, in an industria l town such as Sheffield the new Poor Law could 
not be enforced too rigorously when so many were in need of short-term poor relief, and an indirect 
consequence of the Act was to stimulate the growth of Trade Unions, which helped to fill this need in 
their capacity as friendly societies. 

Between 1790 and 1848 Sheffield was an important centre of radical and reform activity. A 
Tory group did exist but it had very little power to influence local politics. Social acrimony was largely 
absent because Radicalism was the province of both the middle and the working classes and, because of 
the structure of the staple industry, these classes themselves were not sharply defined. Radicalism, and 
especially middle class Radicalism, was strongly influenced by Dissent, which also fostered a strong 
humanitarian reform tradition . But the impact of Radicalism was weakened by the failure of the 
Radicals to agree and to co-operate . Tensions and divisions, latent in the Political Union, became a wide 
gulf in the 1840's, as the Chartists remained hostile to the Anti -Corn Law League . The middle class 
reformers had no interest in the agitation against the Poor Law or in factory and sanitary reform, nor 
did they support adult education as the workmen themselves developed it in the People's College. But 
the failure of Chartism showed the working classes that they could achieve nothing alone. They needed 
the middle classes. The middle classes, on the other hand, made solid gains in this period. The Reform 
Act of 1832 had given them a share of political power and the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 had 
confirmed that power. The future lay with them and they faced it with optimism and confidence. 

ThlCkett, op. cit., p . '00. 

Ibid., p . 107. 
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PART ONE 

1849 - 1859 

CHAPTER 1 

The National Scene 

"We live in such an age of material and intellectual development as the world has never seen 
before, and the human race is hasting on with yearly accelerated progress to its climax".1 

"One of the most obvious evils which prosperity may produce is an indifference to political 
improvement".2 

By 1850 the economic hardship, the bitter controversy over the Corn Laws and the violent 
class conflicts inherent in Chartism had passed, and the turbulence of the previous decade was giving 
place to a period of relative calm. Society was no longer threatened by violence, and "life could be 
enjoyed with a greater measure of security and ease".3 The tranquillity could be disturbed from 
time to time; anti-Catholic feelings were aroused in 1851 by the "Papal Aggression" when the Pope 
divided England into dioceses and restored the Catholic hierarchy, and there was a public outcry 
against the mismanagement of the Crimean War, but the structure of society was never in danger. 
This change in the national mood was brought about largely by increasing prosperity. Despite the 
wat and a severe temporary economic crisis in 1857, trade expanded and both prices and real wages 
rose steadily. Free traders were in no doubt as to the cause: "the mighty progress we are making 
results simply from the free Qxercise of the industry and energy of the people".4 All classes 
benefited from better times and, as a result, the widespread dissatisfaction with society, which had 
nourished Owenism and Chartism, was removed. The arguments of Bagehot that in a "system of 
removable inequalities" social elevation was possible through effort and ability were widely disseminated, 
as were the teachings of Samuel Smiles that through hard work, thrift and determination, even a poor 
man could achieve anything. Indeed, after 1850 the skilled workmen were coming more and more 
to accept middle class values and middle class political leadership. They were accepting the social 
system which in the 1840's they had sought to change. The general satisfaction with society as it 
was, rather than a pre-occupation with what it should be, gave it a stability and balance; it also made 
it very difficult for those who saw the need for further political reform. "I conceive at the present 
time there is a great apathy in the publ ic mind as to Parliamentary Reform", Roebuck told his 
constituents in Sheffield in July, 1850,6 and time and again demands for reform were met with the 
assertion that the country did not want it. The pressure outside Parliament for political reform, so 
strong in the previous decade, was absent in the 1850's, although demands were made for 
administrative and financial reform. 

At the same time, the structure of politics would have made far-reaching reform difficult. 
Stability had been destroyed in 1846 when the Conservative party split into the opponents and supporters 
of the repeal of the Corn Laws. The Tories, who refused to abandon agricultural protection until after 
the election of 1852, were in a minority not only in Parliament, when opposed by Whigs and Peelites, 
but also in the country,6 while the insistence of the Peelites to maintain a separate political identity 
throughout the 1850's rendered a satisfactory alliance with the Whigs impossible. So ministries tended 
to be of short duration and a prey to crises, unable to carry out sweeping reforms even if they had 
wished. This is not to say that governments did nothing? but government action was limited in scope 
and ViSion, partly by the widespread emphasis on economy and partly by the inadequacy of the 
administration. The low level of administrative competence, so clearly revealed during the Crimean War, 
and the hatred of jobbery, understandable when the government was controlled almost exclusively by 
the aristocracy, gave rise to a widespread fear of centralization. The Police in Counties and Boroughs 
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Act, 1856, provoked a national controversy,1 while the ideas of the constitutional lawyer, Joshua Toulmin 
Smith, who contrasted the vitality of local government and institutions with the deadening influence of 
centralization, were much in vogue. In fact , the level of centralization achieved was not great and it was 
widely accepted that the role of the state was supplementary, one of its main responsibilities being to 
limit its own activities? 

Various forms of social discipline also helped to stabilize society . The importance of the home 
and family and the influence of landlords , employers, trade unions and organized religion, though varied, 
must have been very great. If the upper strata of the working classes were seeking to gain "respectability" 
by adopting the manners and values of the middle classes, the middle classes, for their part, were seeking 
to acquire gentility and to copy the aristocracy.3 The influence of the aristocracy in society was para
mount, and that influence, based on wealth and control of county and national government, was maintained 
because the aristocracy was prepared to recognise the classes below it, and at times practise political 
deference towards them. So the demands of the Radicals in Sheffield and Newcastle in 1855 that there 
shoUld be an enquiry into administrative incompetence were met, and by recognizing the importance of 
these rising industrial towns the Government took the sting out of a potentially dangerous movement.4 

Society is never static and social development proceeded in the 1850's, even if the signs of 
this were not as visible as they had been in the 1840's or were to be in the 1860's. Social balance 
was certainly achieved to a marked extent but at the same time society was poised for further change 
which was not far distant. 

~EFFIELD: Economy and Society 

On the whole, the 1850's were prosperous days in Sheffield . In the light trades an expansion 
began which was to reach its height in the next decade. The structure of the industry did not change 
much, small-scale organization, narrow capital basis and a semi-independent labour force being its main 
characteristics. The most conspicuous development, however, occurred in the heavy industry, and the 
1850's saw the birth of the modern steel industry in Sheffield . The industry was transformed by the 
Crimean War and by the introduction of the Bessemer process. The war created such a demand for 
munitions that it is hardly an exaggeration to say that it "marks the metamorphosis of Sheffield 
from a small manufacturing centre into a large-scale industrial city".5 To meet this demand, a 
local ironmaster, John Brown, established the Atlas Works in January, 1856, in which he proceeded 
to use the new Bessemer process which made possible the production of very large castings cheaply. 
In the next decade the industry expanded at an incredible rate , incorporating new processes such as 
those of Mushet and Siemens. The industry was organized in large firms with vast capital outlay 
and employing a very large labour force, wh ich in Sheffield was a new kind of labour, completely 
different from that employed in the light trades. The steelworkers were mostly unskilled and worked 
regular hours within a factory system. Moreover, in the absence of transport, they had to live near 
their places of work in the east end of the town. So the growth of the steel industry brought about 
a very important change in the distribution of population in Sheffield, with the beginnings of dense 
settlement in Brightside and Attercliffe,6 and a slight decline in population in the central areas. The 
growth of the steel industry was phenomenal in the second half of the nineteenth century7 and all 
workers benefited from the expansion; in both branches of Sheffield industry real earnings rose.8 
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As industrialization proceeded sanitary conditions worsened. Very little was done to combat 
the serious problems of smoke and sewage, though Sheffield was not alone in failing to come to 
grips with the problems of public health in this period.1 There were not lacking men anxious to 
bring forward proposals for improving the sanitary conditions of the borough but the middle class 
ratepayers feared for their property rights and opposed expenditure on sanitary improvements, 
because they lived in parts of the town where these problems were not so immense. They were in 
full control of the Town Council after 1854 and "economy was the first order of the day"? A 
public meeting of ratepayers rejected a proposed Improvement Bill in 1851 and in the municipal 
elections of November, 1858, the sanitary improvers were defeated in every contest.3 In November, 
1854, the Health Committee of the Town Council was reduced in numbers owing to the lightness of 
its dutiesl4 In 1856 it was reported that the Highway Boards encountered much opposition to 
their efforts to prohibit open channels across footpaths.5 The fetish for economy can be seen in 
the workhouse controversy of 1856-57. The Guardians, supported by the Poor Law Board, proposed 
that a new workhouse should be built, for which they purchased a site at Darnall. The ratepayers 
OPposed the scheme and Guardians who were hostile to it were returned by large majorities. The 
site was re-sold, the project abandoned and improvements were carried out to the existing workhouse.6 

little in the way of sanitary improvement, or indeed general municipal improvement, could be 
expected from a Town Council which resolved in 1860, "That it is not expedient at the present time 
to conSider the most efficient means for improving the sanitary condition of the Borough"? 

As for the opportunities for adult education in Sheffield at this time, the Independent 
commented that" such institutions [literary and scientific] are here few in number, with (in most 
instances) inefficient means of carrying out their objects and with little hold upon the great mass of 
our townsmen".8 It seems that the merchants and manufacturers of the town had little connection 
with the Literary and Philosophical Society, and the Mechanics'lnstitute was in debt.9 Separated 
from the Athenaeum in 1851,10 the Mechanics' Institute survived, but only just, and the days of 
the Mechanics' Library, which "has long been acknowledged as one of the most valuable institutions 
in the town",11 were numbered after the opening of the Free Library in 1856 and it disappeared in 
1861. But the Free Library was one of the most hopeful signs of the times, as was the great success 
enjoyed by the People's College in the 1850's. The College was in decline when the Rev. R. S. Bayley 
left Sheffield in 1848, but sixteen young men determined to keep it alive.12 The government passed 
from one man to a committee of the students themselves and a unique corporate spirit was fostered. 
As an entirely self-supporting institution (donations were refused), the College flourished13 as an 
instrument of adult education among the working classes in Sheffield and as a model for similar 
institutions in other towns. 
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It Was recognized that the working olasses Were alienated from organized religion. Samuel 
Earnshaw, an assl.tant minister at the parish church, was of the opinion in 1861 that "the Christian 
religion has alltloSt entirely lost its hold upon the artisans of this country".l Horace Mann's survey 
in 1861 had revealed the extent of working class estrangement from organized religion in the large 
town.. Although humbers of skilled working men did attend chUrch and chapel and the influence 
of individual ministers often extended far more widely than their congregations, it is clear that the 
expansion whloh took place after 1861 afflicted chiefly the middle classes.2 In Sheffield this 
expAnSion Involved a ll denominations, but it was espeoially marked among the Primitive Methodists 
I nti the Congregationalisu, many of whom Were active in the Liberal party.3 

Quoted In 1:.1'1. Wickham, Church.nd P«Jpl. in.n Industr;'/ City. 1957. p . 115 • 
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CHAPTER II 

THE LIBERALS IN SHEFFIELD . .. 

The name "Liberal" was us d in the 1860's to danote those who believed In progress, In 
going forward politically as opposed to the Tories who were believed to be against such advancement. 
The term wal a vegue one, but because of this, men who held very different political opinions were 
all able to c: II themselves Liberals. Liberals were agreed that further parliamentary reform was 
necessary, but they were far from agreed as to the measure of reform required. Divisions among 
l.lberal. In Sheffield were accentuated by the weakness of Toryism In the town, since Liberals were 
far more likely to act tOgether when threatened by a serious Tory challenge, and by the legacy of the 
1840's, which hid seen the emergence of Independent working class political action and dlsagre ments 
with the middle classes over education, Incorporation. the Poor Law and public health. The two main 
sectlonl of the Liberal party In Sheffield are treated separately, though, as will appear, differing 
thades of political opinion existed within each. 

Thl Whig . Rldieall 

The Influence of such Liberals as Thomas Dunn,' Edward Smlth,2 William Fisher3 and 
J. W. Pye~Smlth4 wu based upon the general esteem and respect In which they were held In the town, 
end upon the Sh,ffli Id Independ,nt, a weekly newspaper, owned and edltad by an able Journalist, 
RO~rt Leader,S and which set out tha moderate liberal viewpoint to a wide reading publlc.1S But 
the mlddl. class Liberals were by no means In agraement on all subjects. Edward Smith, J. W. Pye· 
Smith, 8 brother.ln-Iaw of Edward Baines of Leeds, and Robert leader were the leading opponents 
of nate Interferenc. In education In Sheffield. As Dissenters, they fared that a government·sponsored 
scheme would strengthen the power of th Established Church : "we believe the danger to be that 
Patllament will not grant a system of secular and unsectarlan education", Leader wrote'? They also 
dlslllcid etntraliling measures which they thought would only create more sinecures. Leader stood 
firmly on the voluntary principle: " let th m.ans of education be multiplied among us. But let 
them ~ confotmld In principle to the self-educating, self-sustelnlng h bits of the English people. 
Lit them bt guided by our wants, our opinions, our Interests. Let them be modified or changed 
from time to time by the free movements of the national mind, not cast in the government mould, 
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to become ere long hindrances rather than helps".' Richard Solly,2 on the other hand, Supported 
a national system of secular instruction and spoke at a meeting for this purpose in May, 1850. He 
argued that the voluntary system was not sufficient and called for a measure that "should reach 
everyone".3 In the same year he and William Fisher, Junr.,· attended the first meeting of the 
General Committee of the National Public School Association.5 Although the scheme which Solly 
envisaged was that laid down in W. J . Fox's bill, which provided for a system of secular education 
maintained out of the rates and therefore largely free from central control, it was not acceptable ' 
to those who believed that education should be left entirely to voluntary effort.6 It is interesting 
that in Sheffield, as was the case in Leeds,7 Unitarians were prominent in the movement for national 
edUcation. Although these differences over education never really came out into the open in the 
1850's, they simmered beneath the surface and were of considerable political importance. Richard 
Solly's opinions about education and parliamentary reform brought him into close contact with the 
other main section of Liberals in Sheffield, the Ironside "party", which was committed to universal 
Suffrage and a nlltional system of secular education. His name was put forward by the Sheffield 
Free Press in 1851 as a suitable candidate for alderman in preference to the Queen Street "prop", 
J . W. Pye·Smith.8 Solly and William Fisher, Junr., were two of the leading supporters of John Arthur 
Roebuck9 who waS in favour of a national system of secular education. J .W. pye·Smith, on the 
other hand, was active in bringing forward George Hadfield, 10 a Congregationalist and voluntaryist, to 
oppose Roebuck in 1852 and he was annoyed when Solly suggested that behind the oPPosition to 
Roebuck "there was some little narrow·minded sectarian feeling" .ll The tensions between Unitarians 
and Congregationalists, apparent in the education question, were no doubt the product of the long 
years of struggle between 1825 and 1844 by the Unitarians for possession in law of their chapels, 
and no one had been more assiduous in challenging their rights than George Hadfield.12 Even as 
late as 1857, William Fisher, Junr., was complaining to Roebuck : "the fact is I have as grave 
objections to Mr. Hadfield as I had when he first came to Sheffield. It is not merely that he 
disturbed the Liberal party, but that he never gives a vote or makes a speech on any subject 
connected with the education of the people, or with the management of our foreign affairs, which 
does not annoy or disappoint me, and I consider him also very narrow on the Sunday questlon".13 
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The support which Hadfield enjoyed is an indication of the power of Dissent in Sheffield. 
Most of the leading middle class Liberals were Nonconformists who were opposed to religious and 
educational endowments and in favour of a separation of Church and State. Fear of encroachment 
by the Established Church lay behind the strong opposition to national education, and all measures 
were rigorously opposed, which were likely to strengthen the Anglican Establishment, "one of tbe 
greatest curses of the country",' as the Rev. H. G. Rhodes2 called it.3 There was pressure for 
reform to end the monopoly of the Capital Burgesses, who besides controlling a large amount of 
property had made the grave error of appointing a high churchman, Mr. Trevor, as an assistant 
minister of the. parish church . Robert Leader warned his townsmen that they must be "alert, 
Vigorous and resolute, or their ancient rights so long in abeyance, through their neglect and the 
contrivance of the Capital Burgesses, will now be taken from them for ever".4 Church Rates, 
long since abandoned in Sheffield, were still a live issue in Rotherham and Leader argued "in 
relation to religion, it is not only the right, but the duty of all men to ignore the State".6 He 
opposed the creation of more bishopss and condemned the ecclesiastical courts~ Nonconformists 
were anxious to bring about the complete separation of Church and State. In March, 1850, Edward 
Smith, a Quaker, chaired a meeting of the Anti·State Church Association, and the arguments which 
he put forward in favour of Disestablishment provide an interesting statement of the Nonconformist 
Position.8 He thought that the House of Commons and the ministers were in no way qualified "to 
exercise control over religion", and the Church of England was not the purest form of Christianity 
and therefore no more than any other church should it be set up as a State Church and enjoy 
patronage. At the same time as the Church occupied its privileged position, although it did not, 
as was asserted, contain the bulk of the people, Dissenters suffered all kinds of disadvantages and 
were treated IS "schismatics and heretics". Here Smith touched upon one of the main forces behind 
militant Dissent, the refusal of Nonconformists to be regarded as second-class citizens. He proceeded 
to argue that because the Church was part of the Establishment, it was hardly likely to speak out 
against it and it was therefore an anti ·reforming force . Hostility was directed not so much at the 
Anglican Church itself as at the connection between Church and State, although Smith believed 
that the Church lM:)uld derive real spiritual advantages from a separation. J. Kingsley dwelt on the 
evils of the Irish Church, the greatest single argument against the assertion that the Established 
Church contained the bulk of the people, and he argued that the Anglican Church itself was not 
free from schism, a ·reference to the tractarian movement. Other speakers included William Fisher 
and the Rev. Messrs. Clarkson, Horsfield, Mursell, Batey and Larom, minister of Townhead Baptist 
Chapel.9 Although he was not a speaker at this meeting, Robert Leader supported Disestablishment, 
maintaining that the Church should not be the "hireling of the state",l0 and "if the Church would 
be free, she must give up the riches and honours as well as shake off the fetters of the state"." 
The Anti-State Church Association was an important protest movement in Sheffield in the early 
1850's and Edward Miall, its leading national spokesman, addressed a meeting in the town in 
November, 1850.'2 
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The opposition of Nonconformists was di rected at the privileged position of the Established 
Church in society, not at the Anglican Church as a spiritual institution. Indeed, Richard Solly 
admitted that "the Church had been a great blessing in a vast number of instances".1 Noncon
formists were hostile to tractarianism2 and supported the Vicar of Sheffield, Dr Sutton, in his 
refusal to admit the high churchman, Mr. Trevor, to his pulpit. On the election of Trevor by the 
Capital Burgesses, Leader wrote that "a conflict has begun here, in the Church itself, between the 
evangelical element and the high church ism that maintains ... all those doctrines which are in favour 
of a ruling priesthood".3 The strength of Nonconformity in Sheffield helps to explain why ritualism 
did not take root there in the nineteenth century and why Sheffield remained a "model parish 
of evangelical churchism".4 In 1861 Leader supported Russell's Ecclesiastical Titles Bill designed to 
check the "Papal Aggression". While he did not miss the opportunity to protest against all religious 
endowments, he wrote: "It [Rome] moves by political and not religious influences ... we object, 
as English citizens, to this Catholic hierarchy claiming territorial authority In England ... when 
Rome arrogantly asserts a claim to authority over us, it is surely no unreasonable thing for the 
Parliament of England to enact, that everything which the servants of Rome may do, in pursuance 
of that claim to authority, shall be in law null and void" .5 

Leader differed from Roebuck who insisted that the Papal claims were unimportant and should 
not be made the subject of legislation.6 Popery implied spiritual and political despotism since "the 
pretensions of the papacy are wholly incompatible with the existence of free government",7 and Leader 
regarded the attendance of the Duke of Norfolk8 at the parish church as "nothing less than a 
renUnciation of that priestly domination in which he was brought up" .9 Although Leader was anxious 
that nothing should be done to endanger the toleration given to Roman Catholics to worship in their 
own way, it was inevitable that the "Papal Aggression" crisis would stir up anti-Catholic feelings and 
these were played upon by a number' of anti -Catholic lecturers, such as Father Gavazzi, who spoke in 
Sheffield on several occasions in the 1850's.10 Sheffield did not, however, experience the serious 
anti-Catholic riots which occurred in some other towns where there was a large Catholic community.11 

The "Nonconformist Conscience" was an important formative influence upon Sheffield . 
Liberalism. Liberals were generally opposed to capital punishment and Edward Smith, Robert Leader 
and J. W. Pye-Smith spoke at a meeting against it in January, 1861 .12 Richard Cobden's work for 
peace, a natural concomitant of free trade which , it was believed, would improve international relations, 
Was regarded as "a field that yet wi II yield a rich harvest",13 and in April, 1860, Edward Smith 
chaired a meeting to petition Parliament in favour of Cobden's motions for international arbitration 
and disarmament, at which the guest speaker was the Nonconformist orator, Henry Vincent, and the 
meeting was also addressed by William Fisher, J . W. Pye-Smith, Richard Solly and Robert Leader.14 
The Frankfort Peace Congress in August, 1850, aroused much interest in Sheffield.15 By contrast, 
Sheffield Liberals do not appear to have been excessively rigid on the Sunday question. There was 
some debate in 1850 as to whether Sunday work in the Post Office should be allowed and for a 
short time work was actually suspended. Robert Leader admitted that there was necessary work to 
~e done on Sundays and he believed that the whole question was not a matter for legislation . 
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and example t o recommend, as much as possible, his convictions to others".' Nor, despite the 
widespread prevalence of drunkenness in the town, "the sad besetting vice", Edward Smith called 
it,2 does t here appear to have been much support for prohibitive legislation. Leader certainly believed 
that intemperance would not be cured by . such measures as the Maine Liquor Law which excited 
mUch attention in England . It seems fair to conclude that compulsory Sabbatarianism and prohibition 
of the drink trade were not live political issues in Sheffield in this period. 

In January, 1849, the middle class Liberals had founded the Reform Society of Sheffield, 
of which Edward Smith was the President and William Fisher and Richard Solly the Vice-Presidents.3 
Besides its declared policy of free trade, the ballot, an extension of the suffrage, financial reform and 
oPposition to the extension of religious endowments, one of the principal aims of the society was to 
attend to the registration of voters both in Sheffield and in the West Riding. For this purpose it was 
linked to a central office in Leeds "where all changes in the register are systematically recorded, and the 
register is kept in such a way as to show t he relative strength of parties, and to be always ready for 
an election".4 I n its work of registration, for which it had an office and a regular secretary, the 
society appears to have been successful. In 1849 109 out of a tota l Liberal gain of 231 votes in the 
West Riding revision were accredited to the Sheffield district.6 In 1850 the gain in Sheffield was 
44.

6 
Members of the committee attended meetings of the Cent ral Executive Committee in Leeds 

and twice vi sited Rotherham "to urge their subscribing their proportion to the general fund" .' 
In 1851 the Liberal gain was 46.8 The society does not appear to have met after 1852,9 and the 
reason is quite clear . Registrat ion had become its sale work because it " requ ires a permanent and 
considerable income, which can only be ensured by carefully abstain ing from subjects on which the 

. various sections of reformers are not pretty well agreed",10 and no fina ncial assistance was received 
from the Whig gent ry of the West Riding. 11 Moreover, during a period of political quiet and Tory 
weakness, the incentive to pay careful attention to the register did not exist. 

According to a statement by W. S. Brittain at the first annual meeting, the Reform Society 
numbered several hundreds.12 But it never attained real popularity in Sheffield because it refused 
to make an expl icit declaration about the suffrage. This was quite deliberate because, in William 
Fisher's words, it "was such an interminable question that it was difficult to get any considerable 
number of persons together to agree upon a definite pOint" .13 R. J. Gainsford,14 for instance, 
believed that the franchi se was not a right, but something for which the people must show that 
they were fit, and they could do this only by taking "the proper means to acquire the knowledge 
that would fit them to exercise it",U5 a reference, no doubt, to the little-used Mechanics' Institute. 
!he Rev. H. G. Rhodes was of the same opinion, thinking that the "suffrage should be given to mind 
Instead of matter".18 William Fisher, on the other hand, declared that "he was not afraid of going 
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as far as any man towards an extension of the suffrage, and Richard Solly's position was the same as 
that of Cobden.1 Then there were Liberals, such as Charles Alcock and W. S. Brittain who, although 
committed to universal suffrage, were prepared to co-operate with the more moderate Liberals. In 
May, 1850, Charles Alcock and Ald. Isaac Schofield? an advanced Liberal, were the Sheffield 
delegates to a conference of the National Parliamentary and Financial Reform Association which 
aimed at household suffrage.3 However, the Association did not make much impact in Sheffield. 
Charles Alcock deolared in January, 1852, that about one third of the funds contributed by 
Sheffield had been subscribed by Richard Solly4. Liberals simply could not agree about the extent 
of reforh1 required and tended to take refuge behind such vague statements as "an end to nomination 
and a return to the true principle of representation by election".5 

Whatever their differences about parliamentary reform, Liberals were united in their support 
fOr the freehold land mOllement, which Leader described as "one of the happiest signs of the times,',6 
The land societies bought land which was then divided into plots among their members. The owners 
of these plots secured a 405. freehold vote, tactics which the Anti-Corn Law League had employed. 
But the societies were not only a means of increasing the political influence of the working classes, 
they were evidence also of "a worthy ambition to rise, to evince self-respect, and to gain the respect 
of others".7 They conferred social and political benefit upon the working classes. As the surveyor 
of the Park Wood Springs Freehold Land Society, Mr. Holmes, remarked at the first anniversary 
dinner of the society, in January, 1851, "it was calculated to create in the minds of the working 
olasses, a desire to advance themselves, not only politically, but morally and physically,,8 The dinner 
Was attended by Isaac Ironside and Robert Leader, men representative of the advanced and moderate 
sections of the Liberal party in Sheffield. A year earlier, Leader had praised the Sheffield Freehold 
Land Society and the efforts of the Walkley, Hallcar and Birkendale societies, all run by working 
men, and he had so much confidence in the movement that he believed that alone it would bring 
about the necessary parliamentary reform.9 The Reform Freehold Land Society was formed in 
February, 1849, and its first purchase was 4% acres at Crookes, at a cost of £700. 10 In November, 
1849, there were 186 members, holding 257 shares,11 and two years later the society had 258 
members, holding 423 shares1~ In February, 1851, Richard Solly reported to the Sheffield Reform 
Society that twelve of the Reform Freehold Society's allottees at Crookes had been placed on the 
regiUer, despite strenuous Tory oppositlon.13 But the belief, long held by Richard Cobden, that 
Parliament could be reformed silently by the organized purchase of 40s. county freeholds, was 
h1lsplaced, and, in time, it became clear that, however they might benefit the working classes 
morally and socially, the freehold land societies could not be used to bring about political change.14 

All Liberals were enthusiastic about the freehold land movement, and another subject, upon 
which moderate and advanced Liberals were agreed, was the need for economy. Robert Leader 
declared in March, 1850, "there is much room for retrenchment still", and he praised Cobden's 
efforts In this direction: "on the whole, we regard the movement for national economy as one of 
the most hopeful signs of the times" .1!! In April, 1860, George Thompson, M.P., a "Manchester 
SchOOl" reformer, addressed a meeting in Sheffield as a delegate of the National Parliamentary 
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ahd Financial Reform Association, and he denounced all kinds of "profligate expenditure", such as 
exorbitant salaries and the high cost of the army and navy, fortifications and foreign outposts,' 
Referring to the inequality of taxation, he called for financial reform: "you are to be taxed, because 
the more taxation the more revenue, the more revenue the more expenditure, the more expenditure 
the more patronage", Liberals believed that the only way to achieve economy and financial reform 
was by parliamentary reform since, in the words of Michael 8eal,2 financial abuses "originated from 
the preponderating influence in Parliament of the aristocracy whose families had to be provided for 
out of the public purse",3 It was because they believed that the government of the country was 
"nothing more than a family compact"· that Liberals resisted further encroachments by the central 
power, ''We would foster", wrote Leader, "by all means, the English antipathy to centralisation and 
to government meddling, whether general or local, as one of the most effective conservators of our 
Iiberties",6 In June, 1851, he opposed the Church Building Act Amendment Bill because it 
provided opportunities for "legislative jobbery",6 and one of his main objections to state-sponsored 
education was that it would create more placemen,7 Government had no business to interfere in 
the sphere which concerned local government: ''We have little faith in central authorities when 
dealing with the affairs that concern localities; the sound principle appears to us to be that the 
bUSiness, which is purely local in its nature, shall be under local management, and that all the 
aUthority to be exercised sha'" be derived from the fatepayers, who have the greatest interest in 
combining efficiency and economy",8 

Institutions such as the General Board of Health were especially suspect and Liberals were 
fond of contrasting the vitality of local government with the deadening influence of centralization: 
'IWhile it is of the nature of free local 'government progressively to improve, it is of the nature of 
central authority 'removed from adequate inspection and control to grow corrupt".9 

Although they disagreed about the best means to promote education, Libera ls of all shades 
of POlitical opinion were as one in recognising its value and importance. So the moderate middle 
class Liberals co-operated with the ultras in the campaign for the abolit ion of the paper duty, the 
newspaper stamp duty and the advertisement duty, which were known collectively as the "taxes 
on knOWledge". A meet,ing for this purpose was held in February, 1850, chaired by William Fisher, 
and at Which the Democrats, Isaac Ironside and Richard Otley, spoke,'O Ironside remarked that 
!oh It OWlver they differed on other points, they agreed in this, that ignorance was the evil, and 

nowle<tge the remedy", and on this question he was in agreement with such a moderate Liberal 
as Ald. ,.. R. Barker 11 who declared that "by the help of an unrestricted press, man's course is 
onward from darkness and ignorance to intelligence and light", and their object was "to make 
knOWledge as free as the winds of heaven, to expel the demon of mental darkness, to extirpate the 
hand of OPPression, and to elevate, enlighten and purify the great mass of society", Edward Smith 
st~ttd the main arouments against the taxes. By keeping education from the people, they encouraged 
cru"e and intemperance, and, by keeping the working classes in a state of ignorance, provided a barrier 
to further political change, in addition to preventing public opinion from ,acting on the House of 
Common. Finally, the taxes should be abolished because they fell most heavily upon the poor and as 
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part of a general reduction of taxation. The meeting ended with a resolution in support of the 
Newspaper Stamp Abolition Committee in London and of a society recently formed in Sheffield, 
of which the secretary was Creswick Corbitt.' 

All Liberals in Sheffield were sympathetic towards t he oppressed nationalities, Italy and 
Hungary, which were struggling to be free from Austrian control. In August, 1849, Isaac Ironside 
presided at a meeting to express sympathy for the Hungarians,2 and in September, 1851, on the 
Occasion of the visit to England of Kossuth, the leader of the Hungarian revolt, Robert Leader wrote : 
"we trust that the people of England will not be defrauded of an opportunity to shew to the world, 
by their reception of Kossuth, how deeply they sympathise with the cause of continental freedom".3 
This sympathy for the cause of liberty abroad was always an important feature of Liberalism. 
Sheffield Liberals were united in their opposition to the Kaffir War, which broke out in South Africa 
in 1851, and a large protest meeting was addressed by Henry Richard of the Peace Society in 
February, 1852.4 

The middle class Liberals differed from the Democrats in their general, though at times 
qualified, support for the Whig Government of Lord John Russell. While the democratic Sheffield 
Free Press thundered that "the country is fast growing weary of a clique which exists as a government 
only for the emoluments of office",5 the Sheffield Independent took an altogether more kindly view 
of the ministry, upholding Lord Palmerston over the Don Pacifico incident, thinking that "the people 
of England must stand by the Minister who stands by the cause of liberty and foils the despots".6 
The Independent praised Sir Charles Wood's budget in 1850,1 and had a high opinion of Lord John 
RUsselLs To the moderate Liberals, in the political circumstances of 1850 and 1851, the Whig 
Government, however inadequate, was closer to the Liberal cause outside Parliament than a Tory 
ministry would have been. Leader wrote in February, 1852 : "we admit that it has been a weak 
ministry", but "what we need in government is not a master, but an intelligent, honest and 
manageable servant", and "no government, within the memory of the present generation, has left 
affairs in a state nearly so satisfactory".9 Not all Liberals in Sheffield shared this view. 

The Oemocl'lts 

It is impossible to study Sheffield politics in the 40's and 50's without being fascinated by 
the amazing career of Isaac Ironside. He was born in 1808 in Masborough Into a poor family, which 
had strong connections with Dissent'O and ultra -radical politics. What little formal education he 
received was imparted at Queen Street Sunday School and the Sheffield Lancasterian School, but, 
al.thou9h he left school at the age of twelve and was apprenticed as a . stove-grate fitter, he continued 
~s education in the evenings and became an accomplished mathematician, winning prizes offered by 
t . e E~nburgh Review. 11 He had a genuine sympathy with the working classes from which he had 
men, and he had an unshakeable belief in the power of education as a means of working class 
self-improvement. To Ironside education was something more than elementary Instruction; it implied 
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a complete mental and moral elevation. He was an enthusiastic worker in the Mechanics' Library 
and the Mechanics' Institute,l and in 1837, supported by Ebenezer Elliott and the Rev. R. S. 
Bayley, he pressed unsuccessfully for a national system of secular education? As a growing 
spirit of independence emerged among the working classes in Sheffield in the later' 1830's and a 
desire to secure political and social reform by their own unaided efforts, Ironside moved away 
from co-operation with the middle classes and became one of the leaders of moral force Chartism, 
although he saw the Six Points of the Charter as a prelude to far-reaching social reform,3 and at 
this time he became a friend and disciple of the utopian socialist, Robert Owen.4 To propagate 
Owenite ideas and as an institution to spread education among the working classes, Ironside 
founded the Sheffield Hall of Science in March, 1839, at which G. J. Holyoake taught for some 
time.5 Although he broke with Owen in May, 1844,6 he never lost his faith in socialism and 
in 1849 he visited Paris, met the leading French Communists and presented an "Address", which 
was a thoroughly socialistic document? He played an active part in the Chartist agitation of 
1847-48, stressing the need for peaceful change. In the education controversy of 1847 he supported 
the proposed government measure and opposed the voluntaryists in Sheffield in a public meeting 
which lasted six hours, but resulted in the defeat of the supporters of a national system of education.8 

In 1849 as a leading member of Roebuck's election committee, he helped to secure Chartist support 
for Roebuck, which resulted in his being returned unopposed.9 

Ironside was anxious that the working classes should acquire knowledge and that they shou ld 
think and act politically, and he considered that the inert Town Counci l was an excellent instrument 
for their political education. He sought to make it a little parliament, a source of free and rational 
enquiry, as he had intended the Hall of Science shou ld be. Therefore, when he entered the Town 
Council in 1846, he insisted that it should discuss matters of national importance, a view of the 
role of the Town Council which was vigorously opposed by Thomas Dunn and the Whigs. He also 
demanded that the Town Council pay some attention to public health, an interest which was directly 
traceable to Owen's emphasis on the working class environment. His first proposal, on entering the 
CounCil, was for the formation of a Health Committee, of which he became the secretary.1O Although 
it had ho money and no power, it may have helped to make Sheffield a little more health conscious.11 

Ironside Was elected an Improvement Commissioner in August, 1847, and in February, 1848, he became 
an honorary secretary of a local branch of the Health of Towns Association.12 

Much as they disliked the ultra-radicalism and what they considered to be the overbearing 
arrogance of Isaac IronSide, the moderate middle class liberals received an even greater shock when 
he proceeded to organize the Democratic party within the Town Council. This was never a truly 
Working class party because it was not possible to find sufficient working men with the necessary 
education and property qualifications to sit in the Town Counci l. So at municipal elections the 
Democratic party sponsored mainly middle or lower middle class candidates, often tradesmen and small 
manufacturers, Who were prepared to support the Chartist demands, which included universal suffrage. 
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With strong working class support and with very efficient organization at ward level, the Democrats 
SOon became a real force in local politics. In November, 1849, they filled 8 out of 14 vacancies on 
the Town Council, which gave them 22 out of a total number of 56 seats 1 and seriously threatened 
the middle class predominance. Not surprisingly, Leader declared "we earnestly desire to see a 
termination of that class jealousy wh ich characterises these municipal struggles"? 

The progress of the Democratic party seemed irresistible. In January , 1851, it acquired its 
OWn weekly newspaper, when Ironside encouraged William Eaton and John Blenkin, previously 
compositors on the staff of the Independent, to found the Sheffield Free Press. In their first 
editorial they stated that the newspaper supported manhood suffrage, a state system of national 
education, rigorous economy in government and especially in the army, navy and civil list, and a 
reform and reduction of taxation, and it opposed class distinctions, capital punishment, the taxes on 
knowledge and centralization.3 The Democrats believed that "government as it concerns all, should 
be under the direction of all",4 a view which few of the middle class Liberals would have shared. 
The Democrats were openly contemptuous of the Whig Government and wanted a complete social and 
POlitical regeneration . In July, 1851, the "Central Democratic Ward Association" was formed, the 
crowning glory of the Democratic party organization. The scheme had been outlined in a letter to 
the Sheffield Free Press in June, 1851.6 It was "to be conducted by a president, secretary, treasurer 
and council, consisting of two delegates from each ward, who must be elected at the ward meetings". 
The nominal membership subscriptions (15. p.a.) of the central association would provide a fund to 
return radical town councillors~ The association vetted candidates and sought to unify Democratic 
pOlicy.7 At a meeting of the Central Democratic Association on 8 September, 1851, at Theaker's 
coffee rooms, a motion by a Mr. Glaves (Ecclesall ward) was carried unanimously that It should not 
approve any candidate who would not support universal suffrage, the selection of aldermen by 
burgesses in public ward meetings, the gradual reduction of the national debt, the abolition of 
nUisances,a and all measures of economy and reform agreed to by public meetings of the burgesses.9 

The middle class Liberals viewed the Ironside party with a mixture of contempt and alarm. It was not 
merely that they were ultra-radicals who were stirring up class feelings, but they were introducing party 
faction into the Town Council. To Robert Leader the Central Democratic Association was nothing 
more than an instrument of "arrant demagoguism,,1o and he warned that "unless the burgesses generally 
be~tir themselves, the spirit of dictation and faction will hold complete sway".11 But he had a more 
senous warning for the working classes. "The middle classes are not very likely to furnish the sinews 
of War for Political agitation for the benefit of the unenfranchised, when it is made a boast that they 
are excluded by 'democratic triumphs' from most of the wards of the borough, and efforts are being 
rna de to tu rn them out of the rest" .12 

S Leader believed that Ironside and his supporters were causing divisions among the Liberals of 

h
heffield and by their irresponsible behaviour were damaging the reputat'ion of the Town Council and 
arm' Ing the cause of refotm: "If the answer be that it [extended suffrage] would work throughout 
~e borough as the municipal franchise has worked in Ecclesall, in St. Philip's, in Brightside, in Nether 
f allam, and that such democratic gems as Messrs. Groves, Platts, Ironside, Booth etc. would be elected 
or the borough, we cannot conceive of a reply more sure to chill all enthusiasm in favour of an 
exten~ion of the suffrage" .13 He thought that they were lowering the whole tone of local government 
~nd diScouraging the respectable and best men from entering the Town Council. For their part, the 
I emocrats dismissed such strictures as the complaints of a Whig clique annoyed that their hold over 
ocal government was being challenged. 
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Ironside was greatly influenced by the writings and ideas of the antiquarian and constitutional 
lawyer, Joshua Toulmin Smith, whose most important work Local Self-Government and Centralization 
appeared in 1851 . Toulmin Smith believed that the great evil was centralization which had usurped 
the direct political power which the people of England had once enjoyed. He recommended 
decentralization and a transference of power to revived local institutions in which the people 
themselves should actively participate. The central feature of Smith's philosophy was the "wardmote" 
which "is simply the meeting together of the residents in a ward to moot all or any questions 
affecting their well-being".' The wardmote was so attractive to Ironside because it seemed to 
present an instrument of education among the lower classes through their playing an active and 
meaningful part in the process of local government.2 He had said in January, 1851, "let them have 
intelligence and power would follow",3 and ward motes would impart that intelligence. He thought 
that more was to be expected from "local self-government than from parliamentary reform",4 and 
he was opposed to any further encroachment by the central power; in April, 1851, for instance, he 
carried a motion in the Town Council for a national system of secular education under local authorities 
and free from all central control.5 "Centralization and local ' self-government - these are the two 
fundamental antagonistic principles which have now to do battle with each other over all the earth", 
declared the Sheffield Free Press. 6 The first wardmote was established in Nether Hallam in 1851 
and soon afterwards there were monthly meetings in St. George's, Ecclesall, St. Philip's and the Park, 
which anyone could attend. Fairly typical of the activities of the wardmotes were the proceedings 
of the Nether Hallam wardmote, which met at the Queen's Arms, Portmahon, on 8 December, 1851.7 

Isaac Ironside, as permanent chairman, presided and the number present varied from ten to sixteen. It 
considered the care of a local delinquent and discussed motions, about the watch rate for instance, to 
be introduced at the next Town Council meeting. The highlight of the meeting was when Ironside 
read from the writings of Toulmin Smith in favour of "a system of mutual reliance amongst the people 
instead of a delegated reliance - a dependence upon the police".8 Wardmotes discussed a variety of 
subjects and at the St. Philip's meetings papers on general topics were read, which illustrates the direct 
connection between the wardmote movement and education.9 But it appears that the movement did 
not achieve any great success 10 and it undoubtedly weakened the Democratic party by alienating two 
of its ablest members, Isaac Schofield and William Harvey.11 

The Democratic party also suffered as a result of the aldermanic question of 1851. Owing to 
a misinterpretation of the law, seven aldermen had failed to retire in the previous year, as they were 
required to do under the Municipal Corporations Act. The Mayor and Council duly applied for a 
"mandamus" to hold an election. ' Whereupon a small meeting was called by the Democrats at which 
it was resolved "that the seven persons they approved be elected Aldermen of the Borough,,12 and the 
Town Council was called upon to confirm the decision. The Democrats argued that the "mandamus" 
was illegal and that aldermen should be elected, not by the Mayor and Council, but by the burgesses 
in public meetings. But the~e arguments did not disguise the fact that this represented an ill -conceived 
attempt on the. part of Ironside and his supporters to gain control of the aldermanic bench. It failed 
and as far as the Democratic party was concerned the whole episode was a great mistake. It gave the 
impression, already held by the middle class Liberals, that they were ambitious and unscrupulous men 
with no regard for the public good. 

1 S.F.P., 22.5.1862 . 
2 J . Salt, IS8IJc Ironside, p. 139. 
3 S.I., 4.1 .1851 . 
4 5. 1., 17 .1.1852. 

6 J . M. F urn .... Record of Municipal Affairs in Sheffield, 7843-93, Sh.ffleld . 1893. p . 93. 
6 S.F.P., 3.1.1862. 
7 S. T., '3.12 .1851 . 

8 Ibid. 

9 Salt.op. Cit., p. 142. 
10 Thl. walthe opln Ion of the Sheffield Times. S. T., 13.12.1861. 
11 William Harv.y. 1818-86 : auctioneer ; a student lit the Peopl.·, College. 

12 Furn .... op. cit.,p . 93. The "People', Aldermen" were C. Alcock. W. Grov ••• I. Ironside. W. Hervey. T .E. Mycoc k. 
W. R. Harrison and W. Crowther. 5.1., 4.11 .1864. 
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This view seemed to be confirmed by Ironside's attitude to the Improvement Bill of 1851. 
He had done lis much as anyone to promote the bill, but then he suddenly turned against it and helped 
to defeat it In a public meeting of ratepayers late in 1851.' Ostensibly, his opposition to the bill was 
that in the form in which it emerged it gave excessive powers to policemen and magistrates: "we want no 
more fetters . Better remain as we are" , declared the Sheffield Free Press. 2 But it seems that Ironside r. fly obJectltd to thlt centralizing tendencilts of the bill. The Democratic journal declared that "the 
centralizing spirit is apparent throughout" and it sneered at the Independent, which supported the bill, 
that "in the politital glossary of the Snighill faction, local self-government evidently means local selfish 
government, government atcording to the narrow ideas of a clique".3 But this was hardly a sufficient 
.... son to reJltCt the bill completely, and Ironside almost certainly miscalculated. His aim, probably, was 
to dillY the bill 50 that it might be considered in the ward motes,'" thereby raising their prestige. But 
bV opposing It In the ratepayers'meeting, Ironside ensured that the bill was lost and the Democrats took 
the bltme. At the same time he alienated thosa members of his own party, such as Schofield and Harvey, 
who supported the Improvement 8i11 .~ 

In 1852 the liberal party in Sheffield was broadly diVided into the moderate middle class Liberals 
and the Ironside party. Richard Solly. who was anxious to bring about union between the middle and 
working tlasses, referred to this split in Sheffield Liberalism between those D mocrats6 who demanded 
nothing less than th Charter and other reformers, and he believed that "animosity between the radicals 
and the thllrtl$t$ was a $lIicldal polity .... it appe rad in their wardmotes, their lactions, and had 
bttn carried even into the sanitary affaiR of the borough".' It was to appe r also in the parliamentary 
t etlon of 1852 • . 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ELECTION OF 1852 

The divisions among the Liberals in Sheffield were clearly seen in the events which led up to the 
parliamentary election of 1852. When Lord John Russell's ministry finally fell in February, 1852, and the 
Tory ministry of Lord Derby was in a minority in the House of Commons, it was clear that a general 
election would not be long delayed and between February and July, when the election was held, Sheffield 
buzzed with political activity. 

Of course, Isaac Ironside was deeply involved. He was determined to secure the election of Joshua 
Toulmin Smith for Sheffield. He had begun late in the previous year with resolutions in the Nether Hallam 
and Ecclesall wardmotes, but Toulmin Smith made it clear that he would stand only if a requisition were 
presented to him by a public meeting, properly convened.1 It seems that Ironside also approached Professor 
Newman, whose views on the need to remove the national debt were currently popular, but he declined to 
stand. The Central Democratic Association sent a requisition to the Mayor, signed by 18 Democratic town 
councillors and about 50 others, to convene a meeting to consider inviting Toulmin Smith to address the 
electors with a view to his being adopted as a candidate.2 Charles Alcock chaired the meeting and the motion 
to invite Smith was carried with only three or four against, which indicated that most Democrats were pre· 
pared to support the candidature. I n view of this, an attempt was made to unite the two sections of the 
Liberal party in Sheffield. A meeting was held between the Whig·Radicals, represented by Leader, the Fishers, 
Solly, Beal, J.Fowler, G.A.Wood and Downend. and the Democrats, Foster, Wostenholm, Issac and James 
Ironside, and Councillors Thompson, Saunders, Alcock, Elliott and Westran. 3 But it appeared that the "real 
ultras", some Chartists meeting in Steelhouse Lane, were not present. So it was decided to appoint a 
committee, consisting of 4 Whig·Radicals (Solly, Fisher, Dunn, Leader), 4 Democrats (Westran, Foster, 
Wostenholm and Issac Ironside) and 2 from Steelhouse Lane (Bagshaw and Clarkson). But the hope for 
united action, by compromise on the reform question, was shattered by Ironside who, supported by the 
Steelhouse Lane Chartists, insisted on nothing less than universal suffrage.4 

On 16 February, Joshua Toulmin Smith addressed a meeting of electors in Sheffield. He thought 
that "the tendency and disposition to think that parliament could do everything, to believe in parliamentary 
omnipotence, and to crave its aid for everything, was the crying evil of our time", and he advocated local 
control of local affairs, " the maintenance of the right of self-government in opposition to centralization".5 
He was in favour of parliamentary reform6 and opposed to state education because it was an instrument of 
centralization.7 The meeting decided unanimously to adopt Toulmin Smith as a parliamentary candidate and 
the Sheffield Free Press urged his return as a "protest against the centralizing tendencies of our legislature".8 
It is clear that at this stage the Democrats thought that Toulmin Smith should replace John Par.ker9 who 
had held office under Russell and now represented "the whig ministry rather than the town",10 and whose 
politics were not thought radical enough. They hoped that Toulmin Smith would be returned with Roebuck. 
The Sheffield Free Press declared : "We cannot do our townsmen the injustice to suppose that they would 
sacrifice the superior abilities, fearless independence and unswerving, uncompromising hOl1lsty of Mr. Roebuck, 
in favour of a placeman [Parker) whose chief claim to a seat in parliament would seem to be a talent for 
keeping himself out of sight, and quietly drawing his salary" .1 1 

Toulmin Smith could be elected only if he were associated with a candidate who could command 
widespread support among the electors. Roebuck , however, was not prepared to be a tool in the hands of 
Ironside and the Democrats, nor to lose much middle class support which he would undoubtedly have lost, 
had he severed the Parker connection. Roebuck had disappointed Ironside who had been one of his principal . 

1 S.I.,14.2.1852. 

2 I bid. 

3 We.tran w •• secretary of the Central Democratic Assocl.tlon. 
4 S.I., 14.2.1852. 
IS S.I. , 21.2.1852. 

6 On 29 March, 1852, he declared " by COmmon right, every occuplar had a right to the fr.nchl .... . S.I., 3.4.1862. 

7 S.I., 21 .2.1852. 
8 S.F.P., 21 .2.1852. 

9 John Parker, 1799 · 1881 : educ:eted at Brasenosa College, Oxford; barrl.ter; .. rved al a Lord of the Tr ... ury .nd 
Flr.t Secret.ry of the Admiralty, 1B54 Privy Councillor. 

10 The words of Charle. Alcock. S.I ., 14.2.1852 . 

11 S.F.P.,21 .2.1852. 
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supporters in 1849. Ironside disliked what he considered to be Roebuck's off-hand treatment of him, 1 as 
well as his strong centralizing tendencies. So it was that by early March, 1852, Roebuck no longer fitted 
into Ironside's plans and he determined to remove him. He appeared to have a favourable opportunity to 
discredit Roebuck in the eyes of the Sheffield electors, when some letters were published linking him with 
a notoriously corrupt election agent, Coppock and purporting to show that he had "sold" Bath to the Whigs 
in the election of 1841 and was therefore not an independent member of Parliament. The Democrats sought 
to use these "revelations" to smeer Roebuck. "He stood before t he world divested of his robe of honour -
the mask of probity was torn from his face," declared the Sheffield Free Press. 2 But as usual Ironside over
played his hand. The accusations were shown to be unfounded and were easily refuted, and far from dis
crediting Roebuck, the cry of "Coppock", raised by his opponents, strengthened his position with the main 
body of electors in Sheffield. 

The second part of Ironside's plan to secure the return of Toulmin Smith was to find a popular 
candidate to stand with him. A group of influential Nonconformists in the town, including J.W. Pye·Smith, 
H.G. Rhodes, H.E. Hoole 3 and E.B . Schofield were dissat isfied with Roebuck. They disliked his views on 
education and resented his comments on the Kaffir War.4 They were anxious to secure the return of George 
Hadfield, a Manchester solicitor and a prominent Congregationalist. The Hadfield name was well·known in 
Sheffield. In 1850 George had helped to establish the Hadfield Charity under the terms of his brother's will. 
As the chief beneficiary of Samuel Hadfield, the highly respected Sheffield merchant, his own income doubled 
and he became an exceedingly rich man . Ironside and the Democrats decided to support Hadfield as a 
colleague for Toulmin Smith, and on 18 March H. Wostenholm, the secretary of Toulmin Smith's election 
committee, wrote to Hadfield inviting him to stand with Toulmin Smith.5 It seems that the Democrats pl8¥ed 
a trick on the Dissenters, several of whom signed the requisition to Hadfield on the understanding that he was 
to stand qu ite independently of Smith.6 Hadfield was ignorant of the state of politics in Sheffield and, with
out consulting any of the leading Liberals, rather imprudently agreed to address a public meeting with Toulmin 
Smith on 29 March.7 He impressed the meeting with his opinions in favour of a large extension of the suffrage, 
local self-government and against all religious and educational endowments and against the connection between 
Church and State, and on the motion of H.E. Hoole, seconded by Ald. Isaac Schofield, by a large majority , 
Joshua Toulmin Smith and George Hadfield were adopted as parliamentary candidates.8 

In fact, the Democrats were seeking to exploit a split among the middle class Liberals between the 
supporters and opponents of Roebuck . At this stage, Hadfield was considered a threat to Roebuck, not to 
Parker, whose"quiet worth and diligent service, his high personal character and his honourable self-denial, have 
made him so much esteemed by men of all classes that his re-election is considered sure".9 Robert Leader 
had no objection in principle to Hadfield except that, by standing, he would split the Liberal party and, by 
challenging Roebuck, might endanger the Radical seat. He explained to Hadfie ld that "our opposition to you 
cannot be one of principles - it is opposition to a personal and political friend who has been placed in a 
false position with regard to us, through the machinations of his and our opponents".1 0 Leader believed 
that the real villain was Isaac Ironside and that Toulmin Smith was no more than a pawn in his hands. On 
3 April, 1852, this view of Smith's candidature was set out in the letter of "an elector", published in the 
Sheffield Independent. "You [Toulmin Smith) were found by Mr. Ironside, and brought by Mr. Ironside. 
You are the candidate for I ronside, and, if elected, you would be the member for Ironside. Markl The 
possibility of your election could only exist in the midst of destructive dissensions among the Liberals of 
Sheffield .. .. you have gained the approbation of the Democrats, but remain almost unknown to the 
people of Sheffield". 

Ironside was linking Toulmin Smith with Hadfield and bidding for the support of those Non
conformists who opposed Roebuck. Leader would have been glad to see the return of Hadfield, had there 
been a vacancy, but he was committed to the support of Parker and Roebuck. Parker was a personal friend, 

It wa. IBid that after 1849 Ironside bombarded Roebuck with lettert, few of which he answered. 

2 S.F.P. , 3.4 .1862. 

3 Henry Elliott Hoole, 1806 - 91 : stove-grete manufacturer and proprietor of Green Lane Works; Congregationalist; 
a foundar of Ragged SchOOls; 1856 Alderman; 1869 Mayor. 

4 In Sheffield, In January , 1852, he had IBid that " war and war alone can praserve the co lonies of South Africa". 
S.I., 17 .1.1852. 

5 G. Hadfield , The Personal Narrative of George Hadfield, MS., S.C.L ., p .170. S.I., 3.4.1852 . 

6 R. Leader to G . Hadflald , 26.3.1852 , Leader MSS., S.C.L., L .C.186. S.I., 3.4.1852 . 

7 S.I. , 3.4.1852. 

8 S.I ., 3.4.1852. 

9 . S.I., 27 .3.1852. 

10 R. Leader to G. Hadfield, 26.3.1852, Leader MSS., S.C .L. , L .C. 186. 
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who had served the borough with distinction for twenty years, and, moreover, as a Whig, he was acceptable 
to those electors who sought a "safe" man. Roebuck was a distinguished Radical who, despite his faults,1 
was a credit to Sheffield and had done nothing which should cause the electors to reject him . On 1 April, 
Parker and Roebuck's election committee convened a meeting of about 300 electors favourable to Roebuck 
and Parker by invitation (to exclude the Democrats) . At the meeting Ald. T. Dunn, Ald. T.R. Barker, 
Richard Solly and Michael Beal expressed their confidence in and support for Roebuck, and the meeting 
resolved by an overwhelming majority to invite Roebuck to address the electors.2 Roebuck himself attri
buted Hadfield's candidature to the machinations of the Anti-Corn Law League. He told Will iam Fisher, Jnr., 
"the League and its leaders have never been cordial with me" and he remarked that "Mr. Hadfield will be 
thought to have done service to a clique if he succeeds in ousting me".3 On B April , Parker and Roebuck 
addressed a large open-air meeting in Paradise Square.4 John Parker had a very stormy hearing; he had doubts 
about the ballot and refused to commit himself on the question of parliamentary reform. He regretted the 
Ecclesiastical Titles Bill, for which he had voted, and the Kaff ir War, for which he had voted supplies. 
Roebuck's speech, on the other hand, was well received . He was in favour of the ballot, a large extension 
of the suffrage and complete civil and religious Iiberty.5 He gave a satisfactory explanation of the Coppock 
business and spoke to the Nonconformists in his characteristically blunt manner: "of the great dissenting 
bodies, taking them as a whole, I am bound to speak with the greatest poss ible regard . .. . but whenever 
I think them wrong, I shall say so". Ironside then rose to mount an attack on Parker and Roebuck. He 
dismissed Parker as an appendage of the Whig ministry, an unthinking adherent of Russell and not a popu-
lar candidate. As for Roebuck, he said that he had changed his mind since the Coppock disclosures and he 
now believed that he was not a fit person to represent Sheffield in Parliament. But the meeting did not 
agree with him and an amendment, put by William Harvey and seconded by William Fisher, in favour of 
Roebuck was carried by a large majority. Howeve r, the amendment of Ald . Dunn, seconded by Ald. Barker, 
in support of Parker was defeated, a clear indication, if further evidence were needed,6 that Pa rker was 
certainly not a popular candidate. 

After the meeting, addressed by Toulmin Smith and George Hadfield on 29 March, a joint election 
committee had been formed. But almost as soon as it had been cemented, this Democrat·Dissenter coalition, 
the most improbable of all alliances, began to dissolve. It soon became clear that many electors who would 
support Hadfield did not want Toulmin Smith, and a separate election committee for Hadfield was established.7 

Both committees produced requisitions.8 Then Hadfield disclaimed all connection with Toulmin Smith. Of 
course, to Ironside this rendered the whole purpose of the Hadfield alliance useless, and on 2 April he visited 
Hadfield and persuaded him to retire from the contest.9 This incensed Hadfield's supporters, especially Mac 
Turk and the Rev. H.G. Rhodes, and meetings were held to promote the revival of the Hadfield candidature .1o 

Ironside was now in an impossible position. Toulmin Smith had no hope of being returned unless he stood 
with Hadfield, and th is was now out of the question. Moreover, the Toulmin Smith committee had incurred 
large debts. In an effort to salvage something from a desperate situation, the Democrats resorted to some 
shady dealings and Ironside was definitely associated with them.11 They sought to persuade Hadfie ld's 
friends to payoff the debt incurred l?y the Toulmin Smith candidature in return fer the reca ll of Hadfie ld .12 

At a meeting of Toulmin Smith's committee on 19 April, it was resolved "that the cordial support of the 
electors attending this meeting be given to Mr. Hadfield at the ensuing election, and that a ll members of 
this committee be urgently requested to do the same", which , in effect, confirmed the resolutions made at 
a smaller meeting on 15 April. 13 On 16 April, a deputation, consisting of Gatley, Hoole and Schofie ld 

Leader admitt ed that "unhapp ily he sometimes brands as error and prejudice what many regard III sacred truth. 
and principles, and speaking with the vehemence of infallib ility, he too oftan offendl those from whom he differs". 
5.1.,27.3.1852. 

2 5.1., 3.4.1852 . 

3 J . A. Roebuck to Wm. Fisher, Junr ., 1 .4 .1852, Leader MSS., S .C.L. , L .C. 186. 

4 5.1 .• 10.4 .1852. 

5 He had been an opponent of the Ecclesiastical Titles Bill. 

6 In 1851 , Parker had declined a requiSition signed by 1,600 electors ca lling for his resignation. The Person I 
Narrative of George Hadfield, p. 169. 

7 The Personal Narrative of George Hadfield, p . 172. 5. 1., 10.4.1852 

8 5.1., 10.4 .1852. 

9 The Personal Narrative of George Hadfield, p . 172. 5.1., 10.4.1852. 

10 I bid. 

11 J. Salt, lsean Ironside, p. 152. 

12 5.1 .• 17.4.1852. 

13 5.1., 24.4.1852 . 
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brought Hadfield a requisition signed by 1,200 electors, with 600 verbal promises of support, which he 

accepted. 1 In effect, the Democrats2 had sold their support to Hadfield in return for the payment of the 
debts incurred by the Toulmin Smith venture. When he heard about it, Smith was shocked and instantly 
retired from the contest.3 The Sheffield Independent made the most of these quest ionable dealings: 

"Our opposition is not to Mr. Hadfield, or to his political principles, but to his position here. If 

he become a candidate, it will be as a divider of the Liberal party, - as an opponent of men who have 
hitherto united and served that party, - and as entering the field by virtue of a pecuniary bargain, and 
with support as corruptly purchased as ever were , the votes of the Edwards party at St. Albans" .4 The 
split in the Liberal party and the entry of Hadfield encouraged the Tories to try their luck. William 
Overend5 accepted a requisition to become Conservative candidate. He was in favour of Free Trade but 
opposed to parliamentary reform, the ballot and shorter parliaments. He supported state education (based 
on religious instruction) and the connection between Church and State.6-tr 

The tables had been turned on the Democrats . They had sought to use Hadfield, but Hadfield 
had refused to be used . Now they were committed to the support of one Radical, but the question was 

whom should they support as his colleague? It could only be Roebuck, who strengthened his position 
with the electors of Sheffield still further at a meeting in the Town Hall on 13 May.7 So the Democrats 
made a complete volte-face and the Sheffield Free Press blithely announced "Roebuck, with all thy faults, 

we love thee still' ~ ,8 and the men who a few weeks earlier had tried to destroy his political career now 
took up the cry "Roebuck and Hadfield" .9 The Sheffield Times,1'O which supported Parker and Roebuck, 
attacked the Democrats for their inconsistency, "that wretched clique who first endeavoured to disparage 
him [Roebuck] and finding that game would not do, now fawn upon him".11 Hadfield, it thought, was 
supported by "the most conceited elements of Chartism and the bitterest ingredients of Dissent" ,12 and 

his "main" supporters, the Dissenters, were "actuated by a personal and political hostility to Mr. Roebuck" .13 

It is interesting that all the leading Nonconformists who were opposed to Roebuck were Congregationalists. 

They included H.E. Hoole, J.W. Pye-Smith, the Rev. H.G . Rhodes, Mc Turk and E.B. Schofield. As 
voluntaryists, they disliked Roebuck 's support for national education, but more important was their wish to 
secure the election of a fellow Congregationalist. Leader was an exception for, though a Congregationalist, 
he was unwilling to abandon Roebuck. He was especially anxious to ensure the re-election of John Parker 

and Parker's only hope of success lay in the maintenance of the Roebuck alliance. Most of the middle 
class Liberal leadership - Thomas Dunn, the Fishers, Richard Solly and T.R. Barker - supported the sitting 
members. Roebuck and Hadfield were the popular candidates, backed by the Democratic machine. Parker's 
position would have been stronger if there had been no Conservativ~ candidate, for he would no doubt have 

received many of the votes which were given to Overend. 
At the nomination, on 6 July, Parker was proposed by Ald. Dunn and seconded by J.W. Pye-Smith, 

and Roebuck by William Fisher, seconded by Ald. T.R. Barker. In proposing Hadfield Ald. Hoole said that 

his candidature was directed against Parker, who was not a Radical, and as a colleague for Roebuck. His 

seconder, Isaac Schofield, also supported him as a colleague for Roebuck in place of Parker whom he des
cribed as "a political dummy".14 Overend was proposed by W.F. Dixon16as ':a liberal conser~ative" . In his 
speech Parker declared that he was a free trader and "a friend of education". Roebuck set out clearly the 
broad national issue: "you are here because Lord Derby wants to do away with free trade". He said that 

The Personal Narrative of George Hadfield, p. 173. 

2 Not all approved of what happened. The bUllness allenatad H . WOltanholm and the SOlicitor, C.E. 8roadbent:) 
3 S.I., 24.4.1852. 

4 S.I., 1.6.1852. 

5 William Overand, 1809 - 84: b. Shaffleld, son of Hall Overend, surgeon; oducated et Sheffield Grammar School; 
barrlltar; 1867 appOinted Commissioner to enquire Into Trade Unl.on .outrage. in Sheffield. 

6 S.I., 17.4.1852. 
7 S.I., 15.5.1852. 

8 S.F.P., 15.5.1852. 

9 S.I ., 22.5.1852. 

10 The Sheffield Times was first publlshad In 1846 al a Peellta newspaper. P.olltlcal comment WII. l.o.p rae thet The 
Leader ecculed It of giving up politics t.o please Itt T.ory advertiling friend. . S.F.P., 18.1.61 . I n A ugutt, 18 1, 
William Wiliott of Lond.on became l.ole proprietor and the edlt.or we. John Clarke Platt. 1853 - 67 Henry PawlOn 
end Samuel Harris.on were the Joint ownen end the p.olltlca .of the paper became solidly T.orV . 

11 S.T., 22 .5.1852. 

12 S.T., 29.5.1862. 

13 S.T., 16 .5 .1852. 

14 S.I., 10.7.1862. 

15 William Frederick. Dixon.of Page Hall, 1801 - 71 : la rge manufacturer; Deputy Lieutenant of Welt Riding. 
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he was standing with Parker because there was a danger that a Conservative might be elected if two Radicals 
stood together, as had happened when he was defeated at Bath in 1847, and because, whatever Hadfield's 

supporters now said, Hadfield had been brought to Sheffield to oppose him. Hadfield stood for parlia
mentary reform, free trade and peace. Overend stated that he was not a supporter of Lord Derby's 
Government and claimed to be an independent. The show of hands was in favour of Roebuck and Hadfield, 
and Parker and Overend demanded a poll. The result was heard by a crowd of between 18,000 and 20,000 
people . Roebuck and Hadfield were elected. 1 The 1 B52 Poll Book gives the following analysis of the 

voting: 

P 

SHEFFIELD 125 

ECCLESALL 31 

BRIGHTSIDE 12 

NETHER HALLAM 9 

UPPER HALLAM 
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TOTAL 181 
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94 

35 

15 

5 

19 

RH RO HO 

704 13 74 

236 6 32 

69 4 9 

63 5 13 

11 10 

19 6 

395 1,102 30 144 

4,034 votes were polled out of an electorate which in February, 1852, numbered 5,352.2 

TOTAL 

2,409 

859 

342 

250 

82 

92 

4,034 

The result could not have been unexpected . Hadfield's victory was due to his radical opinions and 

to Nonconformist support . The Democrats had been won over by his Radicalism and by the payment of 

the Toulmin Smith debt, "an expenditure of money such as has never before marked a Sheffield election" .3 

"My success," Hadfield explained, "was occasioned by the principles I avowed on civil, religious and comm

ercial freedom and reforms, the fairness and earnestness with which I advocated them, the testimony of a 
long life, the knowledge of my family, and the excellent and zealous management of my committee and 
solicitors - Mr . H.E. Hoole was a splended Chairman, Mr. Mc Turk and many others paid incessant attention 

to the canvas" . 4 

Parker was defeated because Radicals preferred Roebuck and Hadfield, and many Nonconformists 
preferred Hadfield . It is probable that his support for the Ecclesiastical Titles Bill lost Parker some Roman 
Catholic votes. 5 Moreover, as the poll analysis shows, Overend received the most "plumpers" (610)6 and 
these were votes that Parker would probably have received, had there been no Conservative candidate. 

Leader was convinced that the responsibility for the divisions in the Liberal party in Sheffield rested with 
those who had sought to oust the sitting members.7 The Democrats, who appeared to be the villains, were 
seriously weakened as a party by the Toulmin Smith venture . But they did not cause the division among 
the middle class Liberals between those who supported Parker and Roebuck throughout and those who 
brought in Hadfield against Roebuck and then directed him against Parker, after Roebuck's successfu l cam
paign in May. These divisions were not soon forgotten and were to rank le for severa l years. Nevertheless, 
Sheffield was now represented by two Radicals, a clear indication that "the majority of the electora l body 
have resolved upon the further progress of reform" .8 

The Gas Question and the Disappearance of the Democrats, 1852 - 54. 

Despite the failure to secure the return of Joshua Toulmin Smith in 1852, Isaac Ironside continued 
his plans for the political education of the working classes by their direct participation in the operation of 

10c~ 1 government. He was anxious that they should playa prominent part in affairs which touched th ir 

interests . One of these matters was the question of public health. As chairman of th Sheffi Id Highway 

Board, Ironside supervised the laying of deep drains in all the major streets in the centre of Sheffield. This 

work, carried out between 1852 and 1854, was a considerable achievement, though it appears that most of 

5.1., 10.7 .1852. The vot i ng was Roebuck 

H dfield 

Park r 

Overend 

2 ,092 

1,853 

1,580 

1,180 

2 S . L.R.,9.2 .1852 . Russell's proposed Reform Bill would have rais d th e Sheffield constituency to 11 ,386. 

3 5.1., 10.7 .1852. The sum of money involved was £100. 

4 The Personal Narrative of George Hadfield, pp . 174 . 175. Hadf ield's xpens s amounted to £1 ,770 . 18. 1 Cd ., of 
which the press WIIS the chief item. 

5 S.I., 10.7 .1852. 

6 An elector could either "plump" for one candidate Or " split" his vote b tw n two candid t I . 

7 5.1., 10.7.1852 . 

8 S.I. , 10.7.1852 . ·32-



it was contrary to the law. ' To sanction these extra-legal activities of the Sheffield Highway Board, 
Ironside summoned vestry meetings so that the people themselves were actually providing the "Iegal basis" 
and at the same time were being instructed in the "science of direct legislation".2 But the theory of 
"vestry authority" was to be given a far more· exacting test in the great gas question. 

As early as 1850 Ironside had begun a campaign against the United Gas Company, which he 
reckoned supplied gas at too high a price. , He also disliked the old Gas Company, the chairman of which 
was James Montgomery, because it represented the forces of tradition and authority in the town.3 So in 
October, 1851, he became a member of a provisional committee, headed by the Mayor, T.B. Turton,4 to 
form a new gas company, the Sheffield Gas Consumers' Company, which began to supply gas in the 
following year at a reduced rate. The new company was firmly backed by the Democrats and Charles 
Alcock became chairman. Even the Sheffield Independent believed that competition would be beneficial, 
though it did not concede "all that credit for disinterested zeal for the public, which they claim for them
selves".5 To the supporters of the new company, gas was more than simply a commodity to be sold at a 
reduced rate, it was a regenerative force, for where there was gas, there was health, morality, cleanliness 
and light. With education, it dispelled the darkness that clouded the lives of the lower classes. But, above 
all, he saw the gas question as a means of making a triumphant assertion of the power of local self
government. He argued that an Act of Parliament was unnecessary since it was sufficient for the activities 
of the Gas Consumers' Company to be sanctioned by the local Highway Boards, whose authority, in turn, 
was based upon vestry meetings.6 His opinion prevailed and the new company placed its faith in "vestry 
authority" rather than in an Act of Parliament. 

There was much public support for the new venture, and the old company was forced to reduce 
its price to a competitive level. It also began to sabotage the installations of its ri val and for some time a 
kind of civic war raged between the two companies. But it was not long before the Gas Consumers' Com
pany encountered serious difficulties. At York Assizes, in March, 1853, it was judged that the powers of 
the new company did "not extend so far as to enable them to do that which in law was a nuisance,,7 and 
this applied to the breaking up of streets for the purpose of laying pipes. Then Ironside, who was not 
satisfied with the running of the company, made a bid to secure complete control of the venture by 
accusing the directors in April, 1853, of "shameless and complete abandonment of principle .... on the 
question of pure gas".8 But all he succeeded in doing was to sow dissension. The old company continued 
to employ sabotage, which added to the technical problems of the new company, and on 31 May, 1853, a 
very serious explosion occurred on Spital Hill. Most important of all, was that the York decision was up
held in the Court of Queen's Bench in June, 1853,9 and this effectively disposed of Ironside's theory of 
"vestry authority". "Vestry authority" could not provide the legal basis for the venture. If the new com
pany were to continue its activities, it must apply for an Act of Parliament. But this was a costly business, 
and the Gas Consumers' Company was in debt. So it agreed to amalgamate with the old company in April, 
1864. The scheme had failed and the Sheffield Free Press regarded the amalgamation as a triumph for 
monopoly.'o 

By November, 1863, the Democratic party was disintegrating. There was no longer a single national 
issue upon which all Democrats could co-operate and agree, no longer a "cause" to hold the party together . 
In these circumstances, dissension crept in among the Democratic leadership. The aldermanic question of 
1851 caused serious trouble, and Isaac Schofield and William Harvey were alienated by wardmotes, opposition 
to the Improvement Bill and the attempt to oust Roebuck. Richard Otley disliked the Toulmin Smith 
venture," and the quarrels over the election expenses of Toulmin Smith's committee turned Henry Wosten
holm and C.E. Broadbent into Ironside's bitterest opponents. Indeed, as secretary of the election committee 
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of H. Vickers and Michael Beal, Wostenholm he lped to bring about t he defeat of Iro nside in Ecclesall in the 
municipal election of November, 1853,1 a defeat wh ich the Sheffield Free Press ascribed to "unscrupulous 
misrepresentation and secret machinations, inspired by personal malevolence and aided by a lav ish expenditure 
of money"? Finally, Ironside's attack on the directors of the Gas ConsumelS' Company alienated, among 
others, the chairman, Charles Alcock. It would have taken a great leader to have held the Democratic party 
together and this Ironside never was. He did not know the meaning of compromise and he expected the 

Democrats to follow blindly wherever he went. His language was often over-vehement, as when he made a 
wild accusation of corruption against the directors of the Midland Railway Company, for which he was 
forced to apologize.3 He also made a series of serious political blunders over the "People's Aldermen" 
question, the Improvement Bill, the Toulmin Smith candidature and the gas question. There is no doubt 
that his adherence to the theories of Toulmin Smith and especially the wardmote movement heightened 
tension among the Democrats, to whom the middle class Liberals were always hostile: 

"It has aimed," Leader wrote, "to set up a dictatorship, armed with a set of organised cliques, 
called 'central democratic associations' and 'ward-motes'; it has endeavoured to engross all local offices in 
the hands of subservient nominees of the moving power.,,4 

The decline of the Democrats can be seen in the results of the municipal elections. The first 
symtoms were apparent in November, 1853, when Ironside was defeated in Ecclesall. But in the following 
year, the Democrats suffered serious defeats, 7 losses to 1 gain,5 including the defeat of Ironside in Nether 
Hallam. This was the last municipal election wh ich the Democrats fought as a party. The Central Demo
cratic Association was defunct in February, 1854, when I ronside t ried without much success to form a 
Municipal Association as a successor to it .6 The middle class Liberals were overjoyed at the disappearance 
of the Democrats who several years earlier must have seemed a real threat to their political predominance. 

Leader announced in November, 1854, that "true liberalism has gained the day. False liberalism has been 

checked and humbled." This represented "the utter failure of the attempt to construct a party bound to 
unconditional obedience, ruled by one will, and devoted to its own aggrandisement" .7 This experiment in 

popular politics had failed; ; undeniably, the future lay with the middle class Liberals. For the next twenty 

years Sheffield Liberalism was a Liberalism of personal influence. The "violent conflicts" had certainly 
given way to "a more quiet state of things".8 
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• 

CHAPTER IV 

SHEFFIELD LIBERALISM AND THE CRIMEAN WAR, 1853 . 56. 

The attempts of Russia in 1853 to press unjust ifi able demands upon the Turks aroused widespread 
opposition in Sheffield. When Russian troops invaded the Danubian principalities in July, the Sheffield 
Independent declared that "the acts of Russia are those of the unprincipled bully, bent upon fighting on 
the most flimsy pretences".l Although all Liberals in Sheffield were loud in their condemnation of Russia , 
some hoped that war might be prevented and supported the efforts of Lord Aberdeen's Government to pre· 
serve peace. As late as October, 1853, Leader wrote that "while any, the remotest, chance of a satisfactory 
settlement exists, it would be wickedness and madness to resort to arms" .2 The Democrats, on the other 
hand, were raising a "war-cry" in the Town Council in July, 1853,3 and the Sheffield Free Press denounced 

English foreign policy as "trimming and truckling" .4 They regarded war against Russia as a crusade, necessary 
in the interests of Turkey and of European liberty : 

"We are called upon to defend right against rapacity, our honour against suspicion, and international 
morality against wrong and violence. We are summoned by the God of Freedom to oppose the God of the 
Russians, and by the interests of European civili zation to arrest the threatened deluge of Cossack barbarism" .5 

So Liberals in Sheffield were divided between those who wished to preserve peace, while condemning Russian 
actions, and the Democrats who wanted war which, though "it is a desperate remedy, .... is a necessary 
one: necessary to prevent the spread of despotism - necessary to restore the health, nay, to save the life , 
of European freedom" ,6 and who denounced "the disgraceful inaction of our government",7 " 'peace' -
palsied and Aberdeen-ridden".8 

There was widespread support in Sheffield, as in many other industrial towns, for the declaration of 

war against Russia in April, 1854. War fervour was partly a reaction to a long period of peace, but it was 

so high because Russia was the enemy, and, in the popular mind, Russia was synonymous with despotism 
and oppression . Russia was the enemy of liberty in Europe, and the oppressor of Poland. Sheffield Liberals 
had always been especial ly sympathetic towards the Poles in their struggle for freedom . It was believed t hat 

Russian power had to be checked in the interests of European liberty . There was a long tradition in England 
of R ussophobia, nurtured by such writers as David Urquhart. It is not surprising, therefore, that once war 
had been declared , there was a genera l wish that it should be prosecuted with vigour and resolution . But it 
became obvious, as the months went by and no victories were won, that the Coalition Government of Lord 
Aberdeen, which had striven so hard to avoid war, was not the Government to do this. The Sheffield Free 
Press denounced Aberdeen as the "friend of the Czar,,9 and believed that, until some explanation for the 

lack of success was given, "the nation will continue to question the judgement or honesty of its rulers, and 
the impression will not cease to prevail that the true strongholds of the Czar are Downing Street and Secret 
Diplomacy". 10 The Democrats mounted a campaign to oust the Government. 

"To effect the requ ired change in the conduct of the war, "the Sheffield Free Press announced, "it 
will be necessary, prima ri ly , to arouse the people of England, locally and nationally, In oppos ition to the 
Coalition Cabinet .... Sheffi e ld is, we believe, now ripe and ready for action, and will fo llow in the wake 
of Newcastle . Let all our great towns swell the cry of, 'No confidence in the Coalition' and its downfall 
will be certain and speedy" .ll 

On 25 September, 1854, a large public meeti ng was held "for the purpose of considering whether 
the government is deservi ng of the confidence of the country".12 Ald . Carr 13 expressed a lack of confidence 
in Lo rd Aberdeen , and Charles Alcock said that he did not like " the conduct of the Whig government" . 
Despite William Harvey's argument that "there were only a few twaddling, bigoted tory papers who were 

attempting to raise up an opposit ion to the government, of whose alleged unfitness no proof was given", 
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a vote of no confidence was carried by a large majority . The meeting was then addressed by Charles 
Attwood of Newcastle, chairman of the Northern Political Union. A Sheffield committee was elected, 
which included Ironside, Gill, Carr and Schofield, to co-operate with a committee in Newcastle, which 
aimed at the removal of the Aberdeen Coalition and a more vigorous prosecution of the war".1 In 
November, 1854, the Sheffield Free Press warned that "unless our government shall now at last manifest 
the necessary activity and energy, the cry for their impeachment, which has already more than once been 
raised in Sheffield and Newcastle, will reverberate throughout the land".2 The same newspaper denounced 
the Government's negotiations for a treaty with Austria: "while the immorta l heroes of the Crimea are so 
nobly sustaining the martial fame of England, the cause for which they have braved so much is disgraced 
at home by association with despots and hirelings".3 This agitation in Sheffie ld for the removal of 
Aberdeen's Government was, in some ways, similar to the much larger and more important Urquhartite 
movement which became strong in the town in 1855. It was led by those Liberals who drew their supp
ort from the working classes, especially the Democrats Ironside, Alcock and Schofield. No middle class 
Liberals spoke at the meeting of 25 September, 1854;4 indeed, the Sheffield Independent was very 
sympathetic towards the Government. At the close of 1854, it concluded that "no reasonable man, 
looking to the greatness of the power with which we are at war, can fairly be disappointed with the results 
of the first campaign".5 The anti-Aberdeen agitation may be regarded as the last campaign of the Demo
crats before they disappeared in November, 1854. As will appear, with the exception of Isaac Ironside, 
none of the principal Democrats, who took part in this agitation, were actively involved in the Urquhartite 
movement of the following year . But both movements were confined to the working classes and in neither 
were the middle class Liberals in any way involved. The agitation of 1854 also resembled that of the 
following year in its emphasis upon the evils of "secret diplomacy". 

"How long", asked the Sheffield Free Press, are we to endure this smothering of truth, in obedience 
to official etiquette? This paralyzing of justice, and this foster ing of treachery? Nothing short of a destruc-
tion both of secret diplomacy and of our whole system of resident embassies will effect it. The public often 
know, or can know, more than ambassadors know or choose to know".6 The references to Lord Aberdeen 
as the "friend of the Czar" echo the accusations against Palmerston in the following year. Both movements 
had strong links with similar movements in other industrial towns, and especially Newcastle. Finally, both 
agitations arose as a result of the failure of the Government to prosecute the war with as much vigour as the 
urban Radicals wished. The gulf between the Government and the people was widened sti ll further in January, 
1855, when the press revealed gross and scandalous mismanagement which had caused the army in the Crimea 
to suffer unbelievable hardships throughout the Russian winter. The public cried aloud for action, and it was 
the M.P. for Sheffield, John Arthur Roebuck who rose from his sick-bed to give voice to the public indignation 
which was felt nowhere more keenly than in his own constituency. An independent who distrusted the Whigs, 
fearless and vehement, Roebuck moved on Y January, 1855, "that a Select Committee be appointed to inquire I~'" 
into the condition of our army before Sebastopol, and into the conduct of those departments of the Govern- If} 
ment whose duty it has been to minister to the wants of that army"? The motion, which was carried by a 
majority of 157, gave the death-blow to Aberdeen's already weak Government. It is a measure of the strength 
of support in Sheffield for the war and for Roebuck that George Hadfield, who had close links with Cobden, 
Bright and the "peace party", moved round to a qualified support of the war .8 and seconded Roebuck's motion. 
In Sheffield the "peace party" never had a chance.9 " It is a most unfortunate course which Mr. Bright and 
some of his old friends have taken on the subject of the war", Leader wrote in December, 1854~0 and the 
Sheff ield Times was even more condemnatory: "the appeals to our selfishness made by Mr. Cobden and Mr. 
Bright fail at present, as we hope they will always do, to produce any effect". 1 1 All Sheffield Liberals stood 
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firmly behind the war and Roebuck . Leade r wrote: "We are glad that the public voice has found a 
spokesman in the House of Commons so able and fearless as our member, Mr. Roebuck .... ministers 
must make a wonderfully cogent answer to Mr. Roebuck before they can satisfy either the House of 
Commons or the country that their duty has been done, and that our whole system of administration 
does not need a radical change".l The revelations of administrative mismanagement prompted two quite 
distinct movements in Sheffield, the one dominated by the middle class Liberals and the other confined 
exclusively to the working classes, but both with the same aim - the vigorous prosecution of the war. 

The Sebastopol Investigation Committee , of which Roebuck was elected chairman, began its invest
igations in March, 1855, and the press was full of startling disclosures of "imbecile and wasteful mismanage
ment" .2 But one fact emerged above all others, which was that the reasons for the chaos and confusion in 
the Crimea could not be found in the incompetence of particular individuals but were the product of the 
system of administration itself.3 What was needed, therefore , was a thorough reform of the whole structure 
and central to the thinking of administrative reformers was the belief that this could be achieved by the 
introduction into the administration of commercial expertise, that "the panacea was to remake the Civil 
Service in the image of private business".4 In Leader's words, "we must introduce into our administration 
the common sense, knowledge, activity and industry that make our commercial undertakings successful . .. 
we must have a sweeping and thorough reform, and infuse into the administrative system of our government 
the genius of the country".5 In Sheffield the middle class Liberals supported the demand for administrative 
reform. Leader believed that the Administrative Reform Association would do valuable work "in the 
collection and diffus ion of information, in keeping watch on the systems of patronage and promotion in our 
various services, in checking abuse by the fear of exposure and in strengthening the hands of honest admin
istrators against the sinister influences which tend to pervert their choice".6 Leader called for a "properly" 
formed Administrative Reform Association in Sheffield,' but it does not appear that one was established.8 

However, on 20 June, 1855, a large public meeting was held in favour of administrative reform and the 
speakers included Fisher, Leader, Dunn, Alcock, Carr and Ironside.9 But the middle class Liberals did not 
speak at a public meeting on 30 April, to petition Parliament in favour of army reform,10 probably because 
they thought that army reform should not be attempted while the war was still being fought. 11 The admin
istative reform movement in Sheffield, carried on against the background of Roebuck's Committee, was 
important as an expression of the middle class Liberal reaction to the mismanagement of the war. The 
working class reacti01 was altogether more spectacular. 

This agitation owed its existence to the influence of David Urquhart . An ex-diplomatist, he loathed 
Russia and the Czar whom he regarded as the Anti -Christ, and not much less was his hatred of Lord 
Palmerston whom he held responsible for his expulsion from the diplomatic service some years earlier and 
whom he firmly and seriously believed was a Russian agent . Urquhart travelled the country addressing 
meetings and organizing Foreign Affairs Committees, the purpose of which was to study and investigate 
foreign policy with a view to "exposing" Russian influence. In Sheffield he found a ready disciple in Isaac 
Ironside, whose political fortunes were at a. very low ebb in 1855. Ironside hated Russia as furiously as 
Urquhart nor did he have any liking for Palmerston.12 But Urquhartism appealed to Ironside principally 
because it was concerned with education or rather it seemed to provide an instrument of education. Like 
the wardmote, but on a larger scale, it sought to purify and regenerate society by a process of "education", 
which I ronside regarded as the means whereby the masses would play an active part in, and therefore 
exercise a very real influence over national affairs. 13 It was I ronside who organized the Urquhartite agitation 
in Sheffield. He established the Sheffield Foreign Affairs Committee, became joint owner with John Blenkin 
of the Sheffield Free Press in April , 1855,14and established complete control of the newspaper in the 
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following November. l The newspaper beca me the o rgan of the Urquhartite agitation in Sheffield. With 
Urquhart, Ironside founded the Free Press wh ich first appeared as a national paper on 13 October, 1855,2 
and which was pr inted in Sheffie ld until it was transferred to London in August, 1856.3 W. Cyples, 
secretary of the Sheffield Foreign Affairs Committee, C.D . Collet, active in the campaign for the abolition 
of the taxes on knowledge, the Secularist G.J. Holyoake and Karl Marx were all associated with it and 
Marx wrote a series of articles, entitled Revelations of the Diplomatic History of the Eighteenth Century, 
which were published in the Sheffield Free Press in 1856.4 By July, 1855, the agitation was in full cry 
in Sheffield. It was a hysterical movement which saw Russian influence everywhere. The Sheffield Free 
Press hoped that "means may yet be found to arrest the Satanic heads, hearts and hands, which are now, 
and have been for so long a time, play ing the game of Russia in the secret cab inet of Britain - secret, 
but sacred no more,,,5 G.S. Ph illips (known more widely as January Searle). a co-editor of the Free Press, 
denounced Palmerston as a Russian agent at large meetings on 4 July , 7 and 8 November, 1855, and 17 
January, 1856.6 On 4 August, 1855, the Sheffield Free Press declared : "The campaign against the traitors 
and treason of the Brit ish Government is proceeding with unabated vigour. Hitherto it has been a series of 
successes .... the towns of England are moving each other, and we hope shortly to see the whole people 
animated with one purpose - to impeach and punish the traitors that have betrayed the honour and best 
interests of England" .7 Of Palmerston's guilt it had no doubt : "we denounce him as the aider and abettor 
of Russia, and are prepared to prove that in nearly all his foreign transactions he has sacrificed not only 
English interests, but those of Turkey, to the very enemy with whom we are now at war".8 

Ironside was appo inted perma nent chairman and W. Cyples secretary at a meeting of the Sheffield 
Foreign Affairs Committee on 1 January, 1856.9 The Committee met weekly to discuss and investigate foreign 
policy. I ronside himself described it in 1863 as " a committee of working men",10 and it is clear that the 
Urquhartite agitation was confined to the working classes. The Sheffield Independent stated that at the 
public meeting on 7 November, 1855, there was a numerous attendance, principally working men .

11 
The 

Foreign Affairs Committee was a pressure group concerned to influence public opinion by propaganda and 
public meetings. On 7 November, 1855, a public meeting was convened by the Sheffield Investigation 
Committee,12 at Ironside 's suggestion , to consider the high price of food , and David Urquhart was the 
principal speaker .13 On 4 March, 18,56, he addressed a meeting of the Foreign Affairs Committee itself, 
when "about 40 persons attended".14 The Committee remained in existence almost unti I 1870,15 although 
it was most active in the years 1855 - 56. But the Urquhartite agitation, of which Sheffield was probably 
the most important centre, was limited in its influence. It was weakened by divisions, principally between 
the supporters of Urquhart and those who refused to accept all his extreme views, although this does not 
appear so noticeable in Sheffield. Of course, Urquhart's extreme opinions commanded no support in 
Parliament, where Palmerston slowly strengthened his position in 1855. Roebuck certainly did not agree 
with Urquhart, although he was careful not to antagonize the Urquhartites. Also it must be remembered 
that the agitation was confined to a section of the lower classes. Like the wardmote, the Foreign Affairs 
Committee proved an inadequate instrument of education and political emancipation among the working 
classes. Apathy soon set in, and yet another of Ironside's dreams dissolved before him. But it would be 
incorrect to suggest that the Urquhartite agitation was unimportant. It strengthened that deep-seated 
Russophobia in Sheffield which was to be of great political significance in the Balkan crisis of 1876 - 78. 

The two agitations, that for administrative reform and the Urquhartite agitation, show that Liberals 
in Sheffield, both moderates and extremists, were active during the war and were at least agreed in wanting 
it prosecuted as vigorously as possible . They believed that this would make army and administrative reform 
absolutely necessary and that only by the complete defeat of Russia would liberty in Europe by achieved . 
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"When we say that t he war will p romote liberty", Leader wrote , "we mean that it will do so by weakening 
the powers of tyranny, by destroy ing the prop on which t hey have relied, and by leaving rulers and peoples 
to work out the ir own internal controversies free fr om the interference and dictation of an overbearing 
Czar".1 But in 1856 Palmerston found it impossible to continue the war, partly because of parliamentary pressure 
but more especially because his ally, Napolean III, refused to fight on . The Treaty of Paris, signed in March, 
1856, was greeted everywhere coldly and in Sheffield with hostility . When it was suggested that the end of 
the war should be celebrated, Leader commented, "we do not think that the peace is so glorious or the 
prospect of its continuation so sure, as to make it wise to spend our time in processions or our money in 
gas lights".2 The middle class Liberals soon forgot their d isappointment and stood firmly behind Palmerston's 
Chinese policy in 1857. The Urquhartites, on the other hand, regarded Palmerston's peace as the ultimate 
sell-out to the Russians: "The manner in which the peace is received shows, not that the people of this 
country hold this or that opinion on the war, but that they are servilely devoted to their Government in all 
matters of great importance, and that while they are willing to join a cry upon some crotchet, they are not 

willing to undergo the labour of study ing publi c affairs".3 In fact, with the conclusion of peace, the mood 
of national fervour , which at times approached hysteria, passed and political calm was restored. 

The Election of 1857 
In 1857 there was universal support in the country for Palmerston's policy in China4 and he was as 

popular in Sheffield as in any ot her town . The Sheffield Independent declared that "Lord Palmerston is 
laudab ly jealous for the honour and interests of the country,,5 and " he is the only man who, during the last 
two years, has risen to the greatness of the occasion, and has fairly represented the spirit and will of the 
British people".6 When Palmerston ' s prestige was at its height, a coalition of his principal opponents in the 
House of Commons - Radicals, Pee li tes and Tories - succeeded in bringing about his defeat by carrying 
Cobden's motion condemning his Chinese policy. Palmerston immediately applied for a dissolution of Parlia
ment and appealed to the country. The elect ion posed two mai n problems for the Liberals in Sheffie ld. If 
they were to attain any measure of unity , it was necessary to heal the split which had been caused by the 
intervention of George Hadfield and the defeat of John Parker in 1852. Secondly , assuming that the Liberals 
of Sheffield could unite in support of Roebuck and Hadfield, there was the problem of upholding them against 
the universally popular Palmerston, whose pol icy they had opposed by voting for Cobden's motion, a position 
which the Conservative candidate, Will iam Overend, sought to exploit by claiming to be a supporter of Lord 
Palmerston. 

In 1852 Liberals in Sheffield had been broadly divided between those who supported Parker and 
Roebuck and those who backed the candidature of George Hadfield. Roebuck had declined to associate 
himself with Hadfield, because, in the first instance, Hadfield had been brought forward to oppose him, and 
because he was conscious that Parker' s Whiggery could command the votes of lukewarm Liberals who would 
not vote for two Rad icals. Robert Leader believed that Liberalism in Sheffield would be strengthened If a 
Whig stood with a Radical , and thi s was a common practice in industria l towns at this time. This consider
ation, rather than personal ties, explains why such men as Leader, Dunn, Solly and Fisher supported Parker 
in 1852. His defeat caused much bitterness among Liberals which lasted for several years. Roebuck's 
resentment was apparent in a letter he wrote to Will iam Fisher, Jun r., in 1854: "I am not well pleased by 
this attempt of Mr. Hadfield to make himself of importance. What he did last year may be summed up in 
the word nothing and anything that he may say to the contrary will be simply pretence . ... I must say 
that the manner of Mr . Hadfield's election does not make me anxious to strengthen him in the good opinion 
of the electors - let him get through his work as he can".7 In the interests of Liberal unity and in view 
of the serious Conservative challenQe, it was decided on 13 March , 1857, to amalgamate the election committees 
of Roebuck and Hadfield .8 But, desp ite this , it is quite clear that the Roebuck - Hadfield alliance was far 
from smooth. On the day before the nomination, William Fisher, Junr., told Roebuck that he had "as grave 
objections to Mr. Hadfield as I had when he f irst came to Sheffield".9 Shortly after the election, Roebuck 

5.1., 13.10.1855. 
2 5.1., 17.5.1856. 
3 S.F.P., 10.5.1856. 

4 Canton was bombarded because t he Chinese refused to apologize for arresti ng the crow of II sma ll ve .. el Whi ch had 
been engaged In smuggling and piracy, while fly ing the British flag. 

5 S.I., 7.2.1857. 
6 5.1., 7.3.1857. 

7 J.A.Roebuck to Wm. Fisher, J unr .. date il legib le, 1B54. Leader MSS .. S.C.L., L.C. 186. 
8 S.L. R .• 13.3.1857 . 

9 . Wm. Fisher, JlInr., to J.A. Roebuck , 26.3.1857, Leader MSS., S.C.L. L.C. 186. 
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wrote to Fisher: "The absence of myoid friends was, I acknowledge, a cause of sincere regret to me. I 
attributed that absence to change of feeling and am glad to find that in your case I was mistaken. The 
alliance was thought necessary to success, and for the benefit of the liberal cause in Sheffield". ' It was his 
hope "that now peace and good will, will return to all in Sheffield"? Obviously bitterness persisted despite 
the alliance. Indeed, it did not end there. In the following year there was friction between Thomas Dunn 
and H.E. Hoole who claimed that Dunn had slighted him by not consulting him properly.3 Hadfield com
plained about Leader's hostility to H.E. Hoole, which was obviously bound up with Hoole's aspirations to 
the mayoralty.4 It was clear that the joint committee hid wide personal differences. 

Yet the alliance was necessary to secure the return of the members in view of the widespread 
support for Palmerston . Although most Liberals disagreed with them over the China question, they were 
unwilling to lose the services of men who had played such a prominent part in the previous Parliament. 
On 9 March, a meeting of Roebuck's friends unanimously decided to support him, though regretting his 
vote on the China motion.6 In view of Palmerston's popularity, the contest was bound to be close. William 
Overend stood as a supporter of Lord Palmerston and had the backing of the Sheffield Times, now a solidly 
Tory newspaper under the control of Samuel Harrison.6 Always opposed to Hadfield, the Sheffield Times 
disliked what it thought amounted to dictation by Roebuck: "Let us give Mr. Roebuck all the rope he 
wants, and he shall continue to be the useful censor over government which he hitherto has been, but let 
us resist his attempt to tie that rope round our necks with a heavy weight attached to it, that so he may 
choke the free expression of a vote for Mr. Overend, if in our consciences we think it desirable that the 
town should have an intelligent and practical representative, who will strengthen Lord Palmerston in his for
eign policy, and sensibly control our domestic reforms and retrenchments".7 After the election it sneered 
"this Robin Hood carries with him a Little John pledged to follow in his freebooting footsteps".8 Hadfield 
declared that the Conservatives in Sheffield "appeared to be stronger than ever before".9 Partly, no doubt, 
this was because Overend benefited from Palmerston's popularity. But the Conservatives also gained the 
votes of those lukewarm Liberals who previously had voted for Parker as a "safe" man but who were not 
prepared to vote for such advanced Radicals as Roebuck and Hadfield. In other words, the Conservatives 
had gained by the Liberal split of 1852; the marginal Liberal voters, or, as Hadfield described them, "some 
professed reformers of the old School" " 0 were lost, though probably in the long run Sheffield Liberalism 
gained by their defection. 

Nevertheless, in 1857, the Conservatives did very weIL " Overend lost by only 812 votes and 
received by far the most "plumpers" (1,596). which is evidence of the existence of a solid core of Conser
atism in Sheffield of great importance for the future. Undoubtedly, the success of the Liberal candidates 
was due to the amalgamation and co-operation of their committees, although Thomas Dunn considered that 
the expenses were about double what they should have been.'2 I n their election address Roebuck and 
Hadfield stated that they stood on the same principles as in 1852 - extension of the franchise and economy 
- and they claimed that in the last Parliament they had supported the Government, differing on only one 
vote. '3 The Conservative challenge enabled the Liberals in Sheffield to attain a greater measure of unity 
than they had known for a number of years. The Democrats were no longer a threat to middle class pre
dominance.14 "The Liberal party is reunited", Leader declared in April, 1857.'6 There were still differing 
shades of opinion, but Liberals were at least agreed about the men who should represent them in Parliament. 

J .A . Roebuck to Wm. Fisher, Junr., 1.4.1857, Leader MSS., S .C. L., L.C. 186. 

2 J .A. Roebuck to Wm. Fisher,Junr., 2.4.1857, L .. der MSS., S .C. L., L.C. 186. 

3 Hedfleld noted In his autobiography, "I had an unpl .. sant correspondence with Mr. Dunn of Sheffield", 
G. Hadfield, The Pflrsonal Narrative of George Hadfield, MS., S .C.L., p 195. 

4 G . Hadfield to R. Leader, 7 .11 .1 858, Leader MSS., S .C.L., L.C. 187. 

5 S.L.R.,9.3.1857. 

6 Samuel Hlrrlson, 1827 . 71 : b. 8enwell , Somersetshlre, son of a WesleYln minister; 1863 - 67 Joint owner with 
Henry Pawson of Sheffield Times; member of Carver Str .. t Wesleyan Chapel; 1867 · 71 owned end edited Sheffield 
Times, devoting his energies to "the advocacy of Conservative principles". S.I.,22.2.1871. 

7 S.T.,28.3.1857. 

8 S. T., 4.4.1867. 

9 The Personal Narr.till8 of George Hadfield, p . 188. 

10 Ibid., p . 189. 

" The voting wa,: 

The vote were ce.t as follows : 

S.L.R.,28.3.1857. 

Roebuck 
Hadfield 
Overend 

PLUMPERS 
R H 

84 90 

3,200 
2,871 
2,059 

o 
1,596 
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The bitter divisions of the 1840's and early 1850's seemed far away. If November, 1854, marked the 
demise of independent work ing class political action, the election of 1857 underlined middle class political 
predominance in Sheffield . 
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PART TWO 

1859 . 1868 

CHAPTER V 

THE NATIONAL SCENE 

"Lord Palmerston was the successful Minister, not because he imposed his policy upon the country, 
but because he understood and expressed the country's wants and wishes".l " In the country Mr. Gladstone's 
name and leadership will secure support, and probably draw forth that popular energy, on which the success 
of a reform bill must largely depend" .2 In the general election of 1859 the electorate had pronounced firmly 
against Disrael i's hollow scheme of parliamentary reform and had given yet another vote of confidence to 
Lord Palmerston. Palmerton's bluff and genial manner caught the popular imagination and everyone knew 
that he could be relied upon to conduct a foreign policy which was at once sympathetic to all liberal aspira' 
tions abroad and yet always mindful of British interests. He reflected the mood and temper of the country 
in the early 1860's, when prosperity at home and exciting events abroad diverted popular attention from 
domestic questions such as parliamentary reform . Although he must have realized that a solution to this 
problem could not be long delayed, Palmerston was able to point to the absence of a popular demand for 
reform, and he helped to foster this by his reluctance to bring in any reform bill or indeed to raise the 
question at all after the rejection of Russell's bill in Cabinet in 1860. He realized that the political situation 
and the mood of the country did not favour organic change. Such an attitude made him acceptable to the 
Conservatives who regarded him as the most effective check to the demands of the Radicals in Parliament. 
Palmerston understood the mood of the House of Commons and he knew how to handle it. His greatest 
political achievement was the creation of a parliamentary Liberal party . 3 He welded into a party in the 
House of Commons Whigs, Peelites and even Radicals, and he was able to hold them tORether because there 
were no domestic issues to split the party . The Whigs accepted him because he offered them political 
power without the need to come to grips with the difficult problem of parliamentary reform. The Peelites 
also sought office and were at one with Palmerston in their enthusiasm for the cause of liberalism abroad . 
Even the Radicals, or most of them,4 thought that he was preferable to Lord Derby and the Conservatives. 
The parliamentary Liberal party was held together by his personal ascendancy and political expertise . He 
was also fortunate in that the quiescent state of the country in regard to domestic politics enabled him to 
avoid questions which might have split the party, and the thorniest question of a" was that of parliamentary 
reform. 

Yet before Palmerston died in October, 1865, there were clear signs that the demand for parlia
mentary reform among the unenfranchised was growing. Chartism had disappeared by 1861 6 and its place 
had been taken by a labour movement directed by men with a far different outlook. It was associated with 
the emergence of the New Model unions, large craft unions organized on a national scale with headquarters 
in London, the aim of which was to make trade unionism respectable and therefore acceptable to the middl 
and upper classes. The new unionists abandoned Chartist notions of class warfare and of a working class 
utopia. They accepted, to a large extent, the competitive system and middle class political economy, and, 
above a", they were prepared to co-operate with the middle classes. They had close connections with the 
Positivists,6 intellectuals such as Professor 8eesly and Frederic Harrison, who provided the movement with 
a social philosophy. In their economic and political aspirations the New Model unionists found ready 
support from enlightened employers such as Samuel Morley, Titus Salt and A.J. Munde"a . These men saw 
the need for a recognition of trade unions and the free adoption of the principle of arbitration and show d 
a deep concern for the material and social welfare of their workmen. Most of them were Nonconformists 
with a profound sense of social and political mission . Their links with the new labour leaders were xtr 
mely close and amounted in some cases to a real friendship. The outlook of the New Model unionists can 
be seen in the career of Robert Applegarth,7 who in 1862 became secretary of the Amalgamated Society 
of Carpenters and Joiners. Under his guidance it became a national organization which by 1870 had over 
230 branches with more than 10,000 members .8 He built up a financially sound, effective and powerful 
union for the purpose of open collective bargaining, and which at the same time provid d all the b nefits 
of a friendly society. The keynote was moderation and respectability and strike action was the very last 
resort. Although probably no more than 10% of the working classes belonged to these unions, it w s 

5.1., 19.10.1865. 
2 5.1., 1.1.1866. 

3 See J . Vincent, The Formation of the Liberal Party 1857 - 1868, 1966, pp. 146 - 149. 
4 Roebuck wee an exception. From 1869 he In.lsted that a good measure of parliamentary reform wee mora likely 

to be carried by the Conservative •. 

6 R. Herrlson, Before the Socialists, 1966, p. 2. 
6 The fOllowers of Auguste Comte (1798 - 1867) . 

7 See A. 8rlggl, "Robert Applegarth and the Trada Unions", Victorian People, 1964. pp. 176 - 204. 
8 Ibid., p. 185. 
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this "labour aristocracy" or rather its leaders which came to control the labour movement. 1 In the quarter 
of a century after 1850 a vast gulf developed between the skilled and the semi-skilled or unskilled worker. 
Alfred Marshall wrote in 1873 that "artisans whose labour is not heavy, who are paid chiefly for their skill 
and the work of their brains, are as conscious of the superiority of their lot over that of their poorer 
brethren as is the highest nobleman in the land"? This was reflected in a sharp wage differential and a 
marked improvement in the economic status of the labour aristocracy in relation to the working classes as 
a who le.3 The greatest wish of these men was to rise in the social scale and to be socially acceptable to 
the classes above them. When they spoke of the working classes, they thought in terms of the skilled elite, 
and they were as suspicious of the "residuum", that part of the working classes which could not safely be 
admitted within the pale of the constitution, as was John Bright himself. 

The builders' strike of 1859 - 60 is rightly regarded as a turning-point in the history of the labour 
movement, because from that time leading trade unionists became more p.:>litically conscious. This was 
reflected in the formation of the London Trades Council and the foundation of a trade union newspaper, 
the Bee Hive, in which a number of London trades held shares. There were obvious political implication 
in the demands of the builders for a nine-hour day, and in the agitation to secure the repea l of the Master 
and Servant Act, which made the breaking of a contract a criminal offence for an employee but not for 
an employer. The political consciousness of the work ing classes was increased by events abroad, by the 
struggle for liberty in Italy and Poland, but more especially by the triumph of democracy in the American 
Civil War. The majority of trade unionists supported the cause of the North,4 especially after it had 
become identified with the destruction of slavery , as they showed at the great St. James' Hall meeting in 
March, 1863. The Americal Civi l War was probably the most powerful stimulus of all to English workmen 
to demand their political rights . Moreover, it helped to broaden their hori zons; English trade unionists 
played a prominent part in the foundation of the First I nternational in 1864.5 The reluctance of trad 
unionists to take part in political agitation was being overcome. The Miners' Association, formed at Leeds 
in 1863, had a definite political programme and committees to promote it.6 Most important of all, trade 
unionists were prominent in the Reform League, founded in February, 1865, the secretary of which was 
George Howell, a builder and secretary of the London Trades Council. The purpose of the Leagu , whi h 
had branches throughout the country, was to agitate for registered and residential manhood suffrage nd 
the ballot. Trade union participation was very marked in London because of the influence of th London 
Trades Counci l and the fact that the New Model unions were based there . In Sheffield, by contrast, it 
was negligible . Indeed, the Northern Department of the Reform League was supported by indep ndent 
working class action from unionists and non-unionists, pro-unionists and anti -unionists. The trade union 
branches tended to remain aloof, confining their attentions to specifically trade union matters, n indication 
that in the North the old idea that politics were not the concern of the trade unions di ed hard .

7 
Th re 

may also have been an element of suspicion of the London-based New Model unions which wer th b ck
bone of the Reform League in the capital.s An important feature of the Reform Lague w s that it was 
prepared to co-operate with the middle classes and indeed to receive financial support from withy manu
facturers such as Samuel Morley. They were ready to compromise with John Bright who, with th b eking 
of the ManChester-based, middle class National Reform Union, was conducting a popular gitation for hou -
hold suffrage. Indeed, throughout. the struggle for reform in 1866 and 1867, the Reform Leagu accept d 
the leadership of Bright who was most successful in bringing about middle class - working class co-op r tlon 
and in persuading the working dasses to accept much less than their original dem nd for r gist r d an 
residential manhood suffrage. That he was able to do this was an indication of how conciliatory th lour 

, leaders were prepared to be and how much the attitude and outlook of the movem nt h d ch ng d sin 
the days of Chartism. So when Palmerston died, there already existed the basis in th country for popul r 
reform agitation . His successors, Russell and Gladstone , recognised that a reform of P rli m nt wa now 
political necessity . 

Russell, who became Prime Minister, had abandoned the principle of finality as rly 
since that time had endeavoured without success to carry a reform bill. Gladston 's cony rsion to m r 
reform of parliament had come in 1864 when, in a speech on Baines' Bill , he said th t " v ry m n who i 
not presumably incapacitated by some consideration of personal unfitness or of political d n r, i mor lIy 

Harrison. op. cit., p . 32 . 

2 Quoted ibid., p. 27 . 

3 Ibid., p . 25. 

4 Confederate sympathies ware strong among a number of I bour leaders, aspacl lIy of the older anoratlon, but the 
rank and fll appear to hav b en solidly pro-Federal. Sea A . Harrison, "BritiSh Lebour and th Confed racy" , 
Inrernational Review of Social History, Vol. 2, 1957, pp. 78 · 105. Also "British Labour and Am rlcan SllIvary", 
In Before the SOcialists, 1965, pp . 40 - 77 . 

6 France. E. Gillespie, l.8bour and Politics in England, 1850 - 67, Durham (U .S.A .). 1927, p . 227 . 

6 Ibid. 

7 M .A. Dunsmore, The Northern Department of the Reform League, Sheffield M .A . Th sis, 1962, p. 26 . 

8 R. Harrison, Before the SoCialists, 1965, p . 11B. 
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entitled to come within the pale of the Constitution".1 Although Gladstone supported only a very moderate 
extension of the franchise, his words were widely interpreted in the country as an argument for democracy . 
But the Liberal reform bill, introduced in March , 1866, was extremely moderate. Its main feature was a £7 
property franchise in the towns, and the entire scheme would have created about 400,000 new voters. The 
bill was opposed in the House of Commons by Conservatives and a group of Whigs, led by Lord Elcho and 
Robert Lowe, who were against any kind of parliamentary refortn. These "Adu"amites", as Bright termed 
them, possessed in Robert Lowe a most powerful and influential parliamentary orator.2 He argued that re
form was unnecessary because the political system was satisfactory, and that even a moderate reform would 
open the dOor to democracy which was to be dreaded because It would lead to the transference of 
political power to the ignorant, would destroy real leadership and would inaugurate widespread social reform. 
Gladstone's lack of taet in handling the Whigs and his refusal to be conciliatory widened the breach, which 
Darby and Disrailli were quick to exploit, insisting that the absence of a widespread popular aglt tlon was 
proof that the country was indifferent to the question of parliamentary reform. They soon discovered how 
wrong they were. The Ministry resigned in June, 1866, when it was defeated by a Conservative - Adu"amite 
ooalltlon on Lord Dunkellin's motion to substitute a rating for a rental franchise, which would hav nullifi d 
tha Whole sch me. The popular indignation at the rejection of such a moderate reform bill was expressed in 
numerous public meetings throughout the country. A riot occurred in Hyde Park when the Conservative 
Govftrnment locked the gates to prevent a Reform League meeting. The sight of the mob running wild in 
the park frightened respectable London and the riot was a clear warning to the Conserv tives that the reform 
question could not be ignored. 

Oisraell realised that the Conservative party could gain great advantage from a satisfactory settlement 
of the problem. He was concerned to retain power and to keep the Liberels divided. At the same tim , he 
was detarmined to carry a reform bill , which wOuld bring credit and prestige to his p rty, as w II as sp cific 

lectoral dvantages.3 To achiellil his aims, he was prepared to be as devious and politically opportunist s 
'n.cassary. Both Derby and Dlsraeli believed that a comprehensive settlement of the question was not incon
sistent with Toryism, since they regarded the Conservative party as the tru party of r form:- In any case, 
it was worth a "leap in the dark" to establish the party as a serious political alternative to th Liberals, which 
they had not b" en since 1846. Gladstone was faced with the difficult task of holding a Lib ral party to
gether, which was divided into moderates, Radicals and Adullamit s. The R form Act of 1867, which m rg d 
from. labyrinth of political manoeuvring, was in part the result of Disraeli's skilful h ndling of Hous of 
Commons, the conservatism of which would always have prevent d him from being push d too far by the 
Radical. But it Was also the product of a general realization that only a ra Ity compreh nsill m asure of 
r form would settle the question and qui ten th agitation outside Parliam nt. What em rgad w s hou hold 
suffrag in th borough~, which, radical as it seemed, did not significantly alter the xisting political structur ,5 

Th R form Act enfranchised th skilled urban artisans, the "I bour aristocracy" of the N w Mod I unions and 
the Reform League. 

The struggle tor parliam ntary reform co-i ncided with th discussion of anoth r subj ct of vit I con rn 
to th working class s, the futur of trad unions. It must hav med at this time th t th Ir very x st n 
w s threatened. Men like Applegarth had spent years trying to tnak unionism rasp ctabl , and all th Ir ffor 
wer jeopardiz d by the methods of intimid tion employ d by cart in of th sm II craft union in Sh ffi Id. 
These outrages had occurr d many tim 5 in the past but n tiona I att ntion w s focu on Sheffi Id in Octo r, 
, 866, after an explosion of gunpowd r in th hous of a m.n who h d r cantly s d from th 10 I w 
Grind r51 Union. So great w s th outcry that a Royal Commission was establish d to in sti t tred un on 
in g n ral and th situ tionin Sh ffi Id in particular. Th public w s shock d by th di clo ur befor th 
trlbun I at Sh tti Id, When it appe r d that tw III out of ixty local union were implicet d in th crim d 
that th instigator w $ William Broadh ad, s cretary of th Saw Grind rs' Union and tr su r of th Unit d 
Kingdom Allilneeof OrganIzed Tr' d S.6 Although resp ctablunioni m, repre ' nt d in h ffi Id by Willi m 
Oront) ld ot the I tt rpr S5 print rs and G orge Austin of th pring makers, Ind the n tion I tr 
I der hip con mned the outt'ages, th eff ct on public opinion we by no m ns favour bl to tr 
A th ume tun , in the Hornby v. Close ca it w s ruled thlt, as trad unions r not fri n 1',1 
their funds wer not prot.cted by law and they had no legal redr ss ,again t de hone t offici I Tr 
re liz d that they must ex rei som ln11u nce upon any I gisl tion 8f11 cting th union. h h I 
why they wet so anxious to Cure th' franchise in 1867 and why the union w r $0 int r 
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of 1868. For the working classes the central feature of the election was not the Disestablishment of the Irish 
Church but the future of trade unionism. The powerful machinery of the Reform League was used to back 
Liberal candidates,1 and the support which they obtained from the newly enfranchised artisans contributed to 
the great Liberal victory of 1868. 

Sheffield: Economy and Society 

In the decade 1861 - 71 the population of Sheffield increased more rapidly than in any corresponding 
period between 1851 and 1891 . When compared with the previous decade, it is clear that the increase in 
population was the result of a natural increase rather than the consequence of migration,:' the level of which 
remained constant. TtJe statistics compiled for Russell's reform bill of 1860 sho~ed that a population of 
183,096 occupied an area of 22,370 acres.3 By 1871 the population numbered 240,OOO~ Settlement was 
particularly dense in the east end of the town in Brightside and Attercliffe, near to the large steel works. 
Between 1851 and 1871 the population of the former increased from 12,000 to over 48,000 and the latt r 
from over 4,000 to over 16,000.6 The problems of public health and housing became more cute, but in 
the 1860's no serious efforts were made to solve them. The Town Council remained solidly opposed to 
expenditure on sanitary improvements. Workmen's houses were built mainly during periods of depression 
when costs were low, which meant that there was an acute shortage of housing in boom years when the 
labour influx was rapid.6 Moreover, it has been shown that in 1870 the bulk of workers' hou s were 
owned in blocks of between ten and fifty by such people as tradesmen and publicans who could Ie st 
afford improvements, and that large firms in Sheffield did not own much property. In 1870 - 71, for 
example, only two firms owned more than fifty houses; these were Benjamin Huntsmen with ninety four 
and John Brown with fifty three.7 House ownership by building societies was n gligible and there was no 
inducement to improve the worst property which was built on land held on short lease from the Town 
Trustees, the Church Burgesses and the Duke of Norfolk.8 

The Town Council in the 1860's showed little enthusiasm and aroused little interest. Although by 
1869 the majority of municipal electors were artisans, the Council was dominated by the middle cl s s 
whose overriding concern was for economy, which is partly understandable because Sheffield pos ss d no 
source of revenue apart from the rates. An opportunity to remedy this came in 1864 when the D I Dyke 
reservoir burst its banks, causing great loss of life and property. The Water Company presented a bill to 
Parliament giving it power to raise its rates by 25% to cover the cost of compensation. But the bill arou d 
such opposition in the town that a special meeting of the Town Council on 27 June, 1864, attended by 31 
of the 56 members, resolved to purchase the Water Company.9 The Conservative Sheffield Tim. welcomed 
the decision, having declared some weeks earlier,"we have now a chance of escaping from our municipal 
smallness and poverty.',10 W.C. Leng 11 mounted a campaign against the Water Company and In favour of 
municipalization in the Sheffield Daily Telegraph. 12 The Conservative element in th opposition to th 
Water Company was partly political since a number of leading Liberals were important her hold rs, 
including one of the borough members, George Hadfield. Robert Leader in the Sheffield Indepenc/lnt wa 
sympathetic towards the Water Company and its bill, although he favoured some limitation of th Com ny's 
power to increase water rates.13 He was against purchase by the Corporation because it "falls 0 short of 
its proper duties, that in its hands bad management and jobbery would be inevlteble".14 Lader's poor 
opinion of the Town Council may partly have been dictated by dislike of the incr aslng Conservatlv Influ n 
in the Council,16 but the incompetence with which it conducted its opposition to the Wat r Comp ny's b II In 
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Parliament would seem to justify h is view. Not only did it fail to buy the Company but it failed to secure 
any limitation of its wide powers to raise its rates. The water question had political consequences because a 
group of councillors accused Roebuck of supporting the interests of the Water Company against the town and 
made a bid to oust him in the election of 1865. 

Leader listed "an uninterrupted career of stupidities as cannot be taken to prove anything less than 
that the Town Council has sunk utterly below the level that should entitle a public body to confidence and 
respect".1 These included an abortive scheme for a new Town Hall, apathy about the condition of the 
present Town Hall, the loss of a government allowance towards the police force, the inept handling of a cabmen's 
strike, the water question and an opposition to placing Sheffield on the main North-South railway line. 
Allowing for Leader's Liberal bias, the record of the Town Council was not impressive, especially in view of its 
refusal to carry out sanita ry improvements. However, a step of great importance for the future was taken in 
July, 1864, when the Town Council adopted the Local Government Act which abolished the township highway 
boards.2 A small public meeting met on 4 July, 1864, to protest against the adoption of the Act.3 It was 
argued that the burQesses had not been asked and Stephen Lister objected to "the abolition of the h ighway 
boards, and the centralising of all local authority into the hands of the Town Council" . There was a fear, 
expressed by J.W. Rurns, that the workinQ classes would lose to a middle class body what small powers in 
local government they possessed, but there were workmen, such as George Crapper, who supported the 
adoption of the Act.4 Leader fully supported the Act, and he thought that" the hostility comes from 
owners of small property in a bad condition, from people who love to spend the rates, almost irresponsibly, 
as members of township hiQhway boards, from township officers and collectors who fear the aisturbance of 
their comfortable berths by any change".6 The assumption by the Town Council of authority for all sanitary 
matters was important for the future, even though it made little use of its powers in this period . 

There are signs that the living conditions of the working classes in Sheffield were improving in the 
1860's. Real earnings continued to rise and the greater spending power of the working classes was seen in the 
consumption of good quality food, in the purchase of furniture and furnishings and in an increase in savings.6 

Co-operation began to develop in this period, the Brightside and Carbrook Co-operative Society being founded 
in 1868. These gains were being made by the skilled artisans, the "labour aristocracy" . It was men of this 
class who were prominent in the congregations of the Wesleyan Reform Union, which built seventeen chapels 
between 1851 and 1881 in working class areas,7 and of the Primitive Methodists, the chapels of which w re 
situated mainly in working class distr icts. The Rev. Robert Stainton8 had a flourishing congregation of 
intelligent and politically alert working men at Garden Street Congregational Chapel. A leading Liberal nd 
teetotaller, he was very concerned with the social problems of the time. In July, 1867, for example, he 
addressed 15,000 working men on the trade outrages,9 and in August, 1867, he called upon the saw grinders 
to expel the culprits, Broadhead and Crookes. 1o The influence of such ministers as St inton, John Calv rt," 
Henry Tarrant 12 and David Loxton 13 was very wide, the more so because they concerned thems Ives with 
social and political questions of vital importance to the working classes. Their influence, therefore, extended 
far beyond their individual congregations. 

In the light trades expansion continued in the 1860's, interrupted by a brief slump in 1862 caus d 
by the decline of exports to the Un ited States as a result of the Civil War, but this was soon m d up by th 
opening up of Continental markets and the absorption of surplus labour in the heavy industry .14 So pro perou 
were the light trades in this period that there was an acute shortage of labour in the years 1864 - 66.18 Such 
material prosperity favoured the growth of trade unionism and the politica l activities of workmen. But th slow 
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progress towards mechanisation began in the 1860's and machinery was introduced in the file trade by Thos. 
Turton's in 1865. The great file strike of 1866, ostensibly caused by a dispute over wages , was In fact 
fought on the question of the introduction of machinery.1 The strike, which lasted sixteen weeks, failed and 
the file unions were fo rced to agree to machinery. The local craft unions made some progress towards 
collective action in this period. In 1858, the Sheffield Association of Organized Trades was founded . In 
March, 1861, the secretary, William Dronfield2 reported that 26 trades and 4,000 members were afflliated.3 

Its purpose was to settle trade disputes. As a result of the file strike, a conference of trade unions was held 
in Sheffield in July, 1866, to form an organization to sustain unions against lock-outs.4 The United Kingdom 
Alliance of Organized Trades was established with its headquarters In Sheffield and with Sheffield unionists 
acting as officials. It is interesting that the large amalgamated unions held aloof.15 The Alliance broke up In 
1867 due to lack of funds and the discovery that its treasurer, William Broadhead, was the instigator of the 
outrages. However, the majority of local leaders were not involved and continued to play an active part In 
the trade union movement. 

Heavy industry expanded rapidly in the 1860's. The technical innovations of Bessemer and slem ns 
made possible the production of high quality steel in large quantities. The firms engaged In steel production 
Brown's, Firth's, Cammell's and Vickers - had an enormous capital basis and employed large numbers of work· 
men. The 1860's were years of boom and high profits, and even the financial crisis of 1866 checked expansion 
only slightly. By 1867, % of the plates for new British ironclads were made at John Brown's Atlas Works.8 

With the exception of the engineers, most workers in the steel industry were not organized in trade unions.' 
Sheffield was a prosperous industrial town but it lacked that sense of civic pride which distinguish d Leeds nd 
Bradford in this period. The Rev. J.P. Gledstone, writing in 1867, said that Sheffield had no public buildings 
"of any size or worth".8 Certainly there was nothing to compare with Leeds Town Hall or the Bradford 
Exchange. Such outward symbols of civic pride were absent because Sheffield did not possess a real civic 
consciousness. It has been said that it was more like a village than a town, "for long not one single city but 
a number of relatively distinct working class communitles".9 Gledstone believed that "of opinion we have a 
full share, but of public opinion we have none, or next to none, We are an aggregate of men; we are not 
community; we are thousands of Englishmen, but we are not united in our social Iife".10 I mposl ng civic 
buildings were expensive and s 'heffielders drew a distinction between non-productive and therefore unjust lf l ble 
expenditure, which included "extravagant public buildings", and productive expendlture.11 Sheffie ld ratep y r. 
wanted a tangible return for their money. They would agree to the widening of streets, because that would 
Improve commerce, but they had no interest in monuments of civic pride and In March, 1861, the burgess s 
had vetoed a scheme to couple the new Free Library with a costly municipal hall .12 But the Sheffield 
temperament alone cannot be blamed for the absence of a true civic consciousness. The town lacked a tru 
civic leadership. There was no one in Sheffield of the stature of Sir Titus Salt to provide social and politica l 
leadership. The principal industrialists in Sheffield were either Tories or had strong Tory leanings . nd, though 
very generous in their benefactions, their personalities unfitted them for this kind of rol . The Llberlll I ad r
ship in Sheffield was not drawn from those classes which had the wealth, time or breadth of vi sion to provld 
the kind of civic leadership which Birmingham enjoyed in the 1870's. The Sheffield Town Council , Incre singly 
dominated by Conservatives, with an overriding emphasis on economy and characterized by mlsmangem nt and 
petty squabbles, could give no lead. It is hard to disagree with Gledstone's conclusion that "one of our great t 
wants is a larger diffusion of zeal for the good of the whole communlty".13 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE CAUSE OF LIBERTY ABROAD 

English Liberals had always had great sympathy for oppressed nationalities struggling to be free and 
aiming to secure liberal institutions. and between 1869 and 1865 their enthusiasm was roused to fever pitch 
by events in Italy. Poland and America. Not only does it help to explain why this was a period of domestic 
political calm, but the focus of popular attention on political rights provides the background to the struggle 
for parliamentary reform in England in 1866 and 1867. These events also broaden~d the horizons of politically
oonsclous Englishmen of every class. 

Italy Ind Pollnd 

When war broke out between Austria and Piedmont, supported by France. in 1869. there was som 
debate among Liberals in Sheffield as to what the policy of England should be. A public meeting was held on 
2 June, which resolved to petition the Queen in favour on non-intervention in the war.1 This policy was 
supported by speeches from two of the local Liberal leaders, Robert Leader arid William Fisher, by the Vicar 
of Sheffield, Dr. Sale,2 and by the Rev. J. Flather3 who believed that "Italy would some day be free; but It 
would be made free, not by the infervention of France or Austria, but by working out the principle of liberty 
for herself". Isaac Ironside, chairman of the Sheffield Foreign Affairs Committee, opposed neutrality. He 
argued that France had oontravened the Treaty of Vienna. that it was all part of a Russian plot and that 
Napoleon III was wholly under Russian influence.4 But few people now took Ironside seriously and his 
Influence in local politics was by this time probably negligible. Although Sheffield Liberals had every sympathy 
with Italian nationalism, they were anxious that England should remain neutral. Leader thought "It [the Italian 
question] is rather to be solved by a policy of non·intervention than by any active measure".1S There s much 
iusplcion of the devious policy of Napoleon "I and disapproval of the French annexation of Nice and Savoy In 
April, 1860.6 Indeed so strained were the relations between England and France at this tim that a French 
Invasion was thought possible. Leader declared that "while the present ruler of France Is on the thron , th 
world can never be at ease".7 Garibaldi's Sicilian expedition In June, 1860, aroused great enthusl sm In Sh ftl Id. 
In vain Ironside applied to the magistrates to stop a public meeting to sympathise with Garibaldi and to appreh nd 
William Sharman who was oollecting subscriptions to aid the Sicilians.s The meeting to render "moral and 
pecuniary support to the workers In the cause of Italian unity" was held on 11 June, 1860.8 The only int rruptlon 
was from a certain Nuttall, a IlItter press printer and supporter of Ironside, who "walked out of the room with an 
air of melo-dramatic dignity". William Sharman made an earnest appeal for help and a Mr. Thomas proposed that 
funds should be raised by means of an artisan bazaar, an indication of working class support for Garibaldi. Non of 
the middle class Liberal leaders attended the meeting, which was remarked upon by William Harvey who said "h 
was only sorry that more of the gentlemen who took a prominent part in political matters wer not pr nt to show 
that they were the real friends of liberty". Samuel Jackson, nail maker of Attercllffe and veteran Radical, d cl r d 
that he "was prepared not only to subscribe for Garibaldi, but, if necessary. to go as volunt r to Italy". J ckson 
had little time for Ironside who "used to be a ~ocialist and chartist; then he turned tory; and now he had b oom 
a oonfederate of the King of Naples". A oommittee was formed. which Included mlddl class Lib rals uch 
Leader, Fisher and the Rev. J . Page Hopps, minister of Upperthorpe Unitarian Chapel, and former Democrat uch 
a. the grocer Abraham Booth and Wi II iam Harvey.1 0 Thus enthusiasm for the Italian cau w pr nt among 
Liberals of differing shades of political opinion in Sheffield. 

Roebuck,11 however, did not share the enthusiasm of th majority of his constituents. H r f rr d to 
Italy's struggfe for liberty as likely to result at best in a change of masters.12 In 1860 he visited Austria and 
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became convinced that some progress towards constitutional government was being made, and this prompted 
him to advocate an Anglo-Austrian alliance and Austria's retention of her Italian possessions.1 This shocked 
his constituents who were also puzzled by his vote to keep Lord Derby in power in 1859. It was demanded 
that he explain his recent conduct. On 2 April , 1861, he addressed a meeting at the Surrey Street Music 
Hal1.2 He explained that his reason for supporting Lord Derby in 1859 was that he was convinced that a 
Liberal administration would not pass a reform bill; he refuted the allegation that he had backed Derby for a 
subsidy to the Galway Company, of which he had been a director. He disposed of the equally unfounded 
assertion that he had been in the pay of Austria. It was Roebuck's belief that England's interests lay in up
holding Austria as a barrier to France and "what is fo r the benefit of England is for the benefit of mankind". 
Typically, he ended his speech by telling his constituent s that "I shall do as I like" . This did not satisfy the 
meeting which made it quite clear that it disagreed with his views on the Italian question. William Fisher 
thought it better for Venetia to be Italian rather than Austrian, and Dr. Holland3 believed that "Italian unity 
to be worth anything, must embrace the entirety of Italy". William Sharman read a letter from Thomas Dunn 
which showed that Dunn differed from Roebuck on the Italian question.4 Robert Leader was convinced that 
a strong united Italy, including Venetia and Rome, would be a far more effective check to France.6 There 
can be no doubt that Roebuck's popularity in Sheffield suffered as a result of his opinions on Italy, which 
provided a powerful argument for those who would accuse him of being a Tory in disguise . 

Enthusiasm for the cause of Italian liberty was matched by the sympathy expressed for the Poles 
when they revolted against Russia in 1863. A meeting was held in March, 1863, and the speakers included 
Edward Bramley6 and R.J . Gainsford.7 William Fisher urged that England should act with France and put 
pressure on Russia to restore Polish liberties. Underlying this sympathy for Italy and Poland was the firm 
belief that they had a real "mission" to spread liberal institutions and to encourage liberalism abroad. They 
were convinced, in the words of the Rev. J . Page Hopps, that "God had set England to be a refug nd 
light to the nations".8 Robert Leader, supported by the former Democrats Broadbent and Wostenholm, 
spoke in support of a petition to stop all trade with Russia" until she shall have restored to Poland the 
constitution guaranteed by the Treaty of Vienna". A committee to assist the Polish cause was established, 
including Leader, Page Hopps and J .W. Burns.9 Roebuck attended a meeting of this committee on 9 April , 

1863, and poured cold water on its schemes to aid the Poles by advising it to leave matters to the Govern
ment. 10 This probably reduced the effectiveness of the committee's work, for as its secretary, Henry 
Wostenholm, explained to a large public meeting, consisting chiefly of working men, in June, 1863, their 
appeals did not raise much money because it was felt that to send Poles back to their own country was to 
send them to their certain death, a point which Roebuck had made to the committee in April. At this 
meeting Charles Bagshaw of the razor smit hs and chairman of the Sheffie ld Association of Organiz d Tredes, 
urged that England should, if necessary, fight for Poland in co-operation with France .11 It is interesting 
that at a time when trade unionists in Sheffield tended to remain aloof from politics that an influential 
and respected man such as Bagshaw should feel so strongly about Poland as to come forward and playa 
prominent part in such a meeting. But by this time the interest of all was fixed on the great struggle 
across the Atlantic. 

America 

English attitudes to the American Civil War were complex and varied according to the w y In which 
the strugg le between the North and South was interpreted. In Sheffield there was a long anti-slav ry tr dition 
and those people who thought of the war as a crusade by the North to abolish sl very w r firm upport r 
of the Federal cause. On the other hand, there were those who saw the war primarily in politica l t rms, 
an attempt by the North to subjugate the South which had as much right to be free and ind p nd nt 
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Italy or Poland. They regarded the South as an oppressed nationality and played down the slavery question 
by insisting that the North had not embarked on the war to emancipate the slaves. The strong pro-Confederate 
sympathy in Sheffield owed much to the influence of John Arthur Roebuck who, in 1862 and 1863, put 
pressure on the Government to recognize Southern independence. It rested on admiration for their "pluck" in 
the face of apparently overwhelming odds, but it also rested on the conviction that it was in English Interests 
for the Union to be divided. 1 Long before the Civil War the power and resources of the United States were a 
source of apprehension to many Engli$hmen, and they disliked her brash and bullying style of diplomacy. Nor 
did the North make many friends in the opening years of the war. Federal war aims were confused and battl s 
were lost to smaller but better disciplined Confederate forces, which lent weight to the argument that the re
conquest of the South was impossible.2 Moreover, the North seemed never to miss a chance of insulting and 
provoking England. The removal of two Confederate envoys from a British ship, The Trent, on the high seas 
in November, 1861, caused great indignation and a popular demand that such an outrage to the flag should not 
go unpunished. Although the North backed down and the matter was settled without recourse to war, It en
couraged anti·Northern feeling in England. The Conservative Sheffield Times remarked in January, 1862, "we 
regret that there should be a likelihood of America having to suffer so much, but it will at any rate tend to 
moderate that recklessness of temper which has characterised a part of her people" .3 So underlying English 
sympathy for the Confederacy was the belief that the American threat to England would be reduced if the 
South became an Independent nation . 

In the Sheffield Independent Leader adopted an anti-Northern standpoint throughout the war. At the 
start of the war he wrote: "nothing can be better for the American States, and fqr the world at larg • than 
that there should be a speedy and peaceable separation" .4 He emphasized that the abolition of slavery was 
not a Federal war aim and that the war was being fought simply to preserve the Union . "We are against 
slavery. But the North would bolster up slavery if only the slave states would remain in the Unlon" .e He 
could see no reason why the South should not secede and he did not believe ''In any of the allegations of 
the necessity of wagin~ war to keep the South in union with the North".6 Samuel Harrison in the Sheffield 
Times not only denied that slavery was the issue in the America n Civil War,7 but declared "it becom s mor 
and more apparent that the war is to be one of subjugation and conquest".8 In May, 1862, Leader wrote 
that "they cannot be united without damage to both, and the thing most to be desired Is an end of the 
strife and a quiet and permanent separation".9 However, at a time when the possibility of English m dl tion 
in the conflict was being widely discussed, the press of Sheff ie ld, Liberal and Conservatlv , was united In 
insisting that England should not interfere and should maintain a completely neutral posltlon.10 Lincoln's 
Emancipation Proclamation of January, 1863, which freed the slaves in the rebellious states, did not cau e 
the Sheffield press to alter its view of the war. Leader remarked "if it had been an anti -slav ry w r, It would 
have been popular in England from the beginning, notwithstanding the sufferings It has brought upon our 
country. And if it now involve the overthrow of slavery, future generations will have r ason to rejoice In th 
result" .11 The Sheffield Times considered that the North was waging "a war for mere emplre",':Z nd th 
Conservative Sheffield Daily Telegraph , ed ited by Joseph Pearce, was equally emphatic that tIthe war In Am rl 
Is a war waged for dominion, and dominion alone".13 But the press was divided about Roebuck's sugg stlon 
at a public meeting in May, 1863, that the English Government should recognize Southern Ind pend nee. 
Although he believed that separation was the best solution, Leader opposed Interv ntlon b caus opinion In 
England was divided. 14 Samuel Harrison thought that " the time has not yet come for the recognition of 
the South".1 5 The Sheffield Daily Telegraph, on the other hand, was now in favour of recognizing "the 
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States as a distinct nationality".1 But the strong pro-Confederate sympathies of this newspaper were ended 
when its management changed in January, 1864, and the new owner-editor, W.C. Leng, consistently supported 
the North, regarding the war as a struggle against slavery.2 Leader never saw it in this light. In August, 1863, 
he wrote "if the South be fighting for slavery, the North is fighting on false pretences for equally iniquitous 
objects",3 and in December, 1863, he went 50 far as to compare the Northern treatment of the South with 
Russia's treatment of Poland : "it does seem, however, to be in the power of the North to make a Poland of 
the South, and it would be a grievous thing to see reproduced in that vast country the horrors of Eastern 
Europe".4 Many English Liberals regarded the Confederacy as a nation struggling for freedom. 

Even when the tide of war turned against the South, Leader did not alter his opinion. In May , 1864, 
he wrote "if any people ever justified by numbers, by unanimity, by sacrifices, by successes, by persistency, 
their right to set up a government for themselves, and to take leave of the system to which they once belonged, 
these Confederates have most unequivocally done SO".6 In January, 1865, he stated one of the main reasons 
for English dislike of the United States: "the United States became the presumptious and audacious bully of 
the world .... if they must fight, they are far more properly employed in fighting one another, than in 
aggression upon others. The war had better go on till they have had enough of it and sigh for peace".6 
Leader had not changed his opinion when the end of the war came in April, 1865: "The spirit of the South 
is as high and as resolute as ever. Its sense of wrong has been embittered by such ravages as marked the 
course of Goths and Vandals, rather than by the usages of civilised warfare . Yet the war approaches its end, 
and we hail with satisfaction almost the first mark of right feeling we have seen in the North , a desire to m t 
the vanquished in a merciful and conciliatory spirit".7 Although opposed to any kind of Engli h intervention, 
the decidedly pro-Confederate and anti -Northern standpoint which the Sheffield Independent adopted through
out the war is important in explaining the prevalence of pro-Confederate sympathy in Sheffield.8 

The main supporters of the North in Sheffield were the members of the Sheffield Emancipation Soci tv 
who insisted that the war was being fought for the abolition of slavery. The ' first indication of the existence 
of a body of support for the North was in December, 1862, when George Thompson,9 the former R dical M.P. 
for Tower Hamlets, addressed a small audience in the Temperance Hall on "The American Question", at which 
the former Chartist leader, Richard Otley, carried an address to President Lincoln.10 A few we ks lat r the 
same speaker addressed what Leader described as "a most respectable audience" in Hanover Stre t Ch p I." 
The chair was occupied by the minister, the Rev. J . Guttridge,12 who was probably the most influential 
supporter of the North in Sheffield. The meeting condemned the Southern states and slavery nd pa d a 
resolution in support of Lincoln and the North.13 A well attended public meeting, convened by th Sh ffield 
Emancipation Society and chaired by the Master Cutler, Henry Harrison, was held in March , 1863.14 Th 
cause of the North was defended by two visiting speakers, the Rev. Messrs. W.E. Haley,and Baptist No I, and 
the meeting ended with the unanimous adoption of a resolution in support of Lincoln's policy. The main 
argument of the abolitionists was that slavery was the sale cause of the war and that the North rn cau w s 
right because it sought to destroy slavery.1 5 However, an argument which must have weighed heavily with 
the working classes was stated by the veteran Radical, Samuel Jackson, at a meeting to consider the Am rican 
question in May, 1863.16 He argued that antipathy to the North arose out of e wish to d stroy th Amerlc n 

S.D. T. , 16.6.1863. 

2 See W.C. Leng, The American War: The Alms, Antecedentl lind Principles of the Belligerent'. A lecrure delivered 
on December 10, 1B62, in Castle Street Church, Dundee, S heffie ld , 1877. 

3 S.I., 1.8.1863. 
4 S.I., 12.12.1863. 

5 S.I., 21 .6.1864. It II Interesting that the Bradford equilialent of the Sheffield Independent, the Bradford Ob r r , 
owned and edited by William Byle., wa. also .trongly pro-Southern . E.g. In July, 1864, It a.ked " how long wil l tha 
Northern faith In a phantom Union lain How long must blood be .pllt to prellent two nation., IIr IdY'1 .,.tld 
by ademantlne barrier., from following their .eparate denlnl .. ?" Brlldford ObWVBr, 7.7.1884, quot.d In 0 .0 . 
Wright, "Bradford and the American CIIIII War", Journal of British Studies, Vol. 8, 1969, p . 78. 

6 S.I., 2 .1 .1865. 

7 S.I., 22 .4.1865. 

8 According to It. own estimate, the circulation of the Sheffield Independent IICceldld 46,000 per w .. k by July , 
1864. S.I., 1.7.1864. 

9 Georg. ThomplOn, 1804 - 78: prominent In the entl -.lallery mOllamant from thl 1830'1; mlmber of Antl'Corn L.lw 
League; 1847 - 62 M.P. for tha Tower H.mleU. 

10 S.I., 1.1 .1863. 

11 S.I., 24.1.1863. 

12 John Guttrldge, 1820 · 86: b . Birmingham, IOn of a .hoemaker; 1862 mlnl.ter of Hanoller Streit Methodllt rei 
Church; 1863 Pre.ldent of Conferance; dl.tlnguished preacher. 

13 S.I., 24.1.1863. 
14 S.I., 19.3.1863. 

16 Se. the Rell. J . Guttridge'l 'P.ech at the public meatlng of 26 May, 1863. S.I.,:n .6 .1863. 

16 S.I •• 27.6.1863. 
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repUblic! "they [the supporters of the South] wanted to keep the working men In slav ry not only In 
America but In this countty". He regarded the war a a struggl for th Vindication and preaerv tlon of 
democratic principles. fhere is little dOUbt that the working classes in the cOUntry IS a Whole IIW the w r 
In this light.1 The South stood not only for negro slavllry but also for aristooratlo gOY rnment; the North 
relJl'esented freed()m and popular rulli. Moreover, English workmen Were linked with th working classes In 
thl! North by tamlly ties and by the growing notion of international labour co·operlltlon. 

Agall1st this mUst be aet the support in Sheffield for the recOQHltlon of the Confederlcy IS an In
dependent nation. It Is qUite clear that both Palm rston and Gladstone Wer seriously consld ring the 
possibility of a jbint mediation by England, France and Russia In September, 1862.2 S p ration Was to be 
th basis of negotiat ion Which would fall thrbugh if both reJ tted the solution, but If the South alon 
icctpted, SoUthern Int'lependenc Would be recoghlzed.3 6hglish intervention was strongly urged by Ro buck. 
Indeed, so strong was his support for the S()uth and for the recognition of the Conf derlcy that h iii It d 
Pirli in 1862 to press the Southern cau~e With Napoleon "I, Whom he had praviously critll d unmerclfully.4 
In view of his forcefUl personality ; It is not surprising that Roebuck succeeded In Inducing a body of his 
constituentS to accept his views.!! In May , 1863, he address d a meeting In P radlse Square which may hlv 
been attehded by as many as B,OOD people.6 He argued that th secessionist states wer In the sam potitlon 
as the Americah ColOhil!s · When they decided to separate from Englahd, nd th y had sUcc sstully ass rted 
their Indepl!ndente by forte of arms, wh ich should noW ba recoghlzed by the English Oov rnm nt . Ro buck 
biHevdd that the brl!81lh could not be healed and In III'1Y cas It Was In Englllnd's Inter sts for America to be 
diVided His dislike for the North Was intense j "the North will never be ()ur fr iends. Of th South you cen 
makit friends. Ihey are Elhgllshmen, 'fhey are not the scum and refUse of Europe".' He repeated the 
Confederate assertloli thllt negroes Were treated better In the S()uth than in the North.' His call for the rec
ognition Of the Confederacy Was supported by the Reli. J. Page Hopp 9 who ar'gu d that th subjug t lon of 
tha South Wlls Impos~lble and that slavery would disappear' sooner In ah ind \lend nt South. an Irgument 
frequ ntly used by American abolit ionists SUch as William Lloyd Garrison. Miohlel B II, wltch·mlk rind 
former Chartist, Insisted that the North had embarked on the War hOt to destroy slavery but to xt nd Its 
domlhlon. William Hanley, aUctioneer and f()rmer Democrat, added another reason why Ehgl nd should 
support the Confederacy. The South Were free traders and ther fore, "we shOUld support thol Who 
supported Us". ihe §upporters of the North - the Rev, J. Guttl'ldg , W.J. Ci 91110 and Simu I Jackson -
flil,6 to carry an amendment in favour' of Hon·lntervehtioh and the motion for the r,c~nltlon of SOUthern 
Indell n6ence Was carried by a larRe maJdrity.11 I n October, 1863, Aid Saunders' 2 presld d Ov r anoth r 
m.etlhg to aUpport the recogl1ltloi1 of the COnfederacy, attend d by abOUt 100 P opla,,:i Saunder sought 
to .hdW that the real c use of th war was hot slavery but an dahtagonlsm of Int r st ", In grlcultural 
lJar'u. I manufactutlng economy. io say that the North was waging w r against slav ry wu a sham! "It 
WIS not tha question of sillvery ov r Which the Americans WeI' fighting, but th elU stlbn of wh th r th 
agriCUltUral South Was to be everlastingly taxed to enrich the m hufacturlhg North", He b II lied that tha 
South had a right to secede and "the !:Hqllsh Gall rnmelit shOUld d clar th South to b • free and In· 
de endaht kingdom" . C.I: . Sr'Oadb ht, II sOlicitor and tormer Democrat, and William H rv y mov d a 
memorial to this effect addressed to Palmerstoh. The R v. J. Peg Hopps support d recognition b caus 

R. HerrilOn, BtlfortJ thtl SoCllltists, 19 6. p. 61S . 

2 Pelmeraton to Oledatone, 24.9 .1862. In P. Qued.lI. d . • GI.dstontl ind P Imtltston. Corr ond.nc 1 , . 
1828, PII. 232 • 233. 

3 IbId. 

.. R., Le.der , Uftl lind l..tttlri of J.A . Roebuck, 1897 . p . 298. 

IS C/, Brldfbrd \/vher. tke Idc.1 M.p., w. . I"ohter , w" I IUllportiir o f the North . The town w .. " pr. omlnentl" 
pro NOrtk". Wrljjht , op. cit., p . 83, 

II S.I., 21 . ,i883. 

1 U t.d Iii Leidir , oj). /jit,. p . 296. 

$.1., 2'1 .15 .1863. 

9 In Brldford , Hla town'. Unlt.rI.n mlnlstar hId li'IoVad ohe of t hl r.lolUtlonl e the pro·North,rn t , Or.', 101.11 
demonstratloh In J.hu.r .... 1863. Wright , op. eft., p . 82 . 

10 Wllilim Johi'l101i Clegg, 1826 • 96 1 b . Sheff ield, Ion of a Imall cutlery mlnuf. tUr.r l ,olicltor; An(llt 111 1 0 
Ald.rmlln: '887 ' S8 M .... or. 

, 1 S.I. 21 .5 ,Hle3. 

12 Giiorg'Llmon lunden, 18"' · 70, Ion of II Slth gehtlemlln / clmeto lIe1fleld •• I pleyer, oplnl I mUll tho 
Itld taught mU,lbl befndcrlt l 1861 elected to ToVlln Counell fOr BrighUltll118!1U Aldlrmln l hll irmin 01 P br l.IW 
OUlirdlen.! 18 8 'icretir" to locill committee for ocllli Sc en Congre t . Of I'll. c ref , the Sli ""Id In fnd rtt 
wrOt.1 ··ke.u .. d, In hi. '810111 to b.com •• Ilrbmlnllnt public min. ndt .IWllvl Wilting to h'lIl hOhour, hrult 
upol'l hlli'l . no limiting hll ambltlbn to dlltlnctlon. Wlthlh hi, r .. chll , 5.1., 1.8.'.70. 

, :) 5.1., ~ . 0,11i6a. 



"the Confederates are fighting in self-defence, simply asking to be let alone". Henry Wostenholm, a pocket 
knife manufacturer, claimed that 5/6 of the country would support the recognition of the Confederacy. Th 
memorial was adopted with only 5 or 6 dissentients.1 But by this time the North was gaining the inltlatlv 
in the war and the time for any intervention by the English Government had passed. 

Yet the two meetings of May and October, 1863, shed considerable light on the nature and extent 
of pro-Confederate feeling in Sheffield. The meeting of 26 May was attended by a crowd which may have 
numbered as many as 8,000 people, of which a large majority supported the recognition of Southern inde· 
pendence.2 Leader reported that it "comprised a larger proportion of middle class men than Is usual at such 
gatherings",3 but it is important to notice that none of the middle class Liberal leaders spoke In support of 
recognition. Samuel Harrison remarked that "although his [Roebuck~$] eloquence moved thousands of working 
men to vote in favour of intervention, he was entirely unsupported by the most influential class in the town".· 
Leader was opposed to intervention because English opinion was so divided. Thomes Dunn disagreed with 
Roebuck on the American question,5 but kept quiet to avoid splitting the Liberal party. The middle cless 
Liberals were opposed to intervention, as was George Hadfield. "My colleague and I differ IS to the Indep nd
ence of the Southern States", he wrote in 1863. "1 support Government non-interference".8 This Is not to 
say that the middle class Liberals were ardent supporters of the North. Leader's views were pro·Confederat 
throughout and Dunn later admitted that he did not believe that the North began the war to destroy slavery.7 
They considered that English interests would best be served by an adherence to the principle of strict neutrality. 
What is very striking is that a large number of the most vocal supporters of Confederate recognition in Sheffield 
were former Chartists. These included the DemoCfats Saunders, Broadbent, Harvey and Wostenholm and the 
moral force Chartist Michael Beal. But it would be wrong to interpret their Confederate sympathies in political 
terms. They supported the South, just as they supported Poland, as a nation struggling for freedom. There 
were working class R.dicals who supported the North because to them the North represented fre dom and th 
South slavery. Richard Otley, former Chartist and Democrat, was a supporter of Lincoln nd the North ,8 and 
Samuel Jackson insisted that the interests of the working man In England and America were bound up in th 
conflict.s~ However, there is no doubt that there was support in Sheffield for Roebuck's views, but the Ilze of 
the IUpport is hard to ascertain. Commenting on the meeting of October, 1863, Samuel Harrison ob rved : 
"There are those who think that English sympathy 15 with the South. It is unquestionably to a large txt nt, and 
yet •.. whenever a meeting Is held under the auspices of the Emancipation Society the tide of public ntlm nt 
seems on the other side".1 0 No doubt there were those who changed their minds about recognition of the South 
when It became clear that the North could win the war. But the writings of Robert Leader ar evidence that 
pro-Confederate sympathies continued long after there was any prospect of English recognition of the Confed racy. 
Pro-Southern feeling was encouraged by Lincoln's refusal to make the abolition of slavery an aim In the rly 
years of the war, which lent strength to the view that the North was fighting for dominion over the South. 
Finally, there was the belief, most powerfully expressed by Roebuck, that a divided America was In England'. 
Interests. Yet it would be incorrect to exaggerate the extent of pro·Confederate sympathy In Sheffl Id. If the 
ShBffltlld Timt18 was right and "thousands of working men" did indeed vote for Intervention In May, 1863,11 

their support for the recognition of the Confederacy could not have lasted long, for by comp rison the October 
meeting was sparsely attended.12 There is little doubt that the majority of working men in Sh ffi Id r allzed 
the importance of the Northern cause as a vindication of the principle of popular gov rnment.'3 

1 Ibid. 

2 S.I., 27.5.1863. 
3 Ibid. 

4 S. T., 30.15.1863. 

5 S.I., 18.8.1883. 

8 O. H.dfl.ld, TM Pe,.on.1 N.,ratlve of Georg. H.dfMld, MS., S.C.L., p . 228. 
7 $.1.,. 1IMS.1801S .• t. meeting to support the American Netlon.1 ~rMdrnen'. Aid SOClety.111D Ittended by L_d .... 

8 S.I., 1.1.1883. 

8 S.1.,27.5.1883. 

10 S. T., 3.10.1863 

11 S. T., 30.5.1883. 

12 L_dIr glv .. the numb.r., 100. 5.1., 2.10.1863. H.rrllOn •• c. 150. S.T.,3.10.1883. 
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Temperance men were prominent among the middle class supporters of the North, The Rev. J. 
Guttridge and W.J. Clegg were leading members of the Sheffield Temperance Association. Leader remarked 
that "political teetotallers and Federal sympathlsers are almost identica l".' These men were the target of 
some of Roebuck's sharpest invective and they formed the core of the opposition to him in 1866. Their 
Federal sympathies reflected the strength of the temperance movement in the North , where the State of 
Maine had introduced prohibition . But they were also humanitarians who regarded the war as a crusade by 
the North to abolish the elli I of slavery, just as they regarded temperance as a crusade to destroy an equally 
great social evil, Drink. 

It is impossible to interpret English alignments in the American Civil War in terms of social class or 
economic interest. Sheffield did not suffer much distress as a result of the war. The recession in the light 
trades in 1862 was more than compensated for by the boom in heavy industry owing to armame'nts' orders~ 
The middle classes in Sheffield were divided between supporters and opponents of the Confederacy and 
workmen could be found to support the recognition of the South in May, 1863.3 The political parties in 
Sheffield were also divided. There were Liberals who supported the South, and there were Tories, such as 
W.C. Leng and Henry Harrison, who backed the North. It is more meaningful to say that men supported 
North or South according to the way they interpreted the war, and that, in some cases opinions altered as 
circumstances changed. The real significance of the war for Englishmen was that it awakened their political 
conscio\Jsness. Democracy was fighting for its life, and working men, especially, reali7.ed that the North had 
to win if they were to secure their political rights in England, because the defeat or failure of the North 
would have seriously damaged the principle of popular government. The success of the North helped to make 
possible further political change in England. 

S.I., '0.6.1865 . 
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CH APTE R VII 

THE LIBERAL PARTY IN SHEFFIELD 
1859 - 1864 

In domestic politics these were years of calm. Events abroad which captured popular attention and 
economic prosperity enabled Palmerston to avoid grappling with difficult questions such as parliamentary reform. 
To judge by the comments in the press, he was popular in Sheffield. l "The strong point of Lord Palmerston's 
government has been its consistently Liberal foreign policy" , Leader wrote in July, 1864.2 He also supported 
Palmerston's measures to fortify the coast against foreign attack. " No doubt public economy is both wise and 
popular, but the country has shown that it does not consider the mere abstinence from spending money to be 
economy; and that it is aware that to refuse the outlay necessary for the supreme object of national security, 
would be penny-wise and pound foolish" .3 Palmerston received an enthusiastic reception when he came to 
Sheffield in 1862 and was the only Liberal leader to visit the town in the period. 

Although the Liberal party in Sheffield was controlled by the middle class leadership, the difference 
between middle and working class political aims still existed . In March, 1861, a meeting of working men was 
held to discuss parliamentary reform.4 The requisition contained 1,000 signatures and there was a good attendance. 
The course of the discussion shows clearly that their leaders were divided between those who saw the need for 
co·operation with the middle classes and those who believed, in the Chartist-Democrat tradition, that the working 
men must act alone to secure their political rights. Councillor Gill5 and Henry Titterton, table knife manufacturer, 
called upon the middle classes to help the workmen to secure a large measure of enfranchisement. Henry 
Richardson, on the other hand, thought that the working classes must and should act alone to claim their rights. 
Stephen Lister put the motion in favour of manhood suffrage , which was seconded by Samuel Jackson. Walter 
Ibbotson was in favour of a moderate extension of the franchise as a first step, but Ald . Saunders, the former 
Democrat, opposed this and urged the working classes to get up their own agitation to secure manhood suffrage. 
Motions for manhood suffrage, secret ballot and shorter parliaments were carried, and it was proposed to form a 
local reform association, though this did not materiali ze. The meeting is important because it illustrates the 
difficulties which stood in the way of middle class - working class co-operation on the reform question. The 
problem still remained, disagreement over the extent of reform which was necessary. Although in 1861 and for 
several more years parliamentary reform lay dormant as a political issue, when the question was revived, the 
difference between middle and working class political aspirations would once more be clear . 

A more immediate challenge to the local Liberal leaders came in 1863 when an attempt was made to 
bring forward John Brown,6 the local industrialist, as a candidate at the next election. It was stated on the 
requ isi tion that Brown's candidature was based "on commercial grounds only" and not on any connection with 
either political party. The Liberals, however , did not believe this and saw it as a Tory move to win one of the 
seats by using a local man who was widely respected for his personal integrity and generosity . Leader examined 
the requisition in detail and discovered that of the 58 people who had signed it, 38 had plumped for the Con
servative candidate, Overend, and 7 had split with Overend in the election of 1857.7 What is more, most of 
them were local manufacturers who could exert a considerable amount of Influence on Brown's behalf. Brown's 
politics were not widely known and there was a real danger that a Conservative might be returned on the pretext 
of a non-party candidature. Leader wrote that "Sheffield Liberalism has hitherto resisted effectually all the arts 
by which it has been assailed, whether of open assault or secret mining, and if it can now be subdued or toned 
down into the returning of a neutral, great will be the Joy of the Carlton Club".8 The two local Conservative 
newspapers supported Brown, and both stressed that he was an independent and not a Tory candidate.9 Samuel 

In 1868 there had been opposition to the Conspiracy to Murder Bill, upon whiCh the Government wal dllfeuad, 
because It wal felt that Palmeraton was giving wey to French pressure fo r a atrength nlng of the law of con.plracy . 
A public meeting resolved to petition against It. S.L.R., 22 .2 .1868 . 
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9 S. t., 26.9.1863. S.D. T., 18 .9.1863. 

-55-



Harrison declared "Sheffield has toO long been overriden and dictated to by party".' John Brown accepted 
thlt requisition on 12 September, 1863. L.eader admitted that Brown was a successful manufacturer, but "there 
Is no necessary eonnexion between maki ng buffers and armour plates and filling a seat In Parliament".2 In view 
of Brown's candidature, a meeting of the friends of Roebuck and Hadfield was held On 18 September, 1863.3 

Thomas Dunn, the chairman, said that Brown was a Conservative and hoped "it will be found that tha electors 
of Sheffield will again say, as they have ever said since the incorporation of the borough, that thay belong to 
the great liberal party, are still for the onward movement - for liberating their fellow·countrymen". H.E . Hoole, 
Robert Leader, William Smith," Edward Bramley and Ald. Saunders spoke in support of Roebuck and Hadfield. 
J.W. Burns, however, asked the committee whether it endorsed RoebUCk's "strange views upon the American 
question?" Dunn was forced to admit that he disagreed With Roebuck, but Michael Beal was quick to remind 
BurnS that a large meeting had already endorsed Roebuck's opinions. Samuel Jackson declared that he would 
oppose Roebuck at the next election, for"if he ever had any Liberal opinions either they had left him or he 
had left them" . But Jackson was alone in his oppo ition to Roebuck and must have left the meeting because 
It Was reported that the propOSition In support of the sitting members was carried unanlmously.1S This is a clear 
indication that ROebuck's pro·Confederate sympathies certainly did not alienate him from the Liberal leadership 
in Sheffield. 

Th Liberals could always be relied upon to close their ranks when fated with a Tory challenge, but It 
soon became clear that th unity of th leadership, apparently sO strong at the meeting of 18 Saptember. was 
seriously threatened by personal animosities. In November, 1863, Thomas Dunn announced that he would not 
continue 8$ joint chairman, with H.E. Hoole, of the Roebuck · Hadfield committee. Hoole, 8 close friend and 
adviser of George Hadfield, had never been popular and in 1858 had been the subject of "an unpleasant 
cone!pondence" betw en Dunn and Hadfleld.6 Leader explained that it h d been difficult to work with Hoole 
"on many grounds"/ but in the exhibition of the previous year, as lin adjudicator of stove-grates, he had 
award d medalS to goods produced by his own firm which "caused severe imputations on H.E. Hoole".8 When 
eldertnen were elected "he threatened an IIction but did not bring one" and resentment was caused by his $ lection 
as a magistrate without being nominated by the Town Council. To make matters worse"h admltt d all that 
had been IIlIeged aga inst him as a Juror" and "he declared that what he had done, he would do again". To 
Le der such conduct was "flagrantly dishonourable". and he balieved that "men of character and in flu nee would 
not attend any election cornmittee of which Mr. H.E. Hoole should b on of the chairmen". Thomas Dunn, 
On the other h na, occupl d "such II high position in public esteem" that he could not be set aside and 8 split 
would rn an cert in d fa t, for "to be divided was to be defe t d". The only solution was for Hoole to r sign. 
But H dfield h-d no Intention of b ndonlng Hoole and h told Lead r " I have read your letter with pain and 
regret th severity of your rem rk " .9 It was Dunn nd not Hoole who resigned and th ineld nt shows ow 
dillisive and politically Important p r on I ntipllthles could b . 

Inter st in the reform qu stion wa briefly revived In 1864 when a prlvat m mbar, Edw rd Baines, 
introduced II moderate reform bill . In Sheffield Ald. S und rs presld d ov r a meeting wher "there was 8 

som wh t numerous attendance , but great I ck of nthuslasm". ' 0 Once gain opinion was divided as to 
whether th working classes should comproml e and 8tc&pt 8 mod rate axtenslon of th frenchl or wh ther 
they should Insist on nothing less thfm manhood suffrage. Th first course was r comm nded by John WII$on,'1 

working m n who opposed trad unions,' 2 G org Gallimor and D. Robin on who dvls d that "the best 
way was to go On by degre s, th working class s acting unitedly with the middle c1uses; oth twlsa th y would 
get nothing". But R Iph Skelton' 3 and Samuel Jackson insist d that the working class should dam nd th Ir 
righn and eccept nothing less than m nhood suffrage . Thomas Dunn stlm t d th t B in s Bill would nfr nchl 
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about 10,000 working men in ,Sheffield and he believed that to demand manhood suffrage at this stage 
would only damage the cause.' The manhood suffragists must have accepted this advice or left because 
the meeting decided unanimously to support Baines' BilI.2 This indicated the extent to which the working 
classes were prepared to follow the middle class leadership. Baines' Bill came to nothing, but not before 
Gladstone had made one of the most important speeches in his career. The significance of his conversion 
to the principle of parliamentary reform, however moderate, was clearly seen. Leader wrote, "Mr. Gladstone 
has offered himself for the leadership of the party of progressive Liberalism .... The man Is ready. The 
hour will strike".3 Leader stressed the need for "spontaneous and simultaneous local action pervading the 
country and indicating that the people themselves have taken the matter in hand, and mean to persevere in 
it".4 Thomas Orton, a draper of Chapel Walk. wrote a letter to the Sheffield Independent in February, 1865, 
urging Sheffield to take action on the reform question as "monster reform meetings have again been held In 
Manchester and Leeds, and still Sheffield remains quiescent, ignoring the reform question altogether".5 It 
is unlikely that Liberals in Sheffield ignored the reform question. More probably they awaited a positive 
lead from 'inside Parliament. 

There are some interesting insights into the workings of patronage in Leader's co~respondence with 
Sir John Ramsden,6 .M.p. for the West Riding. In November, 1860, Leader had consulted him as to "the 
best mode of placing before Lord Fitzwilliam the evils arising from there being only one Deputy Lieutenant 
resident in the whole Sheffield district and of making known to him the general wish for the appointment 
of two others". Ramsden was reluctant to become the means.of approach, since It would Immediately assume 
a political character, but he promised to act, especially as "you named Mr. Dunn as the gentleman whose 
appointment was especially desired",? A memorial was duly sent to Lord Fitzwilliam through Ramsden, who 
intimated the wish for Dunn's appointment, which was important as "a counterpoise to Mr. Overend", the 
COnservative Deputy Lieutenant.8 Every effort was made to secure Dunn's appointment and the help was 
sought of John Parker, former M.P. for Sheffield and now one of the leading Liberals in the county. "I 
quite agree with you", Ramsden wrote, "in thinking that Mr. Parker's advice would carry great weight with 
Lord Fitzwilliam".9 But it was all to no avail because Dunn was nOt made a Deputy Lieutenant. In 
July, 1862, Ramsden was writing to Leader again on the question of patronage. 'O He had sent in a 
recommendation, on Leader's advice, that a Treasury post be given to a certain Ashley, but since had 
received a letter from Dr. Gatty,'1 the vicar of Ecclesfield and an eminent local historian, stating that 
Ashley was unfit for the post and recommending a Mr. Ellis. The tone of the letter made it quite clear that 
Leader and not the Conservative Dr. Gatty, would have the last word. When Ramsden was involved in 
litigation with one of his tenants at Huddersfield in 1864-65, Leader printed a statement by Ramsden about 
the case in the Sheffield Independent and arranged for it to appear in the Barnsley newspaper. '2 Another 
Instance of the working of patronage is provideq by a letter from Roebuck asking William Fisher to name 
two persons to fiJI post office vacancies In Sheffield. '3 Of far more Importance was the attempt to make 
Sheffield an assize town. Lawyers, such as R .J. Gainsford, recognized the advantages to Sheffield and the 
prestige which would come from holding its own assizes. George Hadfield pressed Sheffield's case, a local 
pressure group was formed and there was close co-operation with Leeds to attain the common object. , .. 
In fact, it was Leeds which became an assize town and it promised to support any future claim of Sheffield 
to this status. 1 5 
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The influence of Nonconformity upon the Liberal party in Sheffield was very strong. In March, 
1864, Thomas Jessop1 chaired a meeting of the friends of the Liberation Society? The principal speaker 
was Carvell Williams of the Liberation Society who insisted that the Established Church would benefit from 
being free from state control. Robert Leader, a Congregationalist, moved a resolution in favour of complete 
religious equality in view of Disraeli's recent opposition to measures for this purpose; and he referred to the 
disabilities which Dissenters still faced with regard to church rates, declarations, endowed charities and grave
yards. Therefore "it behoved the Liberals to take up the challenge and make it their business to return to 
Parliament men who would be true and staunch on the vital questions of civil and religious liberty". A 
motion for a local committee was also carried. It must be remembered that it was Roebuck's reaction to 
Gladstone's resolutions about the Irish Church which finally alienated a group of powerful middle class 
Liberals in 1868 and helped to bring about his defeat. 

The Liberal party in Sheffield was controlled by a group of middle class Liberals and was very much 
a Liberalism of personal influence. Organization was confined to the Roebuck - Hadfield election committee 
and to the Reform Registration Association for the Southern Division of the West Riding. Formed in October, 
1861, its main purpose was to attend to the electoral register for the new Division.3 Although there was little 
in the way of party organization, Liberals realized the importance of attention to the electoral register. Of 
course, at this time When the electorate was small,4 elaborate party machinery was not necessary; it was after 
1867, when the electorate was greatly increased, that the Liberal party had slowly to adapt to the era of mass 
politics. 

2 

3 

4 

Thoma. Je .. op. 1804 - 87 : steel manufacturer; 1862 Town Trustee; 1863 Mlltar Cutler; 1864 - 66 Mayor; 18615 . 74 
Aldermen; Unlterlan and member of Upper Chapel; founded JelSop Ho,pltel . 

S.I., 3.3.1864. 

S.L-R., 21 .10.1861. The President was J.W. Ch l lder • . Thomas Dunn WII e Vice-President. 

The electorate of Sheffield Increased from 7,381 In January, 1860, (S.L-R., 7.1 .1860.) to over 9,000 In December, 
1866, (S.L.R., 21.12.1866.) 
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CHAPTER VIII 

Sabbatarians and Teetotallers 

Sabbatarianism and Teetotalism were not new issues, but it was in this period that they came to 
have a real political significance. It seems something of a paradox that men who believed in liberty should 
support measures such as Somes' Sunday Closing Bill and the Permissive Bill of Sir Wilfrid Lawson, the effect 
of which would have been to curtail personal liberty. Their justification was that the evil of drink was so 
great that the remedy had to be extreme and that individuals had to be protected against themselves. Not 
all Liberals accepted the need for such legislative coercion, but the temperance cause was important to a 
section of Liberals in Sheffield who sought to make it a real political issue in the election of 1865. 

Sabbatarianism and temperance were bound up in the Sunday Closing Bill of 1863 which provoked 
a lively debate among the Liberals in Sheffield. A crowded meeting was held on 21 April, 1863, to discuss 
the question.1 The bill was supported by the Vicar of Sheffield, the Rev. Canon Sale, not on teetotal 
grounds, nor primarily on sabbatarian grounds, but because he believed it to be in the best interests of the 
working classes. John Unwin,2 a prominent teetotaller, argued that publicans had a right to a day of rest 
and that workmen would benefit from the closure of public houses on Sunday, a view which was shared by 
a working man, John W. Hooper. The two most outspoken opponents of the bill were Ald. Saunders and 
Michael Beal. Saunders insisted that the bill would not elim inate drunkenness - "the reform must be 
brought about by education". But a proposition in favour of the bill was carried by a large majority, a 
sign that the temperance men had succeeded in packing the meeting with their own supporters. The bill 
was supported by the Sheffield Times,3 but Leader did not like the measure. He thought it better to 
tackle the evil directly rather than " by suppressing indiscriminately the good and the bad, and interfering 
with freedom of action in a way that the country can never be expected to tolerate".4 Feeling against 
the bill ran high and a giant meeting was held in Paradise Square on 4 May, 1863, to petition against it.6 

It is interesting that its most vocal opponents were former Chartists. Saunders once aga in Insisted that 
education was the only remedy to the problem of drunkenness. Beal thought "there had already been too 
much of this meddling with the liberties of the working classes by certain little societies of philanthropists 
in this country" . And Henry Wostenholm went even further: "if they were let alone for another 10 years 
those mischievous gentlemen (the teetotallers) would make in Sheffield a Russian association for the supp
ression of personal liberty". The supporters of the bill - W.J . Clegg, the Rev. Father Burke and W. Fawcett6 

- were unable to make any impression on the meeting which carried a resolution against Somes' Bill by an 
immense majority .7 The meeting showed the extent of the opposition in Sheffield to such measures of 
legislative coercion and the resentment against teetotallers. The temperance men were angered not only by 
the rejection of the bill in the House of Commons, but also by Roebuck's comments on it . They interpreted 
his speech as a violent denunciation of temperance legislation as cant and hypocrisy. Roebuck later explained 
to Leader that what he had actually said was that "anyone who voted for closing the public house of the 
poor man, and would not vote for closing the club of the rich, was a canting hypocrite".8 It was well known 
that Roebuck disliked such legislation and his remarks were bitterly resented by the teetotallers . 

An important event in the history of the temperance cause was the foundation of the Sheffield 
Temperance Association in July, 1863.9 It was composed of those who had seceded from the Temperance 
Association. Its president, J .H. Barber, 10 believed that "the cause of temperance languished in Sheffield, as 
in many other places", but it would be strengthened if temperance were linked with religion. The Associa-
tion was supported by John Unwin, Dr. Beaumont and the Rev. Messrs. J.P. Campbell, J . Guttrldge, J .D. T tley 
and J. Battersby 11 who said "this was the first time a Christ ian temperance association had been form d in 
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Sheffield" .' The cause of temperance in Sheffield was now linked directly with the Christian denominations. 
But progress was slow for lack of funds . At the annual meeting in April , 1867, the secret ary, W.J. Clegg, 
"referred to the gratifying success which had attended the efforts of Mrs . Ward and Mr. Taylor, the two 
agents of the society , who were promulgating its principles by house to house visitations in some of t he 
poorer districts", as a result of which 730 people had signed the pledge.2 When assessing the success of the 
temperance cause among the working classes, account must be taken of the influence of ministers such as 
the Rev. Robert Stainton of Garden Street and the Rev. J .C. Calvert at Zion, Attercliffe . 

Teetotallers in Sheffield gave strong support to Sir Wilfrid Lawson's Permissive Bill, which enabled 
2/3 of a community to veto the sale of drink . In January , 1864, a meeting of the Temperance Society was 
held to support the measure. 3 Dr Beaumont denounced intemperance as the root of all evil in society, and 
Dr F. R. Lees referred to "that great instrument of social redemption, the power to prohibit the liquor traffic" . 
Other speakers included W.J . Clegg and J.H. Raper, the parliamentary agent of the United Kingdom Alliance. 
In May, 1864, 300 - 400 people attended a meeting to support the Permissive Bill .4 The resolution, moved 
by Ralph Skelton, was supported by S.L. Carleton of Maine, a State which operated prohibition . Carleton 
referred to Roebuck's speech a few days earlier, in which he had compared sabbatarians and teetotallers to 
two "muddy streams" which together were becoming a torrent.s The speech was typical of Roebuck, out
spoken and tactless, and it was bitterly resented by the teetotallers who were already smarting under t he 
insult of being described as "canting hypocrites". It strengthened their determination to oppose Roebuck 
at the next election. 

It is important not to exaggerate the influence of the teetotallers. None of the most influential 
leaders of the Liberal party in Sheffield was in favour of the Permissive B ill. Leader thought " advocacy 
instantly ceases when coercion begins" and "it is a great error on the part of the fri ends of t emperance to 
attempt to promote their views by coercion" .6 "The way to mar the success which we all desire for the 
cause of temperance is to mix it up with schemes of electoral intrigue and of legislative coercion," he wrote 
in 1865.1 The Sheffield Times, which had supported Somes' Sunday Closinrl Bill, advised the supporters of 
the Permissive Bill "to turn their attention to less extreme measures if they wish to do anything, by means 
of legislation, towards lessening the evils of the drink traffic" .8 Nor was W .C. Leng in the Sheffield Daily 
Telegraph in favour of the bill.9 The teetotallers, however, were not deterred in spite of Roebuck's personal 
triumph in the election of 1865. In February, 1866, Wilfrid Lawson addressed a large meeting, chaired by 
Councillor Searle.'o The case for legislative intervention was plainly stated by the Rev. J . Adams, a Wesleyan 
Methodist : "if the strong arm of the law could by legitimately applied to the destruction of cattle to prevent 
contagion, it could be justly, legitimately and properly applied to the destruction of the drinking system". It 
was because they believed so ardently in the cause and because they had increasing backing from the churches 
in the 1860's that the teetotallers came to be an important pressure group and temperance became a real 
political issue in the period. 

The Election of 1865 

The state of the Liberal party in Sheffield shortly before the election of 1865 is revealed in a letter 
which Leader wrote to Dunn, describing a long conversation he had had with Hadfield." Hadfie ld made it 
clear that he had no intention of abandoning H.E. Hoole and, if necessary, he was prepared to fight alone. 
He was convinced that his own position was strong and that it was Roebuck's seat which was in d anger . 
"The impression had been made upon Mr. Hadfield that Mr. Roebuck had seriously lost ground and I admitted 
he had made bitter opponents". Hadfield thought that John Brown would not stand and there might be no 
contest "unless the angry teetotallers should be bent upon assaulting Mr. Roebuck". ' 2 The opposition to 
Roebuck made it impossible for Leader and Dunn to insist on Hoole's resignation . Dunn told Willi m Fisher 
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"you are aware that I have no wish to resign the jo int chairmanship of the Boro' Election Committee - the 
question is, can I retain it, consistently with my own character?" .' Dunn found it impossible to work with 
Hoole, and on 15 May, 1865, he formally announced his retirement from the joint chairmanship, though he 
made it clear that he would continue to work for the re-election of Roebuck and Hadfield.2 His place was 
taken by Ald. Fisher, a close friend of Roebuck. Roebuck was not insensitive to the growing opposition, 
and he reported that Hadfield "feels himself hampered by the opinions of certain of his friends, who are 
angry with me on account of my sayings and doings",3 which included the Permissive Bill, a speech about 
the aboriginal tribes of New Zealand4 and his support for the Confederacy in the American Civil War. 
Although Hadfield differed from Roebuck on all these questions, he considered their alliance made in 1863 
to be still binding and wished it to continue, but both must be bound by the "decision of the people of 
Sheffield".6 Roebuck was not prepared for an expensive contest and was ready to withdraw if the people 
of Sheffield were dissatisfied with him. He believed that Hadfield "wishes for alliance, but he is frightened 
by the talk of his friends, and his statements are guarded in order that he may hereafter take the course 
which his interest may require".6 Roebuck was determined to face his constituents because "my cause I 
know is a good one, and I rather fancy I know how to deal with my fellow countrymen in public meeting 
assembled".7 Hadfield's manner had obviously annoyed him. "I was amused by the patronizing manner 
of Mr Hadfield towards me, and still more by his stating that he was sorry that the offence given and 
taken was upon great moral grounds. Just as if I had committed murder of theft, or was an habitual 
drunkard. However I suspect that he will find that he must play second fiddle".8 This and Dunn's refusal 
to work with Hoole is evidence of considerable friction within the election committee. The Conservatives 
were ready to exploit such weaknesses. The Sheffield Times noted in Sheffield "a gradual conversion to 
more sober and less violent political opinions ... . Chartism has died out, Radicals have become Liberals 
and many former Liberals have advanced a good distance towards moderate Conservatism". 9 Although 
Brown declined to contest the seat because of ill health on 3 June, 1865,'0 the threat to the Liberals was 
no less real. In Leader's words, "the disappointed animosity which has assailed Mr. Roebuck more especially, 
is still active". 11 

A crowd of between 14,000 and 15,000 people listened to Roebuck and Hadfield in Paradise Square 
on 9 June, 1865.12 Roebuck denied that he had sought to forward the interests of the Water Company at 
the expense of the town. His opposition to the Permissive Bill was based on his belief that it was an unequal 
bill which would have sown social dissension, and that temperance was not a matter for legislation. It was 
his opinion that white colonization inevitably led to the disappearance of the coloured man. As for America, 
he was "quite sure that if the South had been recognised great good would have been done". The attack 
upon Roebuck was launched by Michael Beal. He "wished to know upon what grounds Mr Roebuck voted 
for Lord Derby's Government after denouncing it on the hustings" in 1859? Roebuck's reply that there was 
more chance of a reform bill from Derby's Government than the Liberals prompted Beal to assert that "Mr 

, Roebuck's explanation proves to me that he belongs to the Conservative ranks, and is not a supporter of 
Lord Palmerston". Beal mentioned the Galway contract, and referred to a speech Roebuck had made at 
Salisbury, in which he described the working classes, especially of his own constituency, as "drunkards, wife 
beaters and dog fanciers" . 13 Roebuck's answer was that he meant only a part of the working classes and 
that he had said it to illustrate the elevating influence of education. But the real issue wh ich had alienat d 
Beal was the question of the Water Company and he accused Roebuck of ignorinA the wishes of the Town 
Council, especially in the case of the 25% price increase, and of siding with the Water Company throughout. 
D.A. Aitchison, a veterinary surgeon, questioned Roebuck about America, but Roebuck insisted that the 
interests of England would have been served if the American Republic had been divided. The Rev. J . 
Gutteridge criticized Roebuck's visit to Paris in1862, the aim of which was to establish "a dynasty, a slave
ocracy in connection with the South". It is clear that the so-called "extermination speech" in the New 
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Zealand debate aroused much opposit ion . Guttridge objected t o it and Isaac Ironside asked Roebuck if he 
believed that "robbery, murder and lying is a decree of Providence?" .' Clearly Roebuck's mean ing had been 
misinterpreted and words had been put into his mouth which he had never used . W.C. Leng, for instance , 
asked Roebuck whether he had said that"'he found fault with the policy of the Government for not having 
actually and deliberately hastened and facilitated exte rmination?". This was an obvious distortion of Roebuck's 
opinion that it was impossible to prevent extermination of the coloured man, though it is clear that this 
view was not shared by all his constituents. Beal's resolution against Roebuck was opposed by Thomas Dunn, 
Ald. Fisher and William Harvey, and their amendment was carried by a large majority? According to Leader's 
estimate, about ' h a of the meeting voted for the original resolution , which meant that as many as 1,500 
people voted against Roebuck . This sizeable opposition was composed of "the leading members of the Maine 
law and Permissive bill organisations in the town, the Federalist party and the opponents of the Water Company".3 
As has been shown, most teetotallers were supporters of the North, and were antagonized by Roebuck's advocacy 
of the Confederate cause and his vehement opposition to the Permissive Bill. The posi tion of Michael Beal was 
incongruous. He now found himself on the same side as those "Iittle societies of philanthropists", the teetotallers, 
whom he criticized so bitterly two years earlier in the debate on Somes' Sunday Closing Bill. Moreover, one of 
the leading advocates of Confederate recognition in Sheffield, Beal was now politically allied with Federal sym· 
pathizers, such as the Rev. J . Guttridge and W.J. Clegg. The only coherence about the opposition was that it 
was directed against Roebuck . But Roebuck still had a great deal of popular support, as the vote at the meeting 
of 9 June clearly showed. His independence and forthright manner won him wide respect : "I leave my fate in 
your hands. I am not afraid of the result. I believe that I have done my duty honestly . I know I have done 
it fearlessly . I don't fear you . I don't fear anybody . What I think right I say . What I think right I do ; and 
that is the only promise I make you".4 

The disgruntled Liberals chose as their candidate J .W. Probyn, a Liberal of the Manchester School , who 
addressed a meeting of some 220 people on 14 June, 1865.5 Leader's report of the meeting makes possible an 
analysis of Roebuck's principal opponents. It was chaired by Isaac Ironside, who disliked Roebuck's conduct 
over the Water Company Bill and disagreed with his views about the inevitable disappearance of the colo ured 
man in the face of white colonization. But it is unlikely that Ironside, whose political conduct was by now so 
unpredictable, added any strength to the opposition to Roebuck. Then there were the supporters of the Per
missive Bill whom Roebuck had antagonized by his tactless and sarcastic speeches. This group included W.J . 
Clegg, D.T. Ingham,a Hoyland7 and J. Unwin.8 Thirdly there were the opponents of the Water Bill, such as 
Beal, W.L. Humfrey, George A. Wood9 and Aitchison. Finally there were the Radicals, the supporters of man
hood suffrage. A number of them were also teetotallers, including Councillors Searle' 0 and Skelton, Henry 
Titterton and Stephen Lister. These men drew their support from the working classes and it should be noted 
that Skelton, Titterton, Lister and Samuel Jackson had opposed the abolition of the highway boards in 1864 
because they disliked the concentration of all local government authority In the hands of the Town Council 
which was dominated by the middle classes." There were trade unionists, such as Will iam Dronfleld of the 
letter press printers, who disagreed with Roebuck's views about the American Civil War, and Nuttall of the 
same union who had supported I ronslde's attempts to prosecute the supporters of Garibald i in 1860. Some 
opposed Roebuck because of his attitude to the Permissive Bill, others because of his pro-Confederate sym
pathies and some because they believed that Roebuck was nothing but a Conservative. In Attercllffe Skelton , 
Titterton, Lister and Jackson formed a solid core of opposition to Roebuck . But the weakness of the 
opposition arose from the fact that it was based on an incongruous alliance; it was, as Leader pointed out, 
"the most discordant set that ever were drawn together by a common antipathy, aided by a common hope".' 2 
The opposition lacked real unity and, as was to appear, it lacked solid popular support. 
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Probyn's politics were moderate. He undertook to support a measure of reform such as Baines' Bill, 
the ballot and seat redistribution, but he would not support universal suffrage,1 which could hardly have been 
very satisfactory to the Radicals. He stressed that he had been a supporter of the North in the American 
Civil War and a non·interventionist. He believed in a scrupulous regard for the rights of native races and was 
prepared to support local government control of licensing, which was not so radical as the Permissive Bill but 
which was nevertheless a bid for the support of the teetotallers. It was emphasized that Probyn's candidature 
was directed against Roebuck and not Hadf ie ld? Leader considered that Probyn "is sent to Sheffield to take 
advantage of two or three sectional offences given by an eminent man, and to adopt the weak line of talking 
amiably of the scheme of the teetotallers".3 No sooner had Probyn appeared than Leader was working to 
secure his withdrawal. He did this by showing that Probyn's candidature would be a threat to Hadfield rather 
than Roebuck. "I n the event of Mr Probyn becoming at all strong," he told Hadfield, "it would give rise to 
new distributions of votes and you may easily see how Overend's 1,600 plumpers might be so disposed as to 
put you third on the poll" .4 Moreover, Brown's candidature might revive and then the Tories would probably 
split their votes with one of the other candidates, but, as in 1852, very few would split with Hadfield and his 
seat would be jeopardized.5 Hadfield realized that the Tories in Sheffield disli ked him more than they disliked 
Roebuck and that they had been anxious to remove him ever since his election in 1852. On 16 June, Hoole 
reported to Leader that Probyn's friends "say Mr Edward Smith, Mr Barber favour the movement, that they have 
letters from Mr John Bright, Mr Bazley, Mr Gilpin and many others approving.,,6 Leader's remarks had obviously 
made an impression on Hadfield because on the following day he informed Leader that both Bazley and Gilpin 
had given him satisfactory explanations about the Probyn candidature and Bazley had denied that he had written 
to anyone at Sheffield? The Manchester School, strongly pro-Federal in the American Civil War, would no doubt 
have been glad to see Roebuck defeated , biJt it is clear that pressure was put on Probyn to withdraw when it 
looked as though he would endanger Hadfield's seat rather than Roebuck's. As Edward Baines of Leeds wrote : 
"Mr Probyn is (I believe) an excellent man and he ought to be in parliament, but he ought not to disturb Mr 
Hadfield" .8 So this threat to Roebuck had been removed by the influence of his ally, George Hadfield, with a 
little gentle prodding from Leader. Roebuck's position was even stronger than his opponents realized. 

All the men of influence in the Liberal party in Sheffield stood by Roebuck . Some of them, such as 
Thomas Dunn, did not approve of all he had said and done, but they did not consider that there were sufficient 
grounds for rejecting a man who in the past had been a staunch Radical and a distinguished representative. The 
Hadfield alliance was of the greatest importance because it ensured that Hadfield's money would back Roebuck 
and that Hadfield's friends, such as H.E . Hoole, would support him. Roebuck also had the support of all those 
who disliked the teetotallers. His opposition to temperance legislation ensured the backing of the brewery interest. 
In June, 1865, Leader wrote to Bland, chairman of the Licensed Victuallers, about election expenses.9 Hadfield 
would pay his own share and "it devolves upon the Liberal electors to do the same for Mr Roebuck". The sum 
to be raised was between £700 and £800 and Leader asked for subscriptions from Brewers and Licensed Victuallers, 
adding that he hoped the largest brewers would not contribute less than £100 each. So Roebuck was not short of 
financial resources, but equally important was the support which he received precisely because he was opposed by 
the teetotallers. The weight of feeling in Sheffield against them was considerable and Roebuck was merely 
expressing a very popular opinion when he criticized their demands for legislative coercion. In fact, the temperanc 
movement, although it was composed of very dedicated and zealous men, lacked a basis of solid popular support 
and therefore politicians who opposed its attempts at legi slation were likely to gain greater political advantage than 
those who supported them . Roebuck's opinions on the American question did not weigh ag inst him because th r 
was' strong support for Confederate recognition in Sheffield. Indeed, Roebuck even h d the support of promin nt 
pro-Northerners, such as Richard Otley 10 and J.W. Burns.11 The case against him over the Water Bill had nev r 
been strong, and it was even weaker after a letter from an active opponent of the bill, William Unwin, was read at 
a meeting on 6 July, Unwin wrote: "I feel bound, in simple justice to Mr Roebuck, to st te that the charges 
against him are altogether untrue, and his conduct was such as not to afford the least ground of compl into It is 
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my intention to vote for Mr Roebuck and Mr Hadfield".l This finally doomed to failure the attempt of 
the opponents of the Water Company to blame Roebuck for their own incompetent handling of the 
opposition to the Water Company's bill in Parliament. Roebuck was very popular in Sheffield. A dry 
grinder from Attercliffe declared: "Sheffield will be Sheffield; and until Mr Roebuck sees fit to throw 
up his own cap, nobody can take it off his head whilst a single grinder is within ten yards of him".2 
Politically Roebuck was still a Radical, as a person he was outspoken and fearless, and these qualities 
appealed to the independent minded workmen of Sheffield who could forgive "Tear 'Em" for being 
blunt and tactless because they were blunt and tactless themselves. They admired his honesty and in
dependence, and it would take more than a motley opposition of disgruntled teetota llers and opponents 
of the Water Company to shake their faith in 'him. 

Leader summed up the state of politics at the end of June , 1865, when he wrote : "it is well 
known that the party most anxious to nominate Mr Brown are also eager to oust Mr Hadfield, while 
there is a party so bitterly opposed to Mr Roebuck, that they would vote for anything from a Tory to 
a Revolutionist, for the sake of attacking him".3 Probyn withdrew on 19 June,4 but Roebuck 's opp
onents soon found another candidate, T. Campbell Foster, a barrister on the Northern circuit.5 , At a 
meeting on 4 July , he said that he would support Lord Palmerston's Government and a £6 rating 
franchise which would give the vote to the old "potwallopers'" and "scot and lot" men,6 which would 
hardly have been a particularly progressive measure.7 Foster was an opponent of the ballot. He was 
in favour of the spread of education, no religious teaching in the schools and the abolition of Church 
Rates with due regard for the interest of the Church . He supported self-government for mature colonies 
and did not believe that it was true "to say that the black man must be exterminated wherever the 
white man set his foot", which was designed to win over humanitarian support against Roebuck. Roebuck 
was contemptuous of Foster: he "thinks that standing for Sheffield will be a good advertisement - he 
could put one into The Times for less money; but then it would not be in accordance with etiquette" .8 
Roebuck's accusations that Foster was wishing to draw attention to himself merely for professional reasons9 

angered Foster who proceeded to conduct a campaign of sarcastic abuse. On 5 July, before a crowd of 
20,000 people, he intimated that Roebuck and Hadfield had not the courage to come and face him. Where
upon they arrived in the Square and heard Foster hurl insult after insult at Roebuck, especia lly over the 
Galway contract and the Water Bil1.10 The fact that because of his position in the Square Roebuck was 
unable to reply to such palpable untruths, coupled with Foster's unsavoury manner and the behaviour of 
some hired roughs, who on the following evening tried to disrupt a Roebuck-Hadfield meeting in the 
Temperance Hall,ll no doubt rallied much support for Roebuck and won over many fair-minded men to 
his side. Leader felt sure that "the people of Sheffield know too well the value of tried men to desert 
them for the first voluble declaimer who may cross their path".12 

If Foster was no more than a "voluble declaimer", a more serious challenge to Roebuck and Had
field came with the appearance of a fourth candidate, the Han. James Frederick Stuart Wortley.13 Wortley 
was a Liberal, who had been a private secretary to Gladstone for four years. He wanted "to see the suff
rage extended to a great extent, but not to a radical extent "so that it would be abused, though he refused 
to commit himself to any particular level of franchise extension.14 He opposed the ballot and talked of 
"an arrangement for a compromise" on the question of Church Rates. So Wortley's liberalism was very 
moderate and herein lay the strength of his candidature. Because he came from the premier Conservative 
family in the district and because there was no Conservative in the field, he could count on the upport of 
the Tories in Sheffield. "It is beyond dispute," wrote Samuel Harrison, "that there is a larg and influential 
Conservative party in Sheffield", which was concerned to maintain the Church-State connection and "to prev
ent the lowering of the suffrage so as practically to place the whole power of electing representatives in the 
hands of the lower orders".15 Wortley's opposition to a radical extension of the franchise was in accordance 
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with this principle. Harrison declared: "We feel satisfied that Mr Wortley will obtain that general support of 
the Conservative party in Sheffield, if not on his own merits, at least on the ground that his principles are 
much to be preferred to those of Messrs. Roebuck and Hadfield. In the present state of parties in the town 
we have no hesitation in advising the Conservatives of Sheffield to vote for Wortley and Foster at the ensuing 
election".1 W.C. Leng in the Sheffield Daily Telegraph also supported Wortley and Foster.2 The Tories backed 
Foster because his politics were moderate and in the hope, which was justified, that his supporters would split 
their votes with Wortley rather than Hadfield whom the Conservatives especially dlsliked.3 Wortley also hoped 
to attract the support of lukewarm Liberals who considered Roebuck and Hadfield with their radical views about 
the franchise, the ballot and the outright abolition of Church Rates4 too advanced, as well as those disgruntled 
Liberals who disliked Roebuck. Foster's principal supporters were the Permissive Bill men, such as Clegg and 
Harrop, who backed him against Roebuck, even though Foster did not share their opinions, which macle it look 
very much like "an opposition of mere spite".6 Roebuck's position was strong al1g, as the election approached, 
backed by the middle class Liberal leadership, the "public house interest" and a lavish expenditure of money,6 
he must have been confident of success. 

A crowd of between 30,000 and 40,000 people assembled at the Corn Exchange on nomination day.7 
Roebuck was enthusiastically received when he declared: "what I halle done, I intend 'to do; what I have been 
I intend to be". Hadfield expressed in a few words tl'l'" Liberal creed: "Gentlemen, away with the past. There 
is nothing done while anything remains to be done. The progress hitherto is not to guide and govern the progress 
for lhe future" . By contrast, Foster could not make himself heard by the crowd, and the show of hands was 
overwhelmingly in favour of Roebuck and Hadfield. On polling day Foster retired from the contest at 2 p .m., 
advising his supporters who had not voted to plump for Wortley. This made little difference and the result of the 
election was a great victory for Roebuck and Hadfield.a The analysis of the voting shows that the Foster party, 
despite their protestations of support for Hadfield, split 1,108 out of 1,676 votes with Wortley, a ratio of 11 to 3 
against Hadfield.9 So the vast majority of Foster's supporters preferred Wortley to Hadfield, which would suggest 
that they were Tories~o So the Tory vote was made up substantially of 721 plumpers for Wortley and 1,108 splits 
between Wortley and Foster. The 2,694 split votes given to Roebuck and Hadfield showed that most Liberals 
remained loyal to the sitting members. Above all, the election was a personal triumph for Roebuck who had be n 
given a vote of confidence by the electorate. Finally, it should be noted that the number of unpolled voters was 
16%, compared with 12% in 1857,11 due to the increase in the size of the electorate and perhaps to the brevity of 
the election campaign. 

The election in the Southern Division of the West Riding is of great importance because it illustrates the 
problems facing the Liberals in counties where there Was a marked political difference between the towns and the 
rural areas. In this newly created division it was clear that the contest would be very clo Iy fought because of 
the nature of the balance between urban and r ural areas. For this reason the Conservatives rejected a compromise 
and decided to contest both seats, nominating W.S. Stanhope 12 and Christopher Beckett Denison, th on of a 
former M.P. fOr the West Riding.13 The problem which faced the Lib ral was that neither of their candidates, Sir 
John Ramsden or the Hon. Charles Fitzwilliam,1~as likely to command the n cessary support fro m th urban are s, 
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because both were landowners. On 24 June, Fitzwilliam informed Leader of his intention to withdraw: "I 
suppos you are by this time aware of the course that I have adopted. I am sorry that I have felt forced 
to adopt that course but I am sure that I have, by retiring, best consulted the liberal interests of the Division".1 
In fact, Ramsden had refused to stand with Fitzwilliam because he would not have brought him the kind of 
support he needed and may have jeopardised his chances. H.F. Beaumont2 was then selected as a colleague for 
Ramsden. J.W. Childers, president of the Reform Registration Association, reported to Dunn that "Fitzwilliam 
has withdrawn and Sir John Ramsden is ready to come forward with Beaumont if adopted on Monday".3 But 
Dunn obviously did not think that this would resolve the difficulty and he told Leader that is was "a very 
critical position of affairs".4 It certainly was, because at th is moment Ramsden decided to withdraw. Sir 
Charles Wood, a former Whig minister and one of the leading Liberals in the county, thought it "mortifying" 
that all their work had been "thrown over at the last moment by the folly of our two candidates". So 
desperate were the Liberals that Wood was ready to support any two "presentable candidates" if they could 
be found, which he thOUght unlikely.5 However, John Parker did not agree with Leaper's placing all the blame 
for this situation on Ramsden. "I don't think Ramsden was bound after the preference given to Fitzwilliam by 
reason of his own unpopularity6 to fight a very uphill battle and that too with a colleague who would not have 
brought the sort of support he needed".' After all, Beaumont's "adhesion [to Liberalism) has been very short 
indeed and .. • . his knowledge of political affairs is nil". The real problem about finding suitable Liberal 
candidates, Parker explained, was that "the sections of the Liberal party differ as to the extent they are willing 
to go on certain questions and that the town section will not allow the country candidate any open questions 
or any fair latitude of fTeedom". There would have been no trouble "if Ramsden had been treated in this respect 
in the same manner by the Towns as Crossley8 has been by the country party". Ramsden's politics were not 
sufficiently advanced for the urban Liberals. He was unpopular as a result of the Huddersfield tenant right case 
and, If he had stood, there was every likelihood of his being defeated. Parker believed that, if the urban Liberals 
were not prepared to support Ramsden, they ought to have " produced, nominated and paid for a candidate of 
their own opinions, as they were bound to do" .9 It seems that the urban Liberals were reluctant to bring forward 
their own candidate because they were unwilling to pay the bill . But the whole question shows how difficult it 
was to find suitable Liberal county candidates. 

While the Liberals were disorganized and without candidates, the Conservatives had begun th ir campaign. 
On 27 June, J.Jobson Smith 1 '\:haired a meeting at the Angel Hotel, at which C.B. Denison spoke." The Con
servatives hoped that Denison would win the towns and Stanhope, a country gentleman from Barnsley. would 
carry the country districts. Certainly Denison's speech was the epitome of moderate Conservatism. He argued 
that "Conservatives are 'obstructive' only as opposed to the ultra party, who would destroy all that we reverenCe, 
all that we value and hold precious In our national constitution and our national church": With balances for 
property and intelligence, however, "there is nothing to prevent a large admission of the working classes within the 
pale of the electoral franchise". He supported the national church, education and non-Interference In foreign policy. 
This was a very moderate position and was designed to '8ttract lukewarm Liberals. An election committee was 
formed for the Sheffield district; of which the chairman was W;F. Dixo\1.12 The prospect of a Conservative victory 
must have seemed very bright. 

On 1 July, 1865, it was announced that the Liberal candidates would be Lord Milton13 and H.F. Beaumont.14 

Lord Mllton's ancastors had been staunch Liberals and the Fitzwilliam name was associated with sterling service to the 
West Riding, and his candidature would be backed by the extensive Fitzwilliam Influence in the ,oounty. The drawbacks 
appeared to be that both he and Beaumont were very young, lacked political experience and Beaumont was only a 
recent convert to Liberal principles. At first Liberals were 8r:1ything but confident. "If the young hounds have mind 
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to have a run by themselves, I have no objection and they will at all events learn something for another day", 
Parker wrote.l But very soon they were commanding respect and attention. Of the Conservative candidates 
Leader wrote : "they have no political wardrobe ready made, and if sent into Parliament they would meekly 
don any livery that it might suit the temporary expediency of Mr Disraeli to put upon them"? Milton and 
Beaumont were, in Dunn's words, "the men who will go forward and not backward".3 

The Liberals won the election by a narrow majority. Below is an analysis of the voting:4 

No. OF VOTERS 
AREA VOTERS POLLED MILTON BEAUMONT DENISON STANHOPE RESULT 

1. Barnsley 1098 908 512 480 391 426 L 

2. Dewsbury 1946 1606 1059 1009 561 537 L 

3. Dobcross 743 605 333 324 271 271 L 

4. Doncaster 1280 1017 465 433 564 528 C 

5. Goole 329 268 55 56 206 210 C 

6. Holmfirth 636 511 284 279 225 222 L 

7. Huddersfield 1913 1617 873 852 742 718 L 

8. Penistone 346 268 90 86 172 180 C 

9. Pontefract 936 719 334 308 425 408 C 

10. Rotherham 971 771 572 538 204 210 L 

11. Scissett 439 358 241 247 121 127 L 

12. Selby 604 468 142 136 333 327 C 

13. Sheffield 3015 2151 1301 1280 837 851 L 

14. Sherburn 290 238 18 18 220 215 C 

15. Snaith 324 251 22 20 229 229 C 

16. Tadcaster 285 223 59 57 164 156 C 

17. Thorne 589 438 205 195 243 236 C 

18. Wakefield 1688 1293 496 487 788 785 C 

19. Wath 471 379 197 170 188 183 SPLIT 

TOTAL 17903 14089 7258 6975 6884 6819 

As had been expected, the rural areas presented the greatest problem for the Libera ls. Although they 
won in Sheffield, Rotherham, Dewsbury and Huddersfield, they were defeated at Doncaster, Pontefract, Selby, 
Thorne and Wakefield. The Liberals owed their success to the size of the urban electorates and to the able 
management of their campaign and especially to the great efforts of the legal agent, R.J. Galnsford.6 The 
total Liberal expenses for the county election amounted to £8,964. 15s. 10d., of which Sheffield's share was 
£780. Os. 10d.6 Of this the candidates paid £5,000, which meant that almost £4,000 had to be raised by 
subscription.7 On this matter Dunn explained to Leader: " I am sorry to say that on these occasions the 
Towns do not come up as they ought if they expect to have that vo ice in the selection of candid tes which 
is most desirable".8 Leader sent £50,9 but his contribution to the Liberal victory both in the borough and 
the county was far greater than that. The Independent was widely read not only in Sheffield, but 81 0 in 
the county. "You report the speeches and proceedings of our division so much better than Mr B in s do s", 
Miss Parker told Leader.10 Although he may not have been as powerful as his second cousin, Edward Baines, 
was at Leeds, Leader was without doubt one of the most influential men in the Liberal party In South 
Yorkshire. 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

J. Parker to R . L.ader. 30.6.1865. Leader MSS ., S.C.L., L.C. 187 . 

5.1.,1 .7 .1866. 

S.I. , 4 .7.1866 . 

Poll Book, Wakefield, 1865. 

Sir C. Wood to T . Dunn, 20.9 .1865, H.F. 8e umont to T . Dunn, 21 .9 .1866, Dunn MSS ., S .C.L., M. D. 2197 . 

Mamo., Dunn MSS., S .C.L., M.D. 2197 . 

T. Dunn to R. Leadar, 14.9 .1866, Leader MSS .. S.C.L., L.C. 187 . 

Ibid. 

T. Dunn to R. Leader, 16.9.1866, Laader MSS ., S .C.L. , L.C. 187 . 

Mill E.C. Parker to R . Leader, 26 .7.1866, Laader MSS., S.C.L., L.C. 187 . 

·67· 



CHAPTE R IX 

THE STRUGGLE FOR REFORM 

1866 - 1867 

When Palmerston died in October, 1865, it was clear that the years of political calm were at an end. 
The leaders of the Liberal party, Russell and Gladstone, were both comm itted to the introduction of a meas
ure of parliamentary reform. The question was how extensive was it to be? The middle class Libe ra ls in 
Sheffield envisaged a moderate measure such as Baines' Bill. Leader wrote: "Mr. Forster laid down the true 
principle when he said the working classes ought to have a fair but not a preponder&nce in the electoral 
syste~" . 1 He supported reform partly because he wanted to see "the free expression in parliament of public 
opinion, in which men of all classes shall be fairly heard",2 but also because it would be unsafe to withold an 
extension of the franchise : "If we allow the Tory policy of aversion to change to prevail, conserve the old 
only because it is old, preserve anomalies on the plea that in the main we do very well in spite of them, we 
shall be acting in opposition to every dictate of reason and intelligence, and shall lay up in store the materials 
for future years of trouble" . 3 

A really radical measure of reform, embodying manhood suffrage, would not have been a political 
possibility in an essentially conservative House of Commons, nor would the middle class Liberals have supported 
it since they had no wish to see the working classes gain a predominance in the political system. Moreover, the 
working classes were by no means unrepresented in the unreformed Parliament . Returns made by the Union 
Clerks in Sheffield to the Goverhment in January, 1866, showed that 25% of the electorate was composed of 
artisans : 4 

DISTRICT VOTERS ARTISANS % 

Sheffield 3,748 909 nearly 25% 

Brightside 1,319 358 about 27% 

Attercl iffe 331 127 38% 

Ecclesall 2,545 522 20.51 % 

Nether Hallam 1,073 392 36.53% 

Upper Hallam 120 8 6.66% 

TOTAL 9,136 2,316 25.35% 

All the signs were that Russell's Government would introduce a very moderate Reform Bill. 
A meeting to consider the question of reform was held in February 1866 and attended by about 

6 ' , 
400 people. The chairman, Ald. Saunders, urged that "what was wanted was a substantial and thorough Reform 
Bill, such as would satisfy the mass of the people for a century to come". Ralph Skelton "did not expect to 
get what he wanted - manhood suffrage, but he would be willing to take what he could get". Downing and 
Titterton were prepared to accept a £6 rental franchise. But Samuel Jackson moved an amendment in favour 
of manhood suffrage, which was supported by Samuel Plimsoll.6 though he made it clear that he would support 
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any measure as a first step. Lord Teynham,1 who was Plimsoll's guest at Whiteley Wood Hall, said that he 
was prepared to support the Government measure. Only 4 votes were recorded for Jackson's amendment, 
which showed that most manhood suffragists were prepared to secure what they could get;2 they were ready 
to compromise in a way the Chartists had always refused to do. Finally, it should be noted that none of the 
leading middle class Liberals attended this meeting, though they must have been well pleased with the outcome. 

The Reform Bill, introduced by the Liberals, was so moderate that it received the approval of the 
Sheffield Daily Telegraph. Leng wrote: "every statesman of mark is committed to the passing of some measure 
of Parliamentary Reform" and "we are persuaded that all that is necessary is for the Government to stake its 
existence and the duration of the present Parliament on the passing of the Bill, and then, notwithstanding the 
screeches of Mr. Horsman and the. sarcasms of Mr. Lowe, we shall, before the grouse shooting begins, see it 
receive the Royal assent".3 Leader, of course, welcomed the bill ,4 estimating that it would increase the elect· 
orate of Sheffield by about 70%.5 This would have meant that about 6,300 would have been enfranchised, a 
very mild and cautious measure indeed, which Leng welcomed as Ita fair and honest measure, and as a con· 
cession which will satisfy the justice of the case for many years to come".6 He condemned the opposition to 
the bill, especially the arguments of Robert Lowe,' and when it was defeated he concluded tIthe great argument 
put forward against the Reform Bill was an argument for class government".8 The Sheffield Times adopted the 
familiar Tory argument that there was an absence of popular enthusiasm for reform in the country : It "has 
been delayed so long, and it enlists so little sympathy from the people and from Parliament, that it is nearly 
certain that it will never pass into law during the present session. We are aware that an attempt is being made 
to get up an agitation in support of the Bill; but it is nevertheless true that it has fallen flat upon the country. 
There is neither outcry against it, nor in its favour" .9 

Although he admitted that an extension of the franchise was necessary, 10 Samuel Harrison objected to 
the bi II because it did not include a redistribution of seats,11 and "to endeavour to carry out Parliamentary 
Reform piecemeal for the sake of avoiding opposition and of retaining office, is contemptible, unworthy and 
cowardly".12 The most difficult charge for the Liberals to rebut was that of popular indifference to reform 
because it was partly true. Hadfield might tell Leader that tIthe country is rising" ,13 but there is no doubt 
that there was no popular agitation comparable to that which had swept the country in 1831 . 32. This was 
partly because the circumstances of economic crisis, which underlay the earlier agitation, were largely absent in 
the spring of 1866, and partly because the Reform Bill of 1866 was not of the stuff to inspire great popular 
feeling or indeed much excitement at all. Leader explained the absence of a real popular agitation by claiming 
that there was Ita cordial acceptance of the government bill".14 While stressing that an intense agitation was 
unnecessary, he warned of the consequences if the bill were rejected: " Iet us have a dissolution on the reform 
question, and we may rely upon it that the great demonstration made by the election of 1831 would be 
emphatically repeated".15 He stressed how moderate the measure was: "it is a measure of compromises and 
compensations. It would in all probability avert for many years any further demand for a change".16 On 2 
April, the Mayor, W.E. Laycock,17 chaired a meeting to support the bil1.18 Leader reported that tIthe hall 
was crowded with a meeting representing the 'elite' of the working classes", 19 which is not surprising sinc it 
was only the elite who would benefit from the bill. Thomas Dunn moved a resolution accepting it as "an 
honest and valuable measure" and h8 stressed the need to support it even though it did not· go as far as some 
of them wished. The resolution was seconded by D. Robinson, a working man and a non·el ctor, who argu d 
that the working classes were as good as any other class and as fitted to exercise the franchis. Hadfield nd 
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H.F. Beaumont supported the measure and Roebuck promised "I will steadily support it and, by the grace 
of God, we shall carry it". Despite its moderation, the bill caused a spli t in the parliamentary Liberal party 
and in June, 1866, its future seemed very black indeed as it was assailed by Conservatives and Adullamites . 
If, as seemed likely, the bill were to be defeated, the question for the Government to decide was whether 
to dissolve Parliament and fight a second general election within a year with all the expense and inconven
ience it would cause,1 or whether to resign and hand over power to the Conservatives. This question was 
discussed at a meeting in Paradise Square on 25 June, attended by between 5,000 and 6,000 people.2 

Samuel Plimsoll moved a resolution expressing confidence in Russell's Government, especially on the question 
of the Reform Bill, and urging them "to use every constitutional means to secure the passing of that bill in 
its integrity". Both Plimsoll and leader favoured a d issolution in preference to hand ing over power to the 
Tories. "We owe a duty to Europe at large and to Liberalism all over the world to maintain in power the 
Government which has the confidence of Liberals generally", leader declared. lord Teynham, the Radical 
peer, said that he had no confidence in the present Parliament and he advised: "you should sustain the 
Government to the utmost, sustain it in dissolving Parliament, if without that dissolution it cannot pass a 
Reform Bill which shall give at least some measure of satisfaction to the people". The chairman of the 
meeting, Thomas Dunn, was worried about the form of the resolution, believing that it was not right to ask 
for a dissolution in the petition to Russell, since that power was vested in the Queen alone. Nevertheless, 
Plimsoll and Titterton secured the addition of a rider (against Dunn's advice), asking the ministers to advise 
a dissolution and the resolution was carried unanimously . The other speakers at this important meeting were 
Michael Beal, Ald. Saunders and R.J. Gainsford.3 The liberals of Sheffield had made it quite clear that they 
favoured the bolder course of an early dissolution, with a meeting of Parliament in the autumn . However, 
after its defeat on Lord Dunkellin's motion, the Government decided to resign. Leader regretted this and 
wrote that "England and her Queen, as well as the nations of Europe, look with especial repugnance at the 
present time to a transfer of the official power of the country from the friends of freedom to the abettors 
of despotism:'." 

The defeat of the Liberal Reform Bill and the assumption of power by the Conservatives marks a real 
turning-point in the struggle for reform. Hitherto, Radicals, who supported manhood suffrage, had been 
divided into those who were prepared to compromise and accept Russell's bill and those who would not. 
Ernest Jones, a former Chartist leader, denounced the bill as inadequate and resigned from the Reform League 
because it supported it,6 and in Sheffield Samuel Jackson had refused to accept it. But the rejection of such 
a moderate scheme united Radicals behind a demand for the full programme of the Reform league, registered 
and residential manhood suffrage. The unwise refusal to grant a small measure of reform resulted in a demand 
for a far wider extension of the franchise. The power of the popular agitation was seen in the Hyde Park 
demonstration in late July, lA!hich Leader regarded as "an overwhelming, though peaceful vote". 6 I n Sheffield 
the determination of Radicals to accept nothing less than manhood suffrage was reflected in the formation of 
the Sheffield branch of the Reform League in July, 1866. This had its origins in a meeting of working men 
on 4 July, which had been called by the estate agent, Henry Horner, because similar meetings had taken place 
in other towns. 7 Ralph Skelton was the chairman. Henry Titterton moved the following resolution: ''That 
a House of Commons, elected by a fraction only of the adult male population of the United Kingdom, is a 
violation and mockery of the principles and intent of the constitution, and that the factious and class opposition 
offered by Tories and sham Liberals to the late moderate Reform Bill, together with the inlurlous and insulting 
language used towards the working classes, render it imperatively necessary for the great liberal party throughout 
the country to unite in resolutelv insisting upon the amendment of the representation of the people In Parliament 
being carried out to the full extent of resident, lodger or full manhood suffrage". The resolution was carried 
unanimously, but because the meeting was attended by only about 1,600, it was decided to adjourn unti I 9 
July, but even then "the attendance was not nearly so large as might have been expected". 8 Skelton expressed 
the feelings of all Radicals when he declared that "nothing short of a real, tangible and substantial measure of 
reform would satisfy them". He alluded to the absence of the leading Liberals In the town who ought to stand 
side by side with the working m8n "to endeavour to obtain for them what was their right and their due" . The 
middle class Liberals did not support manhood suffrage and therefore did not attend such meetings. Once gin, 
the gulf between middle and working class political aims was evident. Moreover, the comparatively sparse attend
ance suggested that popular feeling in Sheffield on the reform question was not running particu larly high . Thom s 
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Orton believed that a few meetings would "rouse up the old reform spirit in Sheffield",l and Titterton urged 
the formation of a political organization in the town to aid the carrying of a good bill which would include 
"residential, manhood and lodger suffrage". As a result of this meeting a Sheffield branch of the Reform 
League was founded in July, 1866, and Samuel Plimsoll became its president.2 The branch convened a large 
working class reform meeting on 6 August, the purpose of which was, in Plimsoll's words, "to show that the 
people were not so indifferent to reform as they were charged by the Tories to be".3 A resolution, proposed 
by Skelton, censuring the conduct of the Government over the Hyde Park meeting, was carried unanimously 
and J.C. Fillingham explained that the Reform League "would secure their rights ; it would yet knock off all 
the trammels that bound them to the present state of things; it would pass through Parliament that measure 
of concession to their rights wh ich they ought to have". Councillor Woodcock4 urged the working classes to 
"speak out in one determined voice and demand their rights, and tell Lord Derby and his colleagues that 
they would be political slaves no longer". Councillor Nadin5 and Henry Titterton spoke in support of the 
League's efforts to secure reform based on manhood suffrage and vote .by ballot . Finally, the meeting was 
addressed by Edmond Beales, barrister and President of the National Reform League, who exposed the irregu
larities and the injustice of the present system, denouncing the House of Commons as "an exclusive, oligarch
ical, unconstitutional assembly - more rgally representing the House of Peers than the people - an assembly 
devoted to the interests of the landocracy and the plutocracy - and like all other usurpers, bitterly hostile 
to all who oppose its usurpation" .6 

An interesting insight into the position in which the Sheffield branch of the Reform League stood in 
relation to the moderate middle class Liberal leadership is provided by a speech which Thomas Orton, the 
draper of Chapel Walk , made at a meeting of the Rotherham branch of the Reform League on 5 January, 
1867.7 The purpose of the meeting was to advertise the forthcoming demonstration which the Sheffield branch 
had organized. "In Sheffield," Orton observed, "the middle classes held themselves entirely aloof from their 
movement, saying they intended to go too fa r. The League, however, meant to go on without the middle 
class. He had conversed with the veteran reformer, Mr. Thomas Dunn, and invited him to attend the demon
stration. Mr. Dunn s.:. id if he did so it would be for the purpose of moving an amendment on any resolution 
proposed which embodied manhood suffrage. He (Mr. Orton) was certain that Mr. Dunn would be defeated 
and that a resolution embodying manhood suffrage would be carried in Sheffield by a large majority" .8 So 
the Reform League in Sheffie ld not only had the problem of rousing "the old reform spirit", but it also had 
to contend with middle class hostility to its programme. Leader agreed with Dunn about manhood suffrage: 
"we have not been able to see our way to the adoption of this proposal" .9 The middle class Liberals stayed 
away from the great reform demonstration of 21 January, 1867. 

Such demonstrations had already been held in other towns and their purpose was to put pressure on 
the Conservative Government to introduce a really comprehensive measure of reform in the forthcoming session. 
The demonstration began with a procession of such length that it took five minutes to pass a given point .10 

The Park Temperance Society and three bands took part , but the only evidence of trade union participation 
was the banner of the Amalgamated Ta ilors' Society. Orton explained this absence of trade union involvement 
by saying that when asked to take part, the trade union leaders had said "it was impossible to get the men in 
one mind on the subject".ll It must be remembered at this time the trade unions were concerned with vital 
questions affecting their future and there was a long tradition of reluctance on the part of the unions In 
Sheffield to involve themselves as bodies in political matters. Leader remarked "the members of societies which 
are essentially non 'political declined to recognise in the present state of affairs any sufficient reason to go 
beyond their proper province".12 Such feeling was particularly strong among the old craft unions, which pre
dominated in Sheffield, and it is interesting that the one society which did take part in the demonstration was 
one of the new, politica lly -conscious amalgamated unions. So the Reform League in Sheffield had neither 
official trade union support nor the backing of the middle class Liberals. Yet despite this and the extr me 
winter cold, the crowd in the Haymarket was so large that three platforms were erected at which meetings 
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were held simultaneously.1 On the first p latform Councillor Hibberd2 presided and 6,000 - 7,000 people 
attended. Nad in, in moving a resolution in favour of reg istered and residential manhood suffrage and the 
ballot, insisted that the middle classes had not kept their promises and he asked: "Where were the great 
reformers of the present day? Where were the local reformers? Were they there?" Downing stressed that 
"manhood suffrage was the only correct principle of the future" and the resolution was carried unanimously. 
Williams then put a motion of confi dence in Russell, Gladstone, Bright, Mill, Hughes, Fawcett and Beales. 
By contrast, he considered that Roebuck was not a reformer. Since the meeting of 2 April, 1866, at which 
he had promised to support the Liberal Reform Bill , Roebuck had not been polit ically active. Severe illness 
had caused him to miss most of the debates, and those who already disliked him attributed his absence to 
that fact that he was not a sincere reformer . He had no liking for the Liberal leaders, Russell and Gladstone. 
I n March, 1866, he strongly denied a rumour that he was on the point of moving a vote of confidence in 
Russell: "this would indeed be a wOhder. confidence in Earl Russell indeedl I have none either in his head 

e 
or his heart - and I think I know him well - weak, narrow-minded. obstinate and vindictive. he is no hero 
of mlne".3 Such opin ions were hardly likely to enhance Roebuck's popularity with Liberals in Sheffield . 
Moreover, there seemed to be some truth in the vIew that Roebuck was nothing but a Tory in disguise when 
Leng hastened to defend him against the charge of feigning illness for political reasons and when he accepted 
an invitation to convalesce at Endcliffe Hall, the home of John BroWn.4 

By contrast, Ernest Jones, the former Chartist leader. was Introduced to the meetihg as "the most 
earnest reformer that England had yet produced: ,s Jones had left the Reform League when it supported the 
Reform Bill of 1866. but he had re-joined and now spoke cautiously of it. The "Reform Bill was good as 
far as it went. but it had one terrible fault - it was too little". Yet the Tories Had defeated it; they had 
"made UI overstay the dinner hour, and the longer they make us walt. the larger is the meal they will have 
to give us". Not only were the 1N0rking classes fitted for the franchise but they had one other great advantage : 
"we are the many, we have the numbers and numbers are invincible, and to be invincible they need but to be 
organised, organised, organised, organised. and the rights of the people will be secured". Ralph Skelton pres
ided at the second platform and referred to the absence of Roebuck and other "gentlemen who professed to 
be reformers". Orton. an honorary secretary of the Sheffield branch of the Reform League. stressed that they 
would no longer cOmpromise with the moderate reformers. The Cattle Plague Compensation Bill6 showed that 
the House of Commons was not a fair representation of the people. as Roebuck hed claimed it was. He said 
that the Sheffield branch of the Reform League had about 300 members, whereas it should have nearer 3.000.7 

Of course this was the number of paid-up members; those working men who supported the League 's programm 
numbered many more. Underlying the demand for manhood suffrage was the idea, expressed by Henry Titter
ton, that a man "ought to have a vote not because he rented a certain kind of house. but because he was a 
man". This premise that "in asking for manhood suffrage and vote by ballot they were asking for no favollr , 
but the birthril/ht of every m8n'.a was a feature of all radical reform movements since the Constitutional 
Society of 1791; 

Samuel Plimsoll presided at the evenlhg meeting. A defender of trad unions. he gave the reasons why 
he supported reform: " I Lis because I wish to heal the breach which is dally widening betWeen men and 
masters, it Is because I think Working men fully as fit for the franchise as those who hav It, it is becaus I 
want a more decorous and useful Parliament. it is because I sympathise with the feeling of the mass s who 
claim to assist in making the laws which govern them. and It is because I believe that good and wis legislation 
will be more easily attainable In a reformed ParHament".9 Lord Teynham spoke and E.A. Leatham,'O 
former M.P. for Huddersfield, made the very important point that )'there Is not the smallest danger of any 
measure passing through the small sieve of Parliament which shall be one whit too large for th m rg ncy", 
He thought that " the next great harvest of reforms will spring from working da enfranchl m nt", 
particularly national education and reform of the Poor Law. "It is time we ceased to b a bundl of clas 
and became a united nation". SpeaKing of Roebuck, Nadln Insisted that h .,w 5 not the sam man he w $ 
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have worn the coat of many colours".' 
I ndeed, one of the most striking features of the great reform demonstration at Sheffield was that it 

revealed the extent of Radical dissatisfaction with Roebuck. The Mayor, John Webster, himself a Conserva
tive, thought that Roebuck was a Tory,2 and wanted him to be appointed Chief Commissioner of the enquiry 
into trade unionism in Sheffield.3 More significantly, Roebuck noticed that Thomas Dunn's attitude to him 
had altered: "of late he has been taken by some crotchet - some madness I was going to say, and his whole 
manner and conduct as regards me is so peculiar that I am compelled to conclude not on ly that he is no 
longer my friend but to believe him in his heart almost my enemy".4 The Conservatives were quick to drive 
a wedge between Roebuck and his supporters and the Mayor told him that Dunn and the Whigs had supported 
him only for party advantage and that "in their hearts they hated and do hate you". It was a mark of the 
extent of the breach when Roebuck was half-convinced that this was true.5 

In March, 1867, the Conservative Government introduced a Reform Bill which provided for rated resi
dential suffrage with a number of safeguards, including fancy franchises and dual voting. The Sheffield Times 
explained : "in conceding household suffrage, it is therefore necessary to guard it so that it shall not issue in 
a pure democracy. We can trust the present Government that it is not about to give us a John Bright Reform 
Bill".6 But Leader thought that the bill was a "complicated and dishonest measure",7 as did the Sheffield 
branch of the Reform League. A large number of working men attended a meeting on 27 March.8 Samuel 
Plimsoll argued that the bill should not be allowed to go into committee and ought to be rejected since it 
had five radical defects - dual voting, an illusory reduction of the franchise, the omission of a lodger franchise, 
too high a county franchise and an inadequate seat redistribution scheme. Councillor Hibberd moved a resolu
tion in favour o('household suffrage, pure and simple, together with a lodger franchise" . Although he asserted 
the justice of manhood suffrage and vote by ballot, Hibberd moved that "under the circumstances" they would 
be prepared to support such a bill. The motion was carried and it is interesting that the Reform League was 
prepared to compromise and accept less than manhood suffrage, despite Orton's statement at the reform demon
stration that there could be no compromise with the moderate reformers. Of great importance was the influence 
of Samuel Plimsoll, whose approach to the problem was essentially pragmatic and political. Clearly the most 
that could be hoped for from the House of Commons was household suffrage, and the Reform League could 
make a far bigger political contribution by supporting it and thereby strengthening the hands of John Bright and 
the Radicals in Parliament than by stubbornly holding out for the unattainable, manhood suffrage . The Rev. 
Henry Tarrant of the Wicker Congregational Chapal called for "a free household suffrage without any restrictions" 
to mend class legislation and corruption. The meeting also condemned Roebuck's insulting attacks on Gladstone, the 
the mention of whose name brought forth loud and prolonged cheering. Nadin contrasted the efforts of Gladstone 
and Bright with those of Roebuck: "all that he had done could be written on a piece of paper the size of 
sixpence". There is no doubt that Roebuck had gone out of his way to insult and belittle Gladstone, whose 
attitude he had described as "pettifogging". As early as 1867 Gladstone was regarded by most Liberals as an able 
and outstanding statesman and in the country no blame was attached to him for the defeat of the 1866 Reform 
Bill, although it is clear that his handling of the Commons might have been more tactful. He was trusted and 
popular and Roebuck's words were bitterly resented. ' 

The central feature of the Conservative Reform Bill as it stood at the end of March, 1897, was the 
personal payment of rates. This excluded all those occupiers who compounded for their rates so that the owners 
rather than the householders paid the rates on a number of houses'. It was this personal payment principle, its If 
a safeguard against a too radical extension of the suffrage, which Gladstone was determin d to abolish . First, he 
attempted to replace it by a fixed-line franchise but he was defeated by the opposition of 52 Liberals, the Te 
Room revolt, on 8 April. Then, on 12 April, he moved an amendment to the bill to enfranchise occupiers whether 
they or the owners paid the rates.9 Roebuck was by this time committed to supporting Disraeli and the 
personal payment principle. When this position was criticized by the Sheffield Independent, he wrote indignantly 
to Fisher: "assuredly at this time of my life I am not about to take Mr. Leader for my guide and philosopher".' 0 

He declared boldly, "come what may I shall pursue the course I think right, utterly careless of what the Whig 
party of Sheffield or any party may th ink of my acts". He was unable to s e how the "democr tic party" 
could call the bill "a sham" since it would enfranchise 26,000 new voters in Sheffield. In ny case, R. Jackson 11 
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"seems to think that the party who are offended with me is small and insignificant". With reference to 
Gladstone's amendment upon which he was to speak that evening, Roebuck said: "I think I shall be able 
to make it apparent that Gladstone and Bright have by their loud and interminable talk entirely bewildered 
themselves, mystified the subject and puzzled and somewhat disgusted the public. I shall I suppose again 
incur the wrath of Mr. Leader."1 Fisher obviously thought Roebuck's course unwise and he sent a number 
of telegrams, but Roebuck was adamant. "My most decided conviction was that my country's interest 
would best be served by voting against Mr. Gladstone"? Roebuck showed how limited his Radicalism had 
become when he argued that Gladstone's amendment, if carried, would have resulted in "pure and simple 
household suffrage". He was confident that the bill would be carried as it stood. As for Gladstone and 
Bright, "the result will show how wildly and falsely they have declaimed in order to bamboozle the public".3 
Like the other Liberals who voted against Gladstone's amendment,4 Roebuck feared that the consequence 
of a rejection of Disraeli's Bill would be a more radical measure, "a John Bright Reform Bill" embodying 
household suffrage, pure and simple. Hadfield, on the other hand, supported Gladstone and it is clear that 
Roebuck's conduct caused him no little anxiety. "You know", he told Leader, "how very delicate a matter 
it is for me to discuss or speak of differences between us but I am often questioned".6 

By Easter, 1867, it was clear that the stumbling block to the achievement of household suffrage was 
the personal payment principle. What was needed was pressure outside Parliament to show that the bill in 
its present state was not acceptable to popular opinion. This was the purpose of the Hyde Park meeting of 
5 and 6 May, which had its counterpart in the meeting convened by the Sheffield branch of the Reform 
League in Paradise Square.6 The size of this meeting and the unprecedented step of reading news bulletins 
on the Hyde Park meeting is evidence of great interest in the reform question and shows how untrue it is 
to suggest that Sheffield remained largely indifferent to reform. The chairman, Samuel Plimsoll , referred to 
the absence of Thomas Dunn and his friends, but this was to be expected at a meeting convened by the 
Reform League. Plimsoll stressed that the bill should be opposed because of the compound householders clause. 
Ralph Skelton stressed the injustice of the compounding system, although in Sheffield it was no problem be

cause there were very few compound householders. I ndeed, what is most striking about the Sheffield reform 
meeting of 6 May is the evidence which it provides of working class co-operation. Although the personal 
payment principle did not affect working men in Sheffield, they were conscious that it would prevent the 
enfranchisement of many working men in other towns and so they refused to accept DisraeWs Bill. In t he 
words of a Mr. Wilkinson, "though they might be complimented by the expectation that several thousands of 
Sheffie ld's hard-working sons would be placed on the roll of the franchise, yet they must remember at the same 
time that there were hundreds of thousands of their fellow-men, equally honest, intelligent and consistent, to 
whom the privilege was attempted to be denied".7 The meeting also condemned Roebuck's conduct. Nadin 
moved a resolution calling for his resignation and pledging "themselves to a man to do their utmost at the 
next e lection to secure the return of some gentleman in his place who more accurately represents their wish s, 
their opinions and their character". Thomas Orton and Samuel Jackson contrasted the 'service of th two 
members when they thanked Hadfield "for the noble manner in which he had represented the people of 
Sheffie ld", and the meeting ended with cheers for Gladstone, Bright, Beales and Pllmsoll, and groans fo r Roe
buck.8 Leader, who had viewed Roebuck's recent political conduct with disquiet, commented "we hope it is 
not too late for Mr. Roebuck to repair the mischief that he has done" .9 

Disraeli was determined to find a lasting and permanent solution to the reform problem which would 
bring prestige to the Conservative party. So on 17 May he accepted an amendment wh ich abolished the pr ctice 
of compounding for rates and practically conceded household suffrage. He had gone this far b cause h saw 
yery real political advantages for the Conservatives. The Sheffield Times declared : "thl Is, Inde d, one of the 
chief recommendations of the Bill, and one of the principal grounds of justification for proposing so wide an 
extension of the franchise - that it will sett le the question permanently, that it will leave little or no scope for 
agitation and that it will immensely widen the area of Conservatism".1o Two months later, it dded r8th r 
ruefu lly "in reference to the franchise, it has about it al/ the elements of finality; for there is hardly a 'lower 
deep' possible than the household suffrage which it will introduce".11 Leng was not so re Igned. He was 
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2 J .A. Roebuck to Wm. FI.her, 14.4.1867, Leader MSS., S.C.L., L.C. 187. 
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highly critical of Disraeli's political manoeuvring and wrote: "Iast year the Conservatives declined to so much 
as wet their great toes in the sea of Reform; this year they are gasping and panting among the rollers after 
having been tumbled headlong in . . . Now they discover to their horror that if there is a revolutionary party 
they are that party of revolution" . 1 Leader, who considered Disraeli to be "an alien in heart and a charlatan 
in character", had recognized as early as January, 1867, that "there is nothing too revolutionary for him to 
do if he could but find a party to follow him"? He believed that Disraeli had forfeited all trust and hence
forth would be "of no more value than the stick of a discharged rocket".3 "Neither the Tories, whom he 
has tricked into the queer position of exulting in carrying household suffrage, nor the Liberals, who see taken 
at once and without due preparation a step that they would have divided over the next thirty years, will put 
their truu in him".4 As it emerged, the bill was far more radical than any measure the Liberals might have 
carried. Such a measure would probably have split the party and would have encountered Conservative 
opposition in the House of Lords.1S The Conservative party accepted it because it offered a tangible prize -
the re-establishment of the Conservatives as a serious political alternative to the Liberals, which they had not 
been since 1846. Leader protested "the bill is a revolution which nobody has proposed, but into which 
Parliament has stumbled".6 Disraeli had allowed himself to be pushed by Radical pressure inside and outside 
Parliament into a position which offered potential political advantage. The vindication of his policy would 
come in 1874. 

Several features of the struggle for reform in Sheffield must be stressed. Firstly, the popular agitation 
was conducted by the local branch of the Reform League without support from the middle class Liberal 
leadership and without official trade union backing. The most dynamic personality was Samuel Plimsoll who 
brought to the cause both his boundless energy, later to be employed in the crusade for improving the con
dition of seamen, and a pragmatic approach. Secondly, the popularity of Gladstone in 1866 and 1867 is 
noteworthy. Thirdly, there was the steady decline in the prestige and popularity of Roebuck through his 
attacks on Gladstone and his support for Dlsraeli which caused him to change his opinions on the rate-paying 
clauses when Disraeli accepted Hodgkinson's amendment. Nevertheless, he bl ithely told Fisher that he had 
been right all the time : "how completely my policy has succeeded I We have now a more liberal bill than 
h@s ever been proposed and that bill will be carried. I always said the Whigs never could or would carry any 
reform and this statement which I made in 1859 has proved true to the letter - what does Mr. Leader say 
now?,,7 Finally, Roebuck incurred severe criticism in Sheffield by opposing Laing's scheme to make the six 
largest towns three member constituencies.s He explained that his action arose out of a desire not to lose 
the Reform Bill. In any case, Laing's motion was defeated and Sheffield was not given a third seat. This 
may have been as a result of the adverse publicity which Sheffield received as a result of the trade outrages 
enquiry,9 but it was also due to a general indifference about the matter. Dunn told Hadfield" that so f F 

as I know, there is not in Sheffield any strong feeling in favour of a 3rd. member" .1 0 Hadfield 's exhortation 
to "meet I beseech you and let Sheffield be Sheffield as our old fathers, if restored to us, would approve,,11 
went unheeded. No doubt, Sheffield Liberals realized that because the electors could give only two votes th 
third seat would be won by the Conservatives, as happened in other towns until the introduction of the Birm
ingham caucus system. So it was hardly fair to blame Roebuck for opposing a measure they themselv s were 
indifferent about. Lastly, the effect of the 1867 Reform Act was to treble the electorate of Sheffield: 12 

DISTRICT 
Sheffield 

Brightside 

Attercliffe 

Ecclesall 

Nether Hallam 

Upper Hallam 

TOTAL 

1 S.D.T., 1S.I5.1S67. 
2 S.I., 3.1 .1867. 
3 S.I., 215.15.1867. 
4 Ibid. 

PRESENT VOTERS 
3,748 

1,310 

331 

2,455 

1,073 

120 

9,136 

NEW VOTERS 
13,000 

5,000 

1,200 

6,000 - 6,500 

2,500 

27,700 - 28,200 
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This was indeed a significant admission of the "democratic element" and its direct political consequences 
can be seen in the election of 1868. 
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CHAPTER X 

THE ELECTION OF 1868 

It is hard to imagine two men less alike than the members of Parliament for Sheffield. George 
Hadfield, who was now 81 years of age, was popular and well -respected. He had been a consistent Liberal 
all his life and had served the constituency quietly and diligently since 1852. His relations with Roebuck 
had never been completely smooth and lately he had been embarrassed by Roebuck's support for Disraeli 
and by his vindictive attacks upon the leader of the Liberal party. Unlike Roebuck, he was acceptable 
to sabbatarians and teetotallers. As early as 1857 William Fisher had complained of his narrowness on the 
Sunday question,l and in 1869 he was to vote for Sir Wilfrid Lawson's Temperance Bill? Hadfield was 
a staunch Congregationalist who had given freely for chapel building. In October, 1866, the Congregational 
Union of England and Wales had held its yearly meeting in Sheffield and Hadfield had urged the building 
of five new chapels. 3 In political matters he was strongly influenced by his close friend, H.E. Hoole, whose 
standing in the Liberal party in Sheffield was not high, but who was important because Hadfield's position 
was so strong. Though he did not like Hadfield very much, Roebuck recognized the advantages of the joint 
election committee. While the alliance remained, many potential opponents of Roebuck might allow their 
regard for Hadfield to outweigh their dislike of his colleague, and even more important Hadfield's wealth 
would be available to sustain Roebuck's candidature. Hadfield's manner was quiet and dignified , while Roe
buck was fiery and unpredictable. Although he had won a great personal triumph in the election of 1865. 
many Liberals resented Roebuck's conduct in 1867 when he had consistently supported Disraeli and had 

attacked Gladstone far more bitterly than any Conservative. 
At the same time many working men disliked Roebuck's conduct as a member of the Royal Comm

ission investigating trade unions. They believed that far from conducting his enquiries impartially, he had 
acted like a prosecuting attorney in his examination of witnesses. The future of trade unions was a vital 
political issue to the newly enfranchised artisans and they were determined to be represented by men who 
would present their case fully and fairly in Parliament. Roebuck's conduct as a member of the Royal 
Commission suggested that he was hostile to trade unions, an impression which seemed to be confirmed by 
a lecture on "Capital and Labour" which he delivered at the request of the Chamber of Industry on 27 
January, 1868.4 He dwelt upon the faults of Labour, but said nothing about Capital. The whole address 
was highly critical of trade unions and Roebuck even went so far as to compare the union rules limiting 
apprenticeship to infanticide. As a result a vote of thanks to him was defeated and Leader remarked "we 
can scarcely flatter ourselves that his teaching left behind it any salutary impression".6 In fact, the lecture 
did incalculable harm because it did not give a true impression of Roebuck's position on this vital question, 
in which he had a genuine interest. I n March, 1868, for example, he told Fisher about a pamphlet he had 
read, explaining a means of reconciling interests in the coal mines, but which might be appli d to Industry 
in Sheffield.6 He wrote: "it would be to me a source of great and unmixed pleasure could I see some 
such means adopted to reconcile interests which are now too often considered hostile to e ch other".7 He 
repeatedly asserted that he was not opposed to the principl of trade unionism,8 and his xamlnation of 
witnesses before the Royal Commission was probably no more than an over-zealous attempt to r ach th truth. 
Yet there is no doubt that Roebuck had become unacceptable to the majority of working men in Sh ffi Id . 
They looked upon his support for Disraeli and his attacks upon Gladstone as a betrayal of Llber lism, nd 
considered him unsound on what was for them the most important question of the day, th future of tr d 
unions. The Sheffield Times thought that "no one can have failed to observe that as Mr. Ro buck has 
come older he has also become wiser, if wisdom consists in discarding Radic lism and in b coming more 
Conservative in his tone and opinions".9 

The opposition to Roebuck was greatly strengthened by the addition of a number of influenti I 
middle class Liberals and Nonconformist ministers who were finally alienated by Roebuck's attitude to the 
Irish Church policy of Gladstone. In March, 1868, Gladstone introduced a number of resolutions to dis
estab lish and disendow the Established Church in Ireland. Between 3,000 and 4,000 p ople att nd d a 
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meeting to support his policy, convened by the Sheffield branch of the Reform League on 26 March, 1868.1 

A prominent part in the meeting was taken by Nonconformist ministers, such as J .P. Gledstone, Robert 
Stainton and David Loxton who said that "the Irish Church was the foulest blot to be found upon the flag 
of any civilised nation". The Rev. William Sharman of Bradford, formerly of Sheffield, went further and 
spoke of the position of the Established Church in England. The resolution was supported by the Radicals, 
Hibberd and Nadin, and by Robert Leader whose presence was seen by Plimsoll as a sign that "the old 
Liberal party had got some life in them". Leader believed that on this vital question there could be no 
compromise: "there was no Tea-room and no Cave2 for them on this occasion". The Rev. Giles Hester of 
Cemetery Road Baptist Church condemned the Ir ish Church as "a socia l grievance, a political blunder , a 
religious scandal, an encroachment on justice and an insult to Irish honour". Roebuck, however, did not 
share these sentiments. In January, 1868, he had told the Sheffield Chamber of Commerce that "when they 
talk about the wrongs of Ireland, what amazing nonsense they do talk. Are there any wrongs of Ireland? 
I want to know what they are7".3 These were indeed strange words for a man who had begun his political 
career as the champion of the Irish and who had once advised them to dissolve the Union since an English 
Parliament would never be sympathetic to their grievances.4 In the past he had denounced the injustice of 
the Irish Church, but now his opinions had changed. He told Fisher that he would support Gladstone's reso 
lutions because "I oppose the I rish establishment as I would any other establishment" ,6 but having said this 
he proceeded to defend the existence of the I rish Church. He argued that it was not the grievance it was 
made out to be to the farmer or landlord and it ensured "a resident gentleman" in every parish. Even more 
important was its value as a "political engine" to preserve the Union by acting as a bond to keep the Irish 
Protestants loyal and "the Union is absolutely necessary for the well-be ing of Imperial England". Catholics 
and Dissenters would not benefit financially . because disestablishment would mean the end of the Maynooth 
Grant and the Regium Donum_ Finally , Roebuck maintained that Gladstone's resolutions were nothing but a 
bid for power : "though I shall vote for the resolutions I shall do so, hoping no good from such open flagrant 
selfishness, such utter disregard of political honour, such shameless flouting at decency and truth". He be
lieved that the aim behind them was mere "party aggrandi zement" and he declared " I have no faith in the 
leaders of this movement and I shall say so".6 No Conservative could have presented a stronger case for the 
maintenance of the Established Church in Ireland. Once again, Roebuck was impugning the motives of Glad
stone, "the great leader of the people", as Stainton described him.7 The Liberals of Sheffield did not agre 
with Roebuck. At a meeting on 1 April, attended by 7,000 - 8,000 people, William Flsher8 moved the reso
lution against the Irish Church, and it was seconded by R.J. Gainsford, a Roman Catholic.9 Gainsford's words 
were almost prophetic: "any man who did not support Mr. Gladstone , any man who went into a cave of any 
sort, ought to be told by his constituents to bid good-bye to Parliament for the future". Thomas Dunn, n 
Anglican who thought that "the Established Church of Ireland was a great and manifest wrong", supported 
Gladstone's resolutions as "an acceptable message of peace to Ireland" . So did the Rev . John Lettis Short, 
minister of Upper Chapel, who considered the matter so important that he had broken his rule of confining 
his activities to his spiritual duties. The proposition was carried unanimously and it was reso lved that a 
petition be sent to Roebuck for presentation.10 On the following day, Roebuck told Fish r that he did not 
consider Gladstone's change of opinions 11 had been "honest", but his attitude w s such s to make anyon 
who differed from him appear dishonest .12 Since Oxford rejected him in 1865, he "h s b n guided by 
vindictive spite and to gratify that spite, and to satisfy his ambition, he reckl ssly endang rs th very afety 
of the state".13 In the debate On Gladstone's resolutions in the House of Commons, Ro buck criticlz d 
Gladstone's policy as "unstatesmanlike" and, although he voted for them, no one was In any doubt th t he 
disliked them. 

His defence of the Ir ish Church and his attack on Gladstone provoked a speedy response . Le dar, 
who h~d disapproved of his political conduct in the previous year and who could not h v b n Insensitive to 
the growing body of opposition to Roebuck among the working classes , asked that meting of the joint 
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election committee be held to consider Roebuck's speech on the Irish Church. The prospect of this did not 
dismay Roebuck who did not think that he had lost the confidence of the electors.1 As for Leader, "he 
views my conduct from a point which is not that of the electors, he has strong sectarian opinions which he 
believes I ought on all occasions to support". He thought his recent speech "well·timed, useful, true and 
honest" and he felt sure that "my constituents, putting themselves above the low and pitifut' interests of party 
and sect, will believe that one who has been faithful so long, who has been so often right is not now to be 
degraded and disgraced because he has not yielded to the wretched impulses of a narrow minded bigotry".2 
He wrote privately to Fisher:'" I can see in all that Leader does a strong vindictiveness. He never liked me 
because he saw that I was beyond, aye, above his influence and that I was not in any case sectarian".3 But 
Roebuck could hardly argue that Thomas Dunn, his other principal opponent, was influenced by sectarian 
motives because Dunn was a member of the Church of England. He had remarked upon Dunn 's growing 
hostility towards him in the previous year and he now attributed the opposition of Dunn and Leader to 
political ambition: "he and Dunn fancy that they ought to rule and keep entirely to themselves the libe ral 
members for Sheffield".4 In the case of Dunn, he even believed that it was becaus~ he had gone to other 
friends' houses, instead of Dunn's. He believed that Leader wanted to subject rather than reject him because 
if his successor were returned through money (and he was confident that "it will not be by acting upon the 
mental influences that any man will oust me from Sheffield"), Leader would be unable to dominate him. He 
predicted also that "two influences will be used against me that Leader and Dunn dread, first money, next 
the trades unions combinations".5 Roebuck also accused Leader of personal ambition: he "envies the position 
of Neddy Baines,6 and wants to represent the town he daily enlightens".7 He claimed that to this end Leader 
had been intriguing among "the leaders of the ultra democrats of the working men". There is no reason to 
suppose that Leader had any such ambition, but Roebuck wondered whether "any good would follow from an 
anonymous note to the Telegraph darkly hinting at the facts of the ambition of the Independent editor7".8 
Roebuck realized who his opponents were and where his weaknesses lay: "that which on the present occasion 
gives my enemies power is my conduct respecting Trades Unions".9 To this was added the opposition of the 
teetotallers who "hate me because my efforts have been a stumbling block in their way". In March, 1868, 
Roebuck had once again angered sabbatarians and teetotallers by his vehement denunciation of the ~unday Liquor 
Traffic Bill. 10 This core of opposition was immeasurably strengthened by the alienation of a number of influ· 
ential middle class Liberals and Nonconformist ministers. They provided a leadership and Leader's opposition 
to Roebuck meant that he was now forced to rely on the Conservative Sheffield Daily Telegraph. This completed 
the identification of Roebuck with Conservatism. The opposition to him was an amalgam of middle and working 
'class Liberals on the broad ground of Roebuck's betrayal of Liberalism and it was impossible to stigmatize It as 
class opposition, simply as working class opposition on account of Roebuck's all~ed opposition to trade unions. 

It is important to put the middle class opposition in proper petspective. The majority of Roebuck's 
election committee continued to support him, but his principal opponents, Leader and Dunn, were probably the 
two most influential men in the Liberal party in Sheffield. Dunn was highly esteemed as a consistent Liberal 
and Leader controlled not only the most important, but the only Liberal, newspaper in the town. Their opp· 
osition cannot be dismissed as sectarian bias. Leader certainly was a staunch Congregationalist, but Dunn was 
an Anglican. In any case, the Irish Church was an indefensible and unmitigated injustic , as Leng , himself n 
Anglican, admitted: "we are not concerned for the Irish Church. We have never defended It. Its di establish
ment is simply a question of time and manner".11 Even Disraeli, who now defended the Irish Church for 
political reasons to show that Conservatism stood for the maintenance of Church and State, had in the p st 
opposed it. Other middle class Liberals, such as Fisher and Hoole, could hardly have approved of Ro buck's 
defence of the Irish Church and yet they continued to support him. This would suggest that Dunn and Le d r 
were already dissatisfied with Roebuck and that his speech on Gladstone's resolutions finally alienated them. 
They had viewed his political conduct in the previous year with disapproval and they now decld d th t they 
could no longer support a man who they thought was nothing more than a Conservative and supporter of 
Disraeli. This, rather than frustrated ambition or injured pride, was their reason for opposing Roebuck. On 
the Irish Church question, his conduct was nothing "less than bitter war against the Liberal party and the 
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Liberal chief".1 Leader believed that "if the Liberal party in Sheffield are sti II Liberal, if they are not pre
pared to let Mr. Roebuck, with whip and spur, ride them right into the Tory ranks, and fall in line there 
behind Mr. Disraeli, they must unhorse him".2 But Roebuck's position was strong. He had the support of 
the majority of the Roebuck - Hadfield election committee and, above all, he had the alliance with Hadfield. 
He told Hoole in June, 1868, that "1 had found Mr. Hadfield and Mr. Hadfield's friends hitherto loyal (perhaps 
this was not quite accurate but let that pass) and that so long as I found that loyalty to continue, Mr . Hadfield 
would not find me wanting".3 While Roebuck and Hadfield stood together, the opposition to Roebuck was 
hampered because it had no quarrel with Hadfield. The opposition would be immeasurably strengthened if 
Hadfield could be detached from Roebuck because Hadfield 's wealth and popularity could then be used against 
Roebuck instead of for him. In such circumstances Roebuck would have no chance. .But to the end Hadfield 
refused to dissolve the alliance by which he considered himself bound. This made the task of unhorsing Roe
buck much more difficult . 

The working class Liberals took the initiative in bringing forward an alternative candidate. After some 
deliberation, their choice fell on the Nottingham manufacturer, A.J. Mundella.4 He was well known for the work 
he had done to settle industrial disputes by means of boards of arbitration and he had lectured on this subject in 
Sheffield in October, 1867.5 He was a supporter of trade unions and in politics a follower of Gladstone. So he 
was acceptable to the middle and the working class Liberals.6 On 15 June, 1868, he received a letter from William 
Dronfield, the honorary secretary of the working men of Sheffield, representing the Reform LeaQue and the Organ
ized Trades.7 An interview with Dronfield and others followed and Mundella agreed to stand if he was acceptable 
to the Liberals of Sheffield. He stressed that if he did so it would be as the "working men's candidate" and he 
had no wish to endanger Hadfield's seat. Leader remarked that "the working class element is stronQ in the move
ment" to bring forward Mundella.8 However, it was not long before Mundella was sounding the middle class 
opponents of Roebuck. "1 shall only be too glad to have the counsel and assistance of men like yourself and the 
old Liberal leaders," he told Leader.9 He had informed the committee of the Organized Trades and the Reform 
League that "nothing would induce me to risk the chance of a Tory slipping in, and that unless it was shown to 
me in the most clear and unmistakeable manner that the majority of Liberals were favourable to my candidature I 
would have nothing to do with it" . As if to allay any fears Leader might have, he emphasized that he would not 
endanger Hadfield's position nor would he have any "coquetting with Tories" and "no Broadheadism should be 
associated with my name".10 Samuel Plimsoll introduced Mundella at a meeting on 29 June.11 Plimsoll, who was 
himself contesting Derby, said that Roebuck's attacks on Gladstone had been resented by the working classes who had 
decided to seek a representative whose opinions and feelings are more in harmony with their own" . Mundella Insis
ted that the working men had the right to return one member for Sheffield and they should return members 
pledged to support Gladstone : "supporting Mr. Gladstone means sincerity in legislation, earnestness, conscience, 
honour; it means everything identified with the future goodness and greatness of the country". He said thot the 
Liberals had made the Reform Bill of 1867 what it was, but changes and improvements were still needed. He re
pudiated any idea of finality and thought the franchise would be extended further "when the mind of the British 
people is prepared by an improved system of education". He stressed the need for a State system of education, 
including technical education. He supported the ballot, the disestablishment of the Irish Church, th abolition of 
church rates, the removal of restrictions on Dissenters in the universities and a reduction in taxation . Although 
he supported the principle of trade unionism, he was against any form of outrage or unlawful coercion. By 
means of boards of arbitration, he believed that it was possible "for masters and workmen to work harmoniously 
together". Although he favoured temperance, he was not prepared to support a prohibitive Maine Law. So 
Mundella was acceptable to the working class Liberals who sought legal recognition of trade unions and who, like 
the middle class opponents of Roebuck, were looking for a representative who would be a consist nt upport r 
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of Gladstone, whom they all saw as the great hope for the future . Josiah Downing, a butcher of Shalesmoor, 
put the motion in support of Mundella and it was seconded by William Dronfield who said that "he and 
others with whom he was associated had not formerly considered it within their province to take any great 
interest in pol itica l matters; but the time was now come when, as citizens and as working men, they considered 
they were bound to take their share in the selection of a candidate and to work to secure his return". The 
motion was carried unanimously, as was a motion of Joseph Nadin and the Rev. Robert Stainton to co-operate 
with Hadfield 's committee to secure the return of Hadfield and Mundella .1 

The appearance of Mundella prompted a meeting of the Roebuck - Hadfield election committee on 30 
June? Ald . Fisher was in the chair and about sixty people attended. Roebuck tried to defend himself against 
the four principal accusations which had been levelled against him. He had supported Russell's ministry and 
then the Tory Reform Bill because he considered it a good measure. As for his conduct towards Gladstone, 
he opposed the principle of his proposals about the I rish Church because the I rish people would not benefit 
financially from them. "I do not have any objection to work with Mr . Gladstone, but I do not see anything 
so wonderful in Mr. Gladstone's endeavours". He denied that he had acted as a prosecuting attorney in the 
examination of witnesses before the Trade Union Commission, and he had opposed the Sunday Closing Bill 
because he believed that restriction had gone far enough. Then Thomas Dunn criticized Roebuck's political 
conduct since 1859: "he should be concealing the fact if he were not to say that he did not look at the acts 
of Mr. Roebuck of late years with the confidence with which he regarded them up to 1858". Dunn men
tioned his vote for Lord Derby in 1859, his Austrian speech, his visit to "that man in France", his view of 
the American Civil War, his conduct towards Gladstone, especially over the Irish Church question, and hi s 
hostile examination of witnesses before the Trade Union Commission . Dunn underlined the esteem in which 
Gladstone was held when he said: "to the perfect confidence of the Liberal party he believed William Glad
stone had attained in such a measure as no other statesman of the day had attained". Roebuck's reply was 
that he was not, nor would he ever be, a party man and he insisted that Gladstone's was "not a statesman-
like course", for "don't . .. consider the Irish Church all blackness. There are bright spots upon it" . At the 
conclusion of the meeting, Ald . Fisher, Mark Firth3 and William Smith declared their support for Roebuck; 
letters had been read from the former Democrats, Ald. Saunders and Ald. Crowther,4 in support of Roebuck 
and Hadfield, and Roebuck also received the backing of John Wilson, a grinder by trade but a vehement 
opponent of trade unionism.5 Mundella thought that "under the guise of great candour and an irrepressible 
desire to speak the truth, he deals with all the questions affecting himself with the greatest disingenuousness. ,,6 

Hadfield's position was somewhat delicate, Mundella thought, but he was sure that "you will, with them [Dunn 
and J.H . Barber], indicate the course which is right and honest" . But whatever happened, "one thing is quite 
plain, - there is little hope, with the attitude Mr. Roebuck assumes, of reconciling Masters and Workmen in 
Sheffield" .1 

The alliance between Roebuck and Hadfield was by no means secure. On 3 July, Roebuck was te lling 
Fisher about a communication he had received from Hadfield as a result of which "with any feeling of regard 
to my own dignity moy belief is that I can never form any alliance with Mr. Hadfield after this".8 He felt " re
lieved of an incubus in being separated from Hadfie ld". Roebuck realized the importance of the allianc with 
Hadfield and he probably resented the strength of h is colleague's position, upon which his own chances of r8-
election so much depended. Hadfield's rather moralistic manner did not suit him and "to see Hoole is as 
good as a comedy".9 However , it seems that a misunderstanding had occurred for Hoole hastened to assure 
Roebuck that Hadfield "was still my warm friend and hoped that our alliance would continue - that he knew 
nothing of Mr. Mundella and that he did not wish for any other colleague than myself. ,,10 But Roebuck 
certainly formed the impression that Hoole was in favour of maintaining the alliance because to do otherwis 
might endanger Hadfield's health which was poor as a result of the recent death of his wife. l l Roebuck was 
almost certainly over-estimating the strength of his own position; he needed Hadfield more than Hadfield 
needed him. Nor did he fully realize how unpopular he was with Liberals in the House of Commons. On 
6 July, he told Fisher: "1 find everybody here shocked at the idea of opposition to m ".12 He must 
have been speaking to Tories because this was certainly not the opinion which Mundella form d from consulting 
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the leading members of the Liberal party. "One and all", he told Leader, "without a single exception, 
expressed their great satisfaction at the course Sheffield was taking, and urged upon me, in the most 
forcible manner, not to desert the Liberals who were opposed to Mr. Roebuck , but to give Sheffield the opp· 
ortunity of pronouncing in favour of consistent Liberalism".1 A number of prominent Liberals had "declared 
they would rather see half a dozen Tories returned than Roebuck", and all assured him that, if returned, Roe· 
buck would not be "anything but a source of weakness, and the only parties who have expressed any desire 
for his return are members who sit on the Government side of the House".2 Men3 who sat with Roebuck 
on the Trade Union Commission said that he "will be the greatest obstacle to a proper solution of the Capital 
and Labour question".4 At the same time, there was anxiety about Hadfield's position and Glyn, one of the 
Lit)eral Whips, was anxious that Hadfield should sever his connection with Roebuck.s Mundella believed that 
"Hoole is at the bottom of it. I gathered when I was last in town that Mr. Hoole's influence with Mr. Had· 
field would be used as far as possible for Mr. Roebuck".6 Not only might such identification with the un· 
popular Roebuck endanger his seat, but it would make the task of ousting Roebuck doubly difficult. Mund
ella told Leader plainly: "1 am not at all anxious for a contest with Mr. Roebuck, backed by the Tories and 
Victuallers and strengthened by Mr. Hadfield's purse".7 Yet Mundella was receiving encouragement from 
various quarters. Two Nottingham magistrates, Arthur Wells and W. Vickers, who had many friends in Sheff
ield, had offered to go and support his candidature.8 He had spoken to Mark Firth's brother-In-law: "he is a 
good Liberal but regards his brother's politics as Tory", which helps to explain Mark Firth's support for Roe
buck. Mundella also asked Leader "would Samuel Morley' influence be of any service hereafter? If so, I 
am sure he would do anything he could to serve me".9 

On the morning of 13 July, a meeting of the Roebuck - Hadfield committee was held.1 0 The 
committee refused to separate the candidates and Leader reported that "those of us who were in the minority 
made our bow and retired from the meeting". Leader and Dunn were now In open opposition to Roebuck 
whom Leader described as "the pet of the Tories" and the "coadjutor" of Disraeli.11 Later in the day Roe
buck and Hadfield addressed a large meeting in Paradise Square.12 Amid confusion and interruptions, Hoole 
and Firth put a resolution in favour of the joint candidature of Roebuck and Hadfield. To counter this, a Mr. 
Mellers moved an amendment for a separate vote on the two members, because, despite Roebuck's insistence 
that he was a supporter of trade unions, "1 have found him opposing the best wishes and In~erests C?f the work
ing men." Josiah Downing said "1 have found him on many occasions the dead enemy to liberty and to progress" 
and he mentioned his opposition to Kossuth, Garibaldi and the cause of liberty in Poland. Downing believed 
that his attitude to the Water Company Bill and his lecture on Capital and Labour showed that "this worthy 
representative of ours has always latterly studied the interest, not of the working men, but the interest of the 
capitalists". William Dronfleld thought that Roebuck had taken "a very unfair course upon the Royal Comm
ission". Leader spoke of Roebuck's opposition to Gladstone: "there never was a man so thoroughly radical 
and liberal at the head of 'the politics of this country as is Mr. Gladstone", and Roebuck , "the great orator 
of the Tory party", was a thorn in his side. There is no doubt that the majority of the meeting was hostile 
to Roebuck. John Wilson and Ald. Saunders, who attempted to speak on his behalf, were shouted down and 
the amendment was carried. But there was confusion and misunderstanding about the voting on a Leader -
Dronfield motion against Roebuck. The Mayor declared that the vote was for Roebuck but there is no doubt 
that this was incorrect and the majority was in fact against him. Tho meeting had shown quite cI arly that 
it did not endorse the decision of the Roebuck - Hadfield election committee to proceed with a Joint candl · 
dature, though it gave unanimous support to Hadfield himself.13 

Since the working class Liberals were chiefly antagonized by Roebuck's attitude to the labour question, 
the opposition to him could easily assume the form of a "class" opposition. This Mundella wa anxious to 
avoid. He told Leader: "1 cannot prosecute this contest if I am to be left entirely In the hands of certain 
parties. .. I will not be brought out solely under the auspices of the 'Trades Unions' ".14 He hoped that 
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Dunn, leader, Askham 1 and "as many as possible of that type" would support him at the meeting on the 
following day to disprove the Tory charge that "it is Broadheadism that is opposed to Mr. Roebuck, that 
Sheffield cares nothing about Imperial questions such as Reform, the Irish Church, etc., only about the 
right of Trade Unions to do wrong" and to show clearly that the opposition was due to "the inconstancy 
of Mr. Roebuck".2 The main issue was to be Roebuck's betrayal of Liberal principles, not his alleged 
opposition to trade unions. leader explained: "Mr. Mundella was first invited to stand by the representatives 
of the trades unions, and his candidature has been warmly accepted by those of the old Liberal party who are 
dissatisfied with the conduct of Mr. Roebuck in respect to the Irish Church, his opposition to Mr. Gladstone 
and on other matters".3 At the meeting on 20 July, which Dunn said was the largest held in Paradise Square 
since Brougham came to Sheffield in 1830, Mundella stressed how much they owed to Gladstone and Bright 
and asked "is it better that I should do homage to the patriots of my country, or that I should coquette 
with English Tories, Austrian despotism, French imperialism and American slavery7,,4 The resolution to adopt 
Mundella was put by John Askham who said that they needed to "find a man who shall not be a 'tear 'em' 
in the midst of us, but a 'heal 'em'. We have had 'Tear 'em' long enough; we want somebody who, like Mr. 
Mundella, will heal the breach in our social community". This underlines how important the capital and labour 
question was in the election of 1868 not only to the working classes, but also to middle class Liberals such as 
Askham and Dunn. Dunn, a colliery owner, supported Mundella "because however much we employers of 
labour may endeavour to shut our eyes to the fact, the time is coming when what I conceive to be a great 
national qutlstion, the relations between employers and employed, will in all seriousness have to be gone into, 
and with a full determiIlation to do justice to each".B There was a general feeling that Mundella was the kind 
of man who could help to settle this vexed question . John Stuart Mill had told him that "my practical 
acquaintance with the social questions I have interested myself in is rated highly, (I fear too highly), by Mr. 
Gladstone and other earnest friends of progress" and Glyn, the Liberal Whip, said that "Mr. Gladstone was 
much pleased and very desirous for my success". 6 

Every effort was made to detach Hadfield from Roebuck. At the meeting on 20 July , a resolutlon 
regretting Hadfield's alliance with Roebuck was carried unanimously .7 J . Abel Smlth8 had tr ied to persuade 
Hadfield to sever his connection with Roebuck , but the trouble was, in Mundella's opinion, that "poor Mr. 
Hadfield has been under real pressure from Mr. Hoole and gentlemen of his class and his way of thinking" .9 
On 30 July , Hadfield announced that he had no intention of severing his connection with Roebuck.10 

Mundella agreed with Dunn that "if his name was coupled with mine by our Committee and Mr . Hoole 
should induce him to repudiate the connection, no influence we might use would induce the warmest part 
of our supporters to give their votes to Mr. Hadfield. We must go on, I think, in avowed opposition to Mr. 
Roebuck, and, later on, Mr. Hadfield may see the necess ity of changing his aIlY".11 In fact, throughout the 
contest, Hadfield consistently stood by his colleague. 

By this time, one of Roebuck's most powerful allies In Sheffield was W.C. Leng, dltor of the Con
servative Sheffield Dally Telegraph. From being a bitter opponent of Roebuck In 1865, Leng now spok of 
him as "a man of unimpeachable honour , high spirit and brilliant courage.",2 Roebuck had indeed become th 
"pet" of the Tories. But the Telegraph did not stop at support for Roebuck; it conducted a campaign of 
slanderous abuse against Mundella . He was vilified as a foreigner and a bad mployer and emissaries w re 
used to prejudice the Sheffield workmen against hlm.13 Mundella, however, was confld nt that "when I 
again appear before the electors I shall have no difficulty In breaking down such mls rable web of fie -
hood and sophistry as they have woven".14 His own workmen in Nottingham were so nger d by the ertlcles 
In the Telegraph that they held a meeting "for the purpose of denouncing these attacks and of publicly dec
laring them tp be without foundation" .115 At a meeting on 24 August, William Dronf ie ld r d a letter from 
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the Organized Trades of Nottingham which stated: "we are sure no employer can stand higher in the esti· 
mation of workmen than does Mr. Mundella".1 The Nottingham manufacturers wrote: " we unhesitatingly 
say that the insinuations which have been made respecting Mr. Mundella's relations towards his employees 
are the reverse of the truth".2 It was well known that Mundella was a model employer and the campaign 
of calumny utterly failed in its object to discredit him. This most scurrilous campaign in the history of 
Sheffield did Roebuck no good at all. It proved that Leng was prepared to go to any lengths to break the 
hold of the Liberal party on the representation of Sheffield.3 Mundella disposed of the accusations before 
a large audience in Paradise Square on 24 August, and he promised "if I go to Parliament, I shall not keep 
one set of opinions for the hustings and another for the House of Commons".4 Robert Stainton, another 
target for Leng's invective, moved a resolution expressing "entire confidence in Mr. Mundella's political 
and personal character", which was carried with only one dissentient, a drunken Nottingham "lamb",6 who 
had been sent to disrupt the meeting, but instead had been a source of great amusement.6 Mundella be· 
lieved that "Roebuck's spirit seems to have infected his friends, - Leng, Wilson, Dodworth7 et hoc genus 
omnes, all breathe his bitter personal malice. They seem to have no pOlitics".8 But Mundella had little to 

fear from this kind of campaign. 
Mundella enjoyed the support of most trade unionists in Sheffield . On 3 September, a meeting of 

the Organized Trades resolved to support him.9 Robert Stainton chaired a meeting of builders on 20 October, 
which was attended by two of the national trade union leaders, Applegarth and Connolly, who had clashed 
with Roebuck during the hearings of the Royal Commission and who remarked that "Mr. Roebuck reminded 
him of nothing so much as a vinegar cruet whenever he spoke".10 With only one dissentient, the meeting 
pledged itself to support Mundella and Hadfield. In addition, Mundella's candidature had the full backing of 
the large, London · based amalgamated unions and the Reform League. In October, 1868, George Howell, 
secretary of the Reform League, noted: "At Sheffield our delegates 11 have done what the local agents cou ld 
not do, viz. unite the numerous trades into one committee for electoral purposes" .12 The importance of the 
Reform League contribution to the election of 1868 was not widely realized at the time, but Leng was in no 
doubt that "Mr. Roebuck has not had to fight Mr. Mundella only. He has had to fight a great organisation, 
whose agitators and whose funds were drawn from every part of the kingdom".13 Apart from its agents, the 

Reform League sent speakers such as Lloyd Jones, former Chartist, and Robert Applegarth, who spoke at a 
working men's meeting chaired by Leader on 13 November .14 The Reform League was probably responsible 
also for inviting Goldwin Smith to lecture on "The Duties of Electors in the Coming Struggle" on 14 Octo· 
ber.16 Sheffield was on Howell's list of special constituencies, to which special attention had to be devoted, 
because on the outcome of such contests the future of trade unions and the labour movement depended . 

It appears that Mundella could also count on the support of the shopkeepers. On 27 August, he 
told Leader that he had been assured that "the principal shopkeepers in Sheffield were with us", Including 
two of the largest shops in the town, Cockaynes and Goode and Sons.16 Their support was important 
because, with a little effort, a number of them might be persuaded to join the Committee and "once there, 
they are not likely to be influenced by the employers". Thus"a good stroke of policy might be effected 
and the Union element on the Committee be considerably diluted".17 The union element was also diluted 
by the sabbatarians and teetotallers who were old opponents of Roebuck. Even during this campaign he 
had offended the sabbatarians by his remarks on the use of the Sabbath.18 On 10 September, at a m ting 
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under the chairmanship of Abraham Sharman,1 the temperance societies of Sheffield resolved to support 
Hadfield and Mundella.2 W.J. Clegg, a prominent teetotaller, was one of the legal agents of the Munde lla 
Committee. 

The depth of the Liberal split prompted Samuel Harrison to write: "The position is more hopeful 
than it has been for a long time past. The Liberal or Radica l party is split up beyond recovery . .. The 
opportunity is thus favourable for the election of candidates who will support the constitution of the country 
and the supremacy of the Queen".3 This meant the maintenance of the Church - State connection both in 
England and Ireland . In May, 1868, J .G.A. Creswick chaired a meeting to support the Iri sh Church.4 The 
language used at this meeting was extremely severe. T.H. Thompson of Dublin declared that "a dead leve l 
of equality was impossible - it could never be that Protestant truth and Popish ignorance, superstition and 
falsehood should be on a level" . A few weeks later, the Protestant Defence League was formed in Sheffield,6 
with the avowed object of preserving the Established Church in Ireland.6 It was supported not only by 
Anglicans, such as Dr. Sale, the Vicar of Sheffield, but also by Dissenters, such as the Rev. Brewin Grant 7 
and John Chapman.8 Brewin Grant firmly believed that "there was a union between the English Liberation 
Society and the Romish priests",9 while Chapman,' secretary of the Sheffield branch of the Protestant Defence 
League, was prepared to "sacrifice his denominational principles and help to fight the battles of Protestantism".1 0 

Leader dismissed the League as nothing but a Tory clique.11 Clearly the Tories were going to fight the election 
on the twin slogans, "Church and State" and "No Popery".12 Their candidate was E. Plumer Price, a barrister, 
who entered the contest on 26 September.13 Price said that he would support the legalized protection of 
trade union funds and the legal enforcement of the payment of subscriptions in arrears.14 He was also in 
favour of compulsory education.16 But the basis of his candidature was the maintenance of the Established 
Church in Ireland. In the Southern Division of the West Rid ing, Milton and Beaumont contested the election 
on a G ladstonian Liberal platform,16 but the Conservative candidates, Stanhope and Starkey, 17 supported the 
Irish Church, whi Ie insisting that tIthe Conservatives were really the friends of progress" .18 

Samuel Harrison, editor of the Sheffield Times and a prominent member of the Protestant Defence 
League, wrote in September, 1868: "No doubt many of the supporters of the Protestant candidate will give 
their other vote to Mr . Roebuck, and we cannot complain of such a course being adopted . It will be no 
small triumph if even one constitutional candidate be returned for a borough which has hitherto been such a 
stronghold of Radicalism".19 Shortly before the election, he advised Conservatives in Sheffield to give their 

second vote to Roebuck,2° an indication that Harrison regarded Roebuck as a Tory in everything but name. 
W.C. Leng did not emphasize the Church · State issue nor did he attempt to defend the Irish Church. He 
admired Roebuck's strong line on the trade union question . Roebuck also had the support of the main em· 
ployers in Sheffield who were either Tories or had strong Tory leanings. To them Roebuck wa sound on the 
capital and labour question, while Mundella appeared as the trade union candidate. Because Roebuck enjoyed 
the support of the employers, it was decided that he should canvass the workmen in th works. On 13 Oct· 
ober, he addressed Mark Firth's workmen at the Norfolk Works, but met with total failure as the show of 
hands was for Mundella. 21 Ironically, the former Democrat, Henry Wostenholm, found himself alone in trying 
to raise three cheers for Roebuck. Roebuck also addressed meetings at the Sheaf Works, (F .T. Mappin), the 
Washington Works (George Wostenholm) and the Cyclops workers (Charles Cammell) in the Cutlers' H II , 
where an attempt was made to pack the meeting and when that failed the gas was cut off and th lights 
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went out.1 The meeting of Rodgers' workmen was probably also packed,2 and at Vickers' Works Roebuck 
suffered another defeat.3 Leader regarded the canvass as an attempt to exert "undue influence" and he 
declared "Mr. Roebuck's attempt to get hold of the men through the masters has proved as complete a 
failure as such a device deserved to be".4 The works' canvass is important because it showed that the lead ing 
employers in Sheffielci backed Roebuck and were therefore Tories or at least very lukewarm Liberals. This 
would seem to justify Leng's assertion that Roebuck was supported by "nearly every man of social standing 
and commercial weight within this town of Sheffield".5 From the reception which Roebuck received it was 
clear that the workmen were overwhelmingly against him and were ready to say so in the presence of their 
employers. It also revealed how weak Roebuck's position was when his supporters had to resort to packing 
meetings and turning out the lights. 

Roebuck could count on the backing of the Drink trade. On 12 November, a meeting of the Sheffield 
Licensed Victuallers, chaired by Robert Younge, declared its overwhelming support for Roebuck and Price.6 

Several days later, there occurred what Leader described as "one of the most disreputable meetings ever held 
in Sheffield".7 This was a meeting of about 100 wine and beersellers, which was attended by William Broadhead, 
the instigator of the Sheffield' outrages and the former landlord of the Royal George, Carver Street. H.E . Hoole 
tried to persuade the meeting to support Hadfield, which was rather a forlorn hope in view of Hadfield 's sympathy 
for the activit ies of the teetotallers. J. Bland of the Brunswick Hotel, Old Haymarket, spoke in support of Roe
buck and Price. The supporters of Mundella and Hadfield were shouted down and the meeting resolved to support 
Roebuck and Price in the forthcoming election.e Indeed, according to the Sheffield Times, the Licensed Victuallers 
subscribed £250 towards Price's election expenses,9 and no doubt their contribution to Roebuck's campaign was 
equally generous. 

Mundella did not have the support of all trade unionists in Sheffield. On 6 November, a meeting of trade 
union "delegates" was held at the Grapes Inn, Trippet Lane.1o It appears that a series of questions had been put to 
the four candidates respecting the legal enforcement of the payment of union subscriptions in arrears. It is re
markable that trade unionists were thinking about this at a time when trade unions themselves were not recognized 
before the law. At the meeting William Broadhead spoke in support of Price who had furnished the most satIs
factory reply. Mundella had refused to give a written endorsement of his views on this question and Broadhead 
considered that Mundella had insulted him during the campaign. He said that if he gave a second vote it would 
be to Roebuck . This is most important because it showed that some trade unionists did not regard Roebuck as 
an enemy of trade unions. Broadhead, who more than anyone e lse had suffered from the Royal Commis ion on 
Trade Unions, clearly had no grudge against Roebuck nor does he appear to have shared tbe view, widely pre-
valent among working men, that Roebuck had not acted impartially. He must have believed that Roebuck, alth
ough he had bitterly denounced the abuses of trade unions, would not stand in the way of legal recognition and 
the legal enforcement of the payment of subscriptions in arrears. It might be suggested that Broadhead's support 
for Price and Roebuck is evidence of Tory sympathies among a section of the working men. But this explanation 
is inadequate because Broadhead himself stated that "he did not approve of trades' unions mixing up in polltlcs".11 
The question is why did Broadhead and the majority of the meeting consider that Price and Roebuck would rep
resent their interests better than Mundella? Broadhead put it bluntly : "I am afraid that Mr. Mundella would b 
more the representative of the London trades than that of the Sheffield trades". Mitchell of the edgetool forgers, 
who chaired the meeting, "charged the officers of the organised trades with attempting to sell the Interests of the 
local trades to the national trades".12 This is evidence of a real tension within the trade union movement b t 
ween the large, London-based highly organized amalgamated unions and the small local craft unions, such as thos 
in the light trades in Sheffield. Some workmen were aware of this, but their importance must not be ov r stl
mated. According to the Sheffield Independent, the meeting of 5 November was attended by about 50 "d I 9 t " 
most of whom were probably self-elected.13 It is likely that only a very small group of workmen her d Bro d
head's views. A saW-handle maker wrote in a letter to the Independent that "I am glad to Inform you, on good 

S.I., 17.10.1868. 
2 S.I., 20.10.1868. 
3 5.1., 21.10.1868. 

4 Ibid. 

IS S.D. T., 25.8.1868. 
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7 5.1., 16.11 .1868. 
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9 S.T.,14.11 .1868. 

10 5.1., 6.11 .1868. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. 

13 S.I., 10.11 .1868. 
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authority, that Mr. Mundella has the hearty support of * of our trade". 1 Such evidence must be treated 
with caution, but this would suggest that 1A of the saw handle makers did not support Mundella, not an insig' 
nificant minority, though it cannot be assumed that they were all supporters of Price and Roebuck. More-
over, if indeed they were delegates, Broadhead and Mitchell represented a section at least of two of the most 
powerful of the local unions , the saw grinders and the edgetool forgers ,2 which would be most likely to resent 
the domination of the labour movement by the amalgamated unions. Lack of evidence makes firm conclusions 
impossible, but the opposition to Mundella, though no 1I0ubt confined to a small group of workmen in the 
staple trades, cannot be dismissed as completely unimportant. But Broadhead's support could not have streng
thened Roebuck's position because in the public mind it linked Roebuck with disfeputable unionism. Leader 
wrote: "we have Broadheadism, Toryism, hostility to everything Liberal, united to support Roebuck and Price".3 
Roebuck was now identified with Broadheadism, which all respectable trade unionists shunned, and with Toryism, 
which could always be relied upon to strengthen the determination of the Liberals. Mundella 's canvass was carried 
out entirely by volunteers.4 

Voting took place on 17 November, 1868, and the result was a victory for Hadfield and Mundella.6 

The following summary was compiled from the Check Clerk's List by W.J. Clegg: 6 
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St. Peter's 418 

St. George's 470 
St. Philip's 326 
Park 382 
Ecclasall 827 

Brightside 431 

A ttercliffe 162 
Nather Hallam 448 

Heeley District 70 
Upper Hallam 51 

TOTAL 3585 
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Totel 
Polled 

2072 
2851 

1875 
2220 
4946 

3277 

1520 
2735 

403 

206 

22105 

Totel 
Voter. 

2942 

3765 
2478 
3050 

6484 
4827 
2204 

3936 

269 

29955 

Hadfield topped the poll by 2,500 votes, a remarkable tribute to his personal popularity since he had taken 

no part in the election. Of the 14,793 votes he received , 10,996 were split with Mundella. Leader thought 
that "the loyalty of Mr. Mundella and the true Liberals has saved Mr. Hadfield from the consequences of the 
most flagrant mistake that ever a candidate made".7 It is clear that the bulk of Liberal voters voted for H d
field and Mundella, rather than Hadfield end Roebuck, since the number of split votes for H dfi Id and Ro buck 
was 3,585 against 10,996 for Hadfield and Mundella. Also, in the working class districts, such as the P rk, 
Brightside, Attercliffe and Nether Hallam, the voting was heavily in favour of Hadfie ld and Mundella. The Con
servatives threw all their weight behind Roebuck . Of the 9,571 votes he recelv d, 5,893 wer elth r plumpers 
or splits with Price who received only 261 plumpers. Leader declared : " hopeless of n honest succ ss they 
have tried cajolery, money, the pressure of employers, Broadheadism and yet have miserably fall d". Ro buck 
was defeated by almost 3,000 votes. The borough election had a definite effect on the voting in the Sh ffl Id 
district of the South West Riding election . The following table, drawn up by R.J. Gainsford, give th r turns 
at five o'clock on polling day.9 
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DISTRICT MILTON BEAUMONT STANHOPE STARKEY RESULT 

Barnsley 746 705 686 581 L 

Dewsbury 1128 1138 794 804 L 

Dobcross 416 417 408 407 L 

Doncaster 632 605 672 632 SPLIT 

Holmfirth 529 519 384 380 L 

Huddersfield 1137 1163 979 1007 L 

Penistone 100 96 302 279 C 

Rotherham 872 808 386 332 L 

Scisset 348 357 207 189 L 

Sheffield 998 968 1236 1191 C 

Thorne 183 181 362 351 C 

Wakefield 718 713 1231 1213 C 

Wath 315 283 283 225 SPLIT 

TOTAL 8122 7953 7930 7591 

In the Sheffield district, where the Liberals had a majority of 429 in 1865, the Conservatives won by a 
majority of 193. The split among the Liberals at Sheffield led to a lack of co-operation and therefore in
adequate preparations for the county election.1 Also the Conservative majority may have been the product 
of a reaction to the defeat of Roebuck. However, over the whole Division, Milton and Beaumont just 
managed to retain their seats by a majority of 8 votes, which showed that in the Southern Division of the 

West Riding Liberal and Conservative strength was almost evenly balanced. 

S.D. T., 29.10.1868. 
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The National Scene 

PART THREE 

1869 - 1880 

CHAPTER XI 

The success which the Liberal party enjoyed in the election of 1868 was both a source of strength 
and a source of weakness. Its majority in the House of Commons enabled the Government to put through 
a number of much needed and very valuable reforms. Yet as invariably happened when the Liberals were 
not faced by a strong Conservative challenge, division and dissension soon appeared in the Liberal ranks. 
There was a split between the moderate Liberals who were generally satisfied with Gladstone's Government 
and the Radicals who were antagonized by what the Government had done and annoyed by what it had 
failed to do. These Radicals were often militant Nonconformists bitterly offended by the Education Act 
of 1870 which they considered strengthened the role of the Church of England in the field of education 
and equally disappointed by the unsympathetic attitude of the Liberal Government to Church Disestablish· 
ment, the Permissive Bill and the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, for which Nonconformists 
agitated with the deepest fervour. Indeed, the feeling that they had been slighted by the Government 
from which they had expected so much bred an independent and intransigent radicalism which undoubtedly 
weakened the Liberal party. Moreover, the Liberals were slower than the Conservatives to understand the 
implications of the Reform Act of 1867. An electorate greatly increased in size demanded a higher degree 
of organization which the Conservatives were quick to supply under the able direction of John Gorst, who 
became Conservative party agent in 1870. Conservative Working Men's Clubl were set up and th National 
Union of Conservative Associations founded . The Liberals, on the other hand, hed no comparable 
organization and as a result found themselves in the election of 1874 faced with a superior organization 
in the big towns from which the party derived most of its strength. 

The Liberal defeat in 1874 is not hard to understand. The Government had alienated powerful 
groups - the Nonconformists by the Education Act, the Drink interest by the Licensing Act, trade unions 
by the Criminal Law Amendment Act, which made peaceful picketing illegal, Irish landlords by the Irish 
Land Act and vested interests by the reforms of the army, civil service and universities. Equally important, 
in these years the Liberal party lost many lukewarm middle class Liberals who had supported Palmerston 
but who disliked Gladstone and what they considered to be the weak foreign policy of the Government. 
This swing to the Conservatives was marked in middle class constituencies and especially suburbla. 1 The 
election of 1874 showed that the alliance between Gladstone and the Nonconformists, hitherto his most 
reliable supporters, was broken and before he could hope to return to power that alliance must be 
rebuilt. Secondly, it was clear that the organization of the Liberal party in the constituencies must b 
immeasurably improved and that Liberals of all shades of opinion, moderates and radicals, must I am to 
work together and sink their differences. 

It required a great cause, a great moral crusade to revive the alliance between Gladston nd the 
Nonconformists and to bring the Nonconformists back to the Liberal banner. In 1868 tha c u had 
been the Irish Church but in 1876 the Nonconformist conscience was roused by n Issue of for Ign 
policy, the Bulgarian Atrocities. British public opinion was outrag d by th massacr of some tw Iv 
thousand Bulgarians by Turkish irregulars in May, 1876. At once a spontan ous agitation pr ng up 
directed against the Turkish Government and which aimed to secure freedom for th subject rac s of 
the Porte. The agitation was also directed against Beaconsfield and the Con rvatlves who ought to 
play down the importance of the atrocities because they were an embarrassment to th Governm nt In 
its policy of upholding the territorial integrity of th Ottoman Empire as a barri r to Russia In th N ar 
East. Beaconsfield sought to pursue the traditional Palmerstonlan foreign policy, based on friendship 
with Turkey and hostility to Russia. But t he promoters and supporters of the Bulgeri n Atrocltl s 
agitation, who were mainly Nonconformists and High Church Anglicans,2 believed In moral ppro ch 
to foreign policy rather than In an opportunist defence of suppo ed British Inter sts. To th m national 
diplomacy should be guided by the same moral standards of right and wrong as Influenced th 
behaviour of any individual. They considered that Britain had duty to provide Europ with a mor I 
leadership. Gladstone shared these views and he became the figure ·head of th agitation . To him it 
was evidence of "a virtuous passion,,3 In the country, a clear indication that the ma s w r c pabl 
of a righteous indignation and a moral earnestness. By placing him elf at the h ad of th 9it tlon 

H. J . Hanham, Election, and Party Maflllgement: Politics In the Time of Dlsmel/and Glad'tone, 1969. pp. 226.2:n, 

2 R. T . Shannon. Glad,toneand the BU/garlen AgItatIon, 1876, 1963, p . 60. 

3 AGatha Ramm ad., The PolitIcal Correspondence of Mr. Gladltone and Lord Granvl/lll 1876-86, 2 Vol •. , Oxford, 1 82. 
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Gladstone restored the confidence of the Nonconformists in himself and in Liberalism as the political 
expression of the Nonconformist conscience. 

Yet Beaconsfield's position was strong when the indignation provoked by the atrocities had 
abated . He was pursuing the traditional foreign policy and he cou ld claim that his sole concern was the 
defence of British interests in the Mediterranean and India against the encroachments of Russia . 
Russophobia was deeply ingrained in the British mind and Gladstone and the opponents of the Turkish 
Empire in Europe could easily be branded by the Conservative press as "Friends of the Foreigner", 
especially after war broke out between Russia and Turkey in April, 1877. The fact that Beaconsfield 
was prepared to give up the principle of Turkish territorial integrity at the Congress of Berlin in order 
to win a diplomatic success, did not much matter because he could claim that everything he did was 
in the best interests of Britain. His policy undoubtedly attracted many middle class ex·Palmerstonians, 
while the "Jingo" cry was not without its attractions to the masses. It is doubtful that Beaconsfield 
ever seriously considered going to war with Russia in defence of Turkey; more probably his diplomacy 
in 1878, which culminated in the Congress of Berlin, was an ostentatious exercise in Palmerstonian 
brinkmanship. Certainly he caught the popular imagination, though he never enjoyed the trust which 
Palmerston had inspired. The importance of the Eastern crisis was not that it weakened the 
Conservative Government but that it provided an issue upon which zealous Liberals, and the Noncon
formists were the most zealous of all, could unite. It was not to Hartington but to Gladstone that 
this revitalized Liberal party looked for leadership. At the same time Gladstone welcomed the 
improved electoral organization of the Liberal party, based on the model of the Birmingham Liberal 
Association, which was helping to educate the party and to give it a broader basis by placing local 
management ostensibly in the hands of a Council popularly elected by ward branches. In practice, 
though, real power lay with the smaller Executive Committee but the system had the advantage of 
making every Liberal feel that he was playing some part in running the party and that there wa a 
democratic organization by which the party was conducted In the large constituencies. Liberal 
Associations were formed in many of the larger towns and in May, 1877, Gladstone was present at 
the inauguration of the National Liberal Federation in Birmingham. This arose partly out of the 
need to unify the new Liberal organization but even more because at the time of the E stern crisis 
Liberals felt the need for a channel through which they might express their opinions. In fact, th 
National Liberal Federation had its headquarters in Birmingham and was dominated by the Birmingham 
Liberals and especially Joseph Chamberlain. Through it, he sought to refashion the Liberal p rty into 
a radical party by "dishing" the Whigs. But the great barrier was Gladstone, unquestionably the 
leader of the Liberal party in the country, and Gladstone had no intention of "dishing" the Whigs. 
Indeed, when he became Prime Minister in 1880, he packed his Cabinet with Whig aristocrats. He 
remained essentially opposed to the alms of the Radicals, just as h was always opposed to most of 
the aims of the Nonconformists, but neither could do without him, becau a Liberal party without 
Gladstone was unthinkable. 

This fact was underlined by Gladstone's Midlothian campaigns of 1879 nd 1880, wh n he 
became the first statesman ever to "stump" the country. Beaconsfi Id's Government and pecl lIy 
its foreign policy wasOn trial and the whole country was summoned to act as jury. Gladstone 
denounced the unjust and immoral wars in Afghanistan and South Africa which had proved co tly 
failures and stressed that under the Conservatives national expenditure had soared . Th Liberal C8 

was strengthened by the industrial and agricultural depression of 1875-79, cau ed mainly by fore n 
competition, but which probably cost the Conservatives a large number of vot S.1 Certeinly m ny 
farmers, who had hitherto been staunch Conservatives, supported the Lib rals b cau they w re mor 
likely to be sympathetic to the programme of the Farmers' Alliance which aimed t reform of th 
game and land laws. Liberal organization was good, while that of the Cons rvative wa f r Ie 
efficient than it had been in 1874.2 The record of the Government's domestic I gisl tlon w poor. 
The Irish were bitterly offended by Beaconsfield's description of Home Rule s "wor th n p stll nc 
and famine .,,3 Liberals were united in their determination to defeat th Governm nt nd th y 
succeeded, making conspicuous gains In the province , Wal s and Scotland nd curing a majority 
over Conservatives and Home Rulers combined . But the triumph had hardly con I th gr t 
weakness in the position of the Liberal party. Progre and onward mov m nt wa th very nc 
of Liberalism and yet the Liberal party in 1880 had hardly a notion a a party of wher It w goln . 

T . Lloyd, The Gene,.' Election of 1880, Oxford. 1968, P. 68. 
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3 Quoted In Lloyd, op. cit., P. 19. 
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The election of 1880 had been fought on the past record of the Conservative Government, not on what 
the Liberals would offer in the future. So Gladstone presided over an increasingly uneasy alliance of 
Whigs and Radicals, each with their own ideas about the direction in which the Liberal party should go. 

Sheffield: Economy and Society, 1869-1880 

In the decade 1871 - 1881 the population of Sheffield increased from 240,000 to 284,600.1 

Of this increase of 44,600, 40,200 was the result of a natural increase, while 4,400 was the result of 
migration . This makes an interesting comparison with the previous decade when the figures had 
been 28,100 and 26,600. The increase in population was now quite definitely the result of a natural 
increase of the existing population, and this trend was continued in the next decade.2 Some progress 
was made in the field of public health after the full extent of the problem had been revealed in a 
series of articles in the Sheffield Independent in January and February, 1872.3 A Medical Officer of 
Health was appointed in the same year and between 1875 and 1885 a programme of street improvements 
was carried out by the Town CounC'i l.4 From 1877 the Town Council undertook to pave all main 
roads, an indication of just how backward Sheffield was in civic development. The Artisans Dwelling 
Act of 1875 resulted in an enquiry by a sub-committee of the Town Council but no action followed. 
Some progress was made towards purer food as prosecutions were conducted against adulteration. Yet 
Sheffield's municipal achievement in the 1870's was very slight indeed . 

Sheffield did not possess the sense of civic pride which distinguished other towns in this period. 
The town was fortunate to possess a benefactor as generous as Mark Firth who gave a park in 1875 and 
a College in 1879. But apart from such individual philanthropy there was an almost total absence of 
civic sense. A. J. Mundella wrote to Robert Leader in October, 1871: 

"1 see a pretty state of things in your Municipality. Everything is mean, petty and 
narrow in the extreme. What a contrast to Leeds I Sheffield would do well to spend 
half a million in Improvements. A better Town Hall might be followed by better 
Town Councillors, and more public spirit. . . . .. I wish you would preach the duty 
of the wealthy intellects of Sheffield taking their share in the elevation of the Town."s 

The quality of the Town Council was little better than it had been in the 1860's. This can be 
seen by the manner in which it attempted once again to purchase the Gas and Water Companies. In 
1869 Ald. Saunders reported in favour of applying for the compulsory purchase by the Corporation of 
the works of the Gas Company, despite the fact that the Company was fulfilling its contract to the 
town. I n September, 1869, the Town Cou neil resolved by a vote of 28 to 4 to purchase the Gas 
works.6 The directors of the Gas Company refused to discuss the question and a bill for compulsory 
purchase was framed. But the time was inopportune. The Company was fulfilling a contract which 
Parliament had ratified several years earlier and, as Lea'der maintained/ could not be forced to sell. 
The campaign failed, the' bill was rejected by the parliamentary committee and the Corporation was 
saddled with debts which it could not legally defray out of the rates. At the same time the Town 
Council abandoned a bill to purchase the Water works because at that moment it "would be a very 
bad bargain to the town:,8 The Mayor, Thomas Moore, a brewer and prominent Conservetiv , 
accused Mundelle of bad faith and double dealing over the Gas Bill,9 which was uit unfair becau 
Mundella had done all he could to secure the Companies for the town .10 Moor 's remarks were an 
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3 Ibid., P. 94. 

4 J . M. Furn ... , RICord tJf the Municipal Affairs in Sheffield 1843-93, Sheffield, 1893, PP. 190-194. 
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attempt to shift the blame for the failu re of the scheme. Mundella wrot e to Leader in April, 1870, " I 
could not realise that there were such men holding important offices , who were so narrow and contracted 
in their views as I found your Mayor, Town Clerk [John Yeomans] and ot hers in Sheffield . How a town 
of such magnitude can be content with such local rulers I am at a loss to understand".1 No doubt politics 
lay behind this squabble. The Conservatives, who dominated the Town Council, saw an opportunity to 
attack Mundella and they were encouraged by W. C. Leng, whom Mundella described as "the evil genius 
of Sheffield .,,2 Leng sought to exploit municipal affairs for political purposes and Mundella realized this: 
"the reckless advocacy of falsehood and immorality on the part of the Telegraph and the low tone of the 
majority in the Municipal Offices must be doing great harm.',3 And so it was, because it discouraged 
the more respectable citizens from entering the Town Council , where they might become involved in petty 
squabbles and be a target for personal attacks. 

The reason Sheffield lagged so far behind Birmingham in civic sense and mission was that Sheffield 
lacked a true civic leadership. Perhaps there was no one with sufficient wealth to "go for the internal 
and external Improvement of the Town."4 In February, 1876, Ald. Carr "admitted that Birmingham 
was stepping out boldly in the improvement of artisans' and labourers' dwellings; but Birmingham was a 
generation or two before Sheffield. Birmingham had made her riches years ago, but Sheffield had only 
commenced during the last generation.',5 This was no doubt true but there was no man in Sheffield 
with the energy, organizing ability and breadth of vision of Joseph Chamberlain to implement a civic 
gospel, had one existed . In Birmingham it had been Nonconformist ministers, such as George Dawson 
and R.W. Dale who had given a religious meaning to Birmingham's awakening civic sense. Dale wrote in 
1884: "The gracious words of Christ, 'Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these my brethren, even these 
least, ye did it unto Me' will be addressed not only to those who with their own hands fed the hungry, 
and clothed the naked, and cared for the sick, but to those who supported a municipal policy which 
lessened the miseries of the wretched and added brightness to the life of the desolate.',6 

In Sheffield, however, the structure of organized religion differed markedly from Birmingham. 
In Birmingham Unitarianism was very strong and Unitarians were in the van of social and political progress. 
In Sheffield, however, most of the prominent gentlemen who attended Upper Chapel were either Conserva· 
tives or were fast going over to Conservatism in this period. Thomas Jessop,a local benefactor, had been a 
moderate Liberal in the 1860's but in the 1870's he was a firm supporter of Roebuck and so strong was 
his support for Beaconsfield's foreign policy that he was mentioned as a possible Conservative candidate 
for Sheffield in 1879, though he declined to stand because of his age? It is interesting that the sons 
of two high ly distinguished Liberal Unitarians, William Fisher and Edward Bramley, became Conservatives. 
William Fisher, Junr., was a personal friend of Roebuck and he continued to support Roebuck and there· 
fore the Tories throughout the 1870's. Herbert Bramley, a moderate Liberal, joined the Conservatives 
because he was in sympathy with the Government's foreign policy. Of course, it was not simply a matter 
of foreign policy. In the altered political circumstances of the 1870's, these men were finding in 
Conservatism a more congenial political creed. Under Gladstone the Liberal party was far less "safe" and 
predictable than it had been in the days of Palmerston, and men of their social position and outlook 
wanted a "safe" party. In Sheffield, as will appear, this was true of the middle classes in general. 
T. R. Gainsford, whose father, R. J. Gainsford, had been a prominent Liberal , and who was one of the 
leading Conservatives in Sheffield, told H. J . Wilson, a Radical, that "changes should be made slowly and 
carefully and never without real necessity .,,8 This middle class defection from the Liberal ranks deprived 
Sheffield Liberalism of its natural leadership and explains why Liberals worked so hard to bolster up such 
men as F. T. Mappin and William Smith who remained loyal. This is not to suggest that the Liberal party 
in Sheffield was any the less active for their absence, perhaps the contrary, but it lacked leaders with the 
necessary wealth and social prestige to give it the breadth of vision which it attained in Birm ingham . 
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Asa Briggs has remarked that "where Unitarianism was weak In the nineteenth century, Liberalism 
lacked a social cutting edge.,,1 Certainly, the Unitarian contribution to Liberalism in Sheffield, once so 
great in the days of Thomas Asline Ward and William Fisher, Senr., had dwindled to very little by the 1870's. 
Quakerism was not as strong in Sheffield as it was in Birmingham and Friends, such as J. H. Barber and 
Daniel Doncaster, were withdrawing from the political scene in this period.2 Sheffield differed from 
Birmingham also in that in the former Method ism was very strong. But while the Methodists were very 
numerous, they were also very divided. There were Wesleyan Methodists, New Connexlon Methodists, 
Primitive Methodists, United Free Church Methodists and Wesleyan Reform Union Methodists. Though 
a large number of active workers in the Liberal party attended Methodist chapels, the upper social stratum 
of Methodism remained either aloof from politics or was Conservative. One of the advantages of selecting 
S. D. Waddy as a Liberal candidate was his standing among the Wesleyan Methodists but H. J . Wilson, 
secretary of the Sheffield Liberal Association, complained to him in May, 1879, "I have been a little 
disappointed that since we had the good fortune to secure you as a candidate we have not had so many 
Wesleyans flocking to the standard as might have been expected .,,3 S. M. Johnson, a partner and son-in-law 
of the confectioner,George Bassett, told Leader that "of the Wesleyans of his circuit, Carver Street and 
Fulwood Road, not one in twenty is a Liberal.,,4 Churchmen, with the notable exceptions of Mappin and 
Smith, tended to be Conservatives, the more so because advanced Liberalism meant Church Disestablishment, 
and it is interesting that Liberation was agitated less by Liberals after 1875 when the emphasis was on a 
unified Liberal party in Sheffield. Congregationalists, though not especially numerous in Sheffield, provided 
the backbone and the dynamic of the party. The two most important Liberals In Sheffield In the 1870's 
were both Congregationalists. Robert Leader, proprietor of the Sheffield Independent, which he edited 
until 1877 when he passed it on to his sons, John Daniel and Robert Eadon Leader, was the political 
manager and wln~-puller par excellence. H. J . Wilson was the gitator, a man who would take up and 
champion every goo cause . A friend of Chamberlain, he was deeply influenced by Birmingham Liberalism, 
and it was through him that Chamberlain was able to exercise such an influence on the course of Liberalism 
in Sheffield in the 1870's. But though Sheffield might have been influenced by Birmingham, it was never 
dominated by it. 

The period saw a great improvement in educational facilities in Sheffield. in the field of elementary 
education the School Board, established in 1870, did a great deal of valuable work and from the first the 
town's leading citizens and benefactors, irrespective of denomination or politics, took a keen Interest In it. 
Sir John Brown served as chairman and Mark Firth as vice-chairman from 1870 to 1879 and the first School 
Board included such distinguished men as Charles Wardlow, Skelton Cole, Charles Doncaster, William Fisher 
and Robert Thomas Eaton . There was much work to be done, as enquiries in 1870 showed that less than 
half the children of school age were in fact attending school.5 But by 1874 9,000 children had been 
accomodated in new schools and between 1873 and 1892 the total number of schoolchildren increased from 
36,000 to 61,000, of whom almost 35,000 attended Board schools, and the proportion of children attending 
school was higher than in most other industrial towns.s Not only did the School Board greatly extend 
the educational facilities in Sheffield, establishing in 1880 a Central High School for children from elementary 
schools with Board Scholarships, but at a time when education was beset by such great stumbling blocks as 
the question of religious teaching and the payment of fees out of the local rates in denominational schools, 
which 10 antagonized Nonconformists because most denominational schools were Anglican, the Sheffield 
School Board steered a moderate and tactful course, seeking to do its work without deliberately offending 
sectarian susceptibilities. The result was that, for the most part, Sheffield was spared the acrimonious 
battles over education, such as occurred in Birmingham. Mundella believed that "the Sheffield Board has 
worked the Act [Education Act, 1870] fairly and beneficially, and until some change has been made by 
the legislature it cannot be better dminlstered even though all th Board were Nonconformlsts.,,7 Roebuck 
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was also swift to praise the work of the Board : " it is my strong belief that you in Sheffield will soon fee l 
the benefit of the noble work that has been done by your local Board of Education, whose efforts deserve 
and I hope will receive the thanks of your fellow citizens."l The University Extension movement was 
also enthusiastically received in Sheffield. The scheme, which was largely the work of James Stuart of 
Cambridge, was especially designed to provide working men and women with opportunities to receive 
universityeducation .2 A Committee was formed on 10 December, 1873, of which Samuel Earnshaw, 
an assistant minister at the Parish Church and a distinguished mathematician, became the honorary 
secretary.3 On 18 January, 1875, University Extension was inaugurated at a meeting presided over by 
Mark Firth.4 There is evidence of considerable working class interest in the movement. The Sheffield 
Trades Council was represented at the meeting by Messrs. Cawthorn, Wrigley and Turner, and on 6 March 
it was announced in the Sheffield Independent that the Scissor Grinders' Union had resolved to purchase 
tickets for the Political Economy course for all youths in the trade between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty one, though it seems that few working class students attended the lectures.s In 1879, through 
the generosity of Mark Firth , the movement was housed in an impressive building, Firth College.s There 
was interest too in female education in this period . In February, 1877, Mrs. Grey, founder of the London 
Girls' Public Day School Company and honorary secretary of the Women's Education Union, addressed a 
meeting, largely composed of ladies but which was also attended by the Rev. Messrs. Earnshaw and Moore 
Ede,7 Skelton Cole, H. Stephenson, F. Otter, J .D. Leader and H. Ashington.8 In the following year, the 
Sheffield Girls' High School was founded . 

Industry in Sheffield enjoyed very mixed fortunes in the years between 1870 and 1880. In the 
light trades there was a boom from 1870 - 73, followed by a severe depression which lasted until 1879. 
This was caused by the erection of tariff barriers against British goods and by increased foreign competition. 
Heavy industry, because of the large capital investment involved, probably suffered more in the depression. 
By April, 1874, nearly half of the furnaces in Sheffield were idle and by 1878 some wage rates had fallen 
by as much as 75%.9 The gloomy picture can be traced in the reports on the state of trade published 
in the Sheffield Independent: 

1874: "it would be incorrect to describe 1874 as a year of severe commercial distress, 
but it has been a year of small profits, languishing trade, and declining prices.,,10 

1876: "it has not only been a year of scant work and small profits, but of heavy 
disasters and constantly diminishing trade.,,11 

January 1877: 

January 1878: 

"an outbreak of war will probably sink us to lower depths of depression than 
we have experienced for years, and entail severe suffering and privation.,,12 

"it is long since we entered upon a new year with gloomier prospects. There 
is small reason to hope that the new year will be commercially prosperous.,,13 

December 1878: " prices and wages are still declining .,,14 

Finally, by December, 1879, the tide seemed to have turned and it was reported "in spite of one of the 
worst harvests on record, and other powerful adverse influences, a real and substantial revival of trade has 
at length set in."15 According to Mundella , the distress was "almost entirely confined to the heavy trades, ,,16 
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and distress does seem to have been particularly great in the East End . ' Unemployment meant that 
families had either to leave the district or, as more often happened , two or even three families lived in the 
same house.2 Thus empty houses provide a gauge of the areas where unemployment was most severe. 
In April, 1879, H. J. Wilson calculated that of the total of 4,280 empty houses in the borough, 2,600 were 
in Brightside and Attercliffe.3 The depression does not appear to have had any direct impact on politics. 
Protection was not a political issue in this period, although perhaps some Conservatives would have liked 
to make it one. In September 1879, the Mayor, Ald. Ward, asked "whether it was right to allow foreign 
productions to come into the country free, whilst English goods could only be sent out by the payment of 
a most terrific duty" and wondered whether "the time had now come when this country should seriously 
take to heart the desirability of taxing to some extent the productions of foreign countries.,,4 But the 
challenge was not taken up . Moreover, the success of C. S. Wortley in the election of 1880, shows that 
in Sheffield at least the Conservative Government was not held responsible for the depression . 

1 Pollard, op. cit., p . 111 . 
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Part One. Militant Nonconformity. The Years of liberal Division, 1869·74. 

So many Nonconformists supported Gladstone in 1868 because he apparently embodied their own 
approach to politics, which they saw as a great moral and sacred duty . " He stands almost alone," wrote 
Leader, "amongst stateSmen in the intense moral earnestness which he throws into his task, in his absorbing 
passion for political truth, in the depth of his sympathy with human nature, in his profound reverence for 
Christianity, and h is desire 'to permeate the atmosphere of political life with its spirit.,,1 Gladstone's moral 
and earnest approach contrasted sharply with the devious political opportunism of Disraeli, of whom Leader 
wrote, "It is the utter rootlessness of his political character which explains the superficial impression he makes 
upon the national mind of England .,,2 Moreover, Nonconformists believed that because they were among 
the staunchest of his supporters, Gladstone would fulfil their aims and that indeed the policy of the Liberal 
Government would be framed in the Nonconformist mould. Nonconformists wanted complete religious and 
social equality. Leader put it thus: 

"What English Nonconform ity has been struggling for during these two centuries past, 
consciously or unconsciously, has been to assert the inherent right of the human intellect 
to the most absolute freedom and the most perfect development of its capacities and 
powers, and to attain the practical realisation, in fullest completeness, of political, social 
and moral justice as between man and man.,,3 

Nonconformists were encoutaged by the Disestablishment of the Irish Church which many fondly 
believed would be the prelude to disestablishment in England. They thought that the Liberal party, being 
the party of progress, would not hesitate to take the log ical step towards complete religious equality. But 
they overestimated their own importance to the Liberal Government and the extent to which the Liberal 
Government was prepared to go to conciliate them. Gladstone himself was a High Churchman and as such 
was never completely In sympathy with Nonconformist alms. Equally Important, the Liberal Government 
and Indeed the Liberal party in the House of Commons was essentially aristocratic,4 being composed mostly 
of landowners who were usually patrons of lillings, and as committed as the Conservatives to upholding the 
privileged position of the Established Church. So, even had he wished to do so, Gladstone could not have 
carried his party on a Nonconformist programme. Mundella commented In January, 1871 , that "aristocratic 
influence Is too strong as yet for Gladstone to resist,,5 and he told H. J . Wilson in October, 1876, that "in 
the last Parliament Gladstone's majority would have gone to the winds if he had touched the English Church 
as the Whig county members would all have voted against him,',6 Only the extension of household suffrage 
in the countltls would break down what has been called the "massive and homogeneous landed right wlng,,7 
of the Liberal party. 

But the difficulties which Gladstone faced In the House of Commons were not really appreciated by 
Nonconformists in the country. They felt slighted . Even the moderate Leader wrote In January, 1872, 
that "It is undeniable that the Nonconform ists, as Liberal partisans, have not been considered on many 
occasions in proportion to the ir true value.,,8 The great stumbling block, of course, was the Education Act 
of 1870 which seemed to be concerned to bolster up denominational schools and, since most denominational 
schools were Anglican, therefore the Anglican Establishment. Indeed Nonconformists described the 26th 
Clause of the Act, which enabled School Boards to pay the fees of needy children in denominational schools 
out of the IOCl:ll rates, as a hew Church rate. Nonconformists became divided into moderates and militants. 
In Sheffield prominent Liberals, such as Robert Leader and the Rev . Robert Stainton, continued to support 
the Government, and accepted the Education Act, despite its faults, as a sound basis for a system of national 
education . They believed that the Government was dOing valuable work and therefore, Stainton thought, 
"it waS the bounden duty of every true Englishman to sustain the hands of those who were endeavouring to 
lead the van of progress.',9 They agreed with Mundella that "we shall never see It more thoroughly liberal 
and honest Government.,,10 These men, along with others such s John Askham, J .W. pye-Smith and 
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Alfred Allott, represented the older Liberal leadership. The militants, on the other hand, were "new" 
men who had not previously played a leading part in Sheffield politics. They opposed the Government 
because it was unsound on Nonconformist questions and they opposed the older Liberal leaders, partly 
because they did not think them radical enough, even more perhaps because they resented their influence 
and especially the influence of Robert Leader. The militants were led by H. J. Wilson,1 a partner with 
his brother in the Sheffield Smelting Company and a man of undoubted energy and indomitable spirit. 
H. J. Wilson was a true representative of militant Nonconformity, an ardent supporter of unsectarian 
education, disestablishment, the Permissive Bill and the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts. At the 
same time, he was concerned to inject into Sheffield Liberalism a much more radical and advanced spirit 
and this inevitably brought him into conflict with the older Liberal leaders. The direct resu lt was a split 
in the Liberal party in Sheffield and defeat for one of the Liberal candidates in the election of 1874. 

The division within the Liberal party can be seen in the large number of agitations which aimed 
to influence Government policy. In January, 1872, Leader listed the following : Education, anti-State 
Church, Permissive Bill, repeal of the Criminal Law Amendment Act, repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts, abolition of the Income Tax, the Ballot, reform of the Marriage Law, women's suffrage and household 
county suffrage and Home Rule in Ireland? These agitations often embarrassed the Government and 
frightened away many moderate middle class Liberals who were alarmed because the Liberal party no longer 
appeared "safe". "There is no use concealing from ourselves," Mundella told Leader in March, 1872, "that 
a strong reaction has set in against Liberal opinions. The vagaries of Dilke, Fawcett and Harcourt on one side, 
and the unreasonableness of the League [National Education League] and Miall's friends on the other have 
frightened the timid Liberals into inactivity or worse, and driven the Ultras into a state of distrust and 
discontent."3 The defection of middle class Palmerstonians to the Conservative ranks was taking place 
throughout the 1870's and Mundella noted in January, 1873, that "the middle classes are everywhere 
becoming more and more Ecclesiastical and Conservative".4 The Liberal defeat in 1874 was a salutary 
lesson because it showed the militant Nonconformists that they could not direct the policy of the Liberal 
party and that Liberal divisions only strengthened the Conservatives. Secondly, it showed that if the 
Nonconformists were to exercise any real influence in the Liberal party in future they must go in for a 
much broader programme which would attract the working classes, who hitherto had not been particularly 
sympathetic to what they considered to be at best hobby horses, at worst narrow sectarian aims. So it 
was that H. J. Wilson was prepared after 1874 to come to terms with the older Liberal leadership and 
to co· operate in establishing a more popular Liberal Association with a broader programme. Liberalism 
in Sheffield emerged strengthened and more vigorous after its years of division. 
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CHAPTER XII 

T HE ED UCATIO N Q U ESTIO N 

It was clear that as a result of the increase in the size of the electorate, as a large number of 
working men were enfranchised in the boroughs, some system of national education must supersede the 
voluntary system which had proved inadequate, as educational standards in other countries were much 
superior. It was important to educate the artisans so that they would be able to exercise the franchise 
intelligently and because an educated working class would enable England to keep pace with her economic 
competitors. But the establishment of a national system of education was a complex problem. Earlier 
attempts had failed because no agreement had been reached about the status of denominational schools or 
what kind of religious teaching, if any, should be given in new schools established by the State. So 
insurmountable had the problem appeared that for twenty years the education question had lain dormant 
and, what education there was, was provided by voluntary bodies, subsidised by State grants. But so 
inadequate was educational proviSion under the voluntary system that by 1870 the problem could be 
shelved no longer. 

Public attention was focuse on the education question by the National Education League, which 
was founded in Birmingham in February , 1869, in which the leading figures were George Dixon, George 
Dawson, Joseph Chamberla in and R. W. Dale. The League aimed at a national system of education which 
would be universal, compulsory, free and unsectarian. But although this was the declared policy of the 
League, members differed as to their interpretation of it. Mundella wrote in September, 1869: 

"I am a member of the League, but not in agreement with them in detail. I don't believe 
we can afford to set aside existing agencies in England. I am not In favour of free schools, 
and I am sure the word 'secular' will not go down at present. . .. I want the Education, 
I want enough schools, and sufficient pressure to bring the children to them; but I really 
don't care how this is accomplished if it is done in fairness to all classes and all creeds".1 

The division was over the interpretation of the word "unsectarian". To moderates, such as 
Mundella, it meant undenominational, that is religious teaching in the new schools not embodying the 
creed or catechism of any particular denomination. To men such as George Dawson , it meant secular,2 
the exclusion of the Bible from the schools, because they believed that it was not the function of the 
State to teach religion and in any case this could not be done from an undenominational standpoint. 
However, the programme of the League, if it became the basis of the new system, was bound to undermine 
the existing denominational system. This led to the formation of the National Education Union, the aim 
of which was to secure "the primary education of every child by judiciously supplementing the present 
denominational system of national education".3 As the majority of denominational schools were Anglican,4 
the principal supporters of the Union were Churchmen, while Nonconformists tended to support the League. 
Both societies were concerned to "educate" the public on the question. Mundella wrote that they "have 
furnished most important evidence of the necessity for further legislation, and they have aroused the public 
mind on the subject and stirred up great local activity in their own neighbourhoods.',e; In a few months 
the National Education League had branches in London and seventeen towns.6 A branch was established 
in Sheffield in June, 1869,7 while the principles of the National Education Union were upheld by the 
Vicar of Sheffield, Canon Sale.8 
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On 17 January, 1870, a meeting was held in the Temperance Hall to support the principles of 
t he National Education League. 1 The League was represented by A. J. Mundella and the Rev. Charles 
Vince of Birmingham. The fi rst resolution was moved by Robert Leader " that in the opinion of this 
meeting, the state of national education in this country calls for immediate action on the part of the 
Government." Leader had himself once been a voluntaryist but he now believed that "denominational 
education had not done enough, and that what it had done was not good enough." Leader believed in 
the essential principles of the League, though not in every detail? The resolution was seconded by 
the Conservative journalist, W. C. Leng,3 who declared that he was in favour of compulsory education. 
Mundella considered that education was the "most important question of this generation" and he was in 
favour of "a pure, unsectarian education which gives no preference to any dogma, or to any creed" and 
which would be compulsory.4 Then the Rev. C. Short, a Baptist, moved "that the scheme proposed by 
the National Education League is the one which should be adopted to secure the education of every child 
in the kingdom." The motion was seconded by Alfred Allott who called for "secular education tempered 
by the highest Christian morality." Speaking on behalf of the League, the Rev. C. Vince said that "to 
educate the people was of such immense importance to the power, permanence and progress of the nation, 
that it must be secured", irrespective of sectarian differences, cost or the liberty of the parent. 
J. C. Fillingham contrasted the aims of the League and the Union: "the Union proposed to accomplish 
its object by the extension of the existing denominational system, whilst the League had inscribed upon its 
banner, 'Educate the people, must be national, compulsory, unsectarian and free:" William Dronfield 
mentioned that in Sheffield one trade union, the wool·shear forgers, had become members of the League 
and had promised an annual donation. 5 

The Education Bill, which W. E. Forster introduced on 17 February, 1870, provided for the 
establishment of School Boards to supplement the existing denominational system, which was to be 
maintained by public money and could be extended. The bill was an attempt to graft a national system 
onto the existing system and had this advantage, that it sought to make use of facilities already provided 
by voluntary effort and charity. It appeared, therefore, to strengthen the denominational system. 
Attendance was not made compulsory, nor was the establishment of School Boards, and the kind of 
religious teaching was to be decided upon by the Boards. This meant that in Board schools where 
denominationalists were in a majority, religious teaching might be sectarian. Moreover, members of 
School Boards were to be appointed by Town and Parish Councils. Nonconformists disliked the measure; 
Chamberlain explained to Gladstone in March, 1870: "the Dissenters object to this measure, which they 
conceive will hand over the education of this country to the Church of England - entirely in many parts 
of the Kingdom, especially in agricultural districts.,,6 It appears, however, that Sheffield was slow to be 

roused on the question. On 4 March, 1870, a letter appeared in the Sheffield Independent which declared : 
"1 am much surprised at the apathy of the people of Sheffield in the matter of education. At this 

particular juncture in our national affairs it appears to me that the inhabitants of this town care very little 
about how the uneducated and neglected children of the country are dealt with. The Nonconform ist 
ministers are surely asleep or they would be agitating the necessity of free and unsectarian education. Why 
don't they unite together and hold meetings in various parts of the town, and try to rouse the attention of 
the people to the great benefits which Christianity and this country would receive from a compulsory but 
unsectarian education? The amount of money received in Sheffield towards advancing the claims of the 
Education League is ridiculously small - a disgrace to the town.,,7 

Notice must have been taken of this anonymous letter, because on 11 March, a meeting of 
Nonconformist ministers and laymen was held in Mount Zion Chapel to consider the Education Bill "as 
it bears upon the religious liberties of the people.,,8 The Rev. C. Short presided and there was a good 
attendance. The following objections were raised against the Education Bill as it stood : 
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(i) the power given to local boards to decide what, if any, religious teaching there was 
to be in schools they built or managed. 

(ii) the power to grant money out of the rates to support denominational schools. 
(iii) the power to H. M. Inspectors to enquire into the religious education given in schools. 
(iv) the lack of an adequate conscience clause for denominational schools. 

The (v) point summed up the Nonconformist position; they insisted that in all rate-aided schools, instruction 
should be completely undenominational. They were particularly strong against support out of the local 
rates for denominational education:1 "these proposals go to establish a new form of religious taxation not 
less objectionable than church rates."2 

The Bill was discussed in a large meeting convened by the Sheffield branch of the National 
Education League on 25 April, 1870.3 The Rev . J . P. Gledstone, minister of Queen Street Congregational 
Chapel, moved a resolution to the effect that no amendments to the bill could be satisfactory "in reference 
to the religious difficulty, which do not provide that no creed, catechism, or tenet peculiar to any sect 
shall be taught in schools under the management of school boards, or receiving grants from local rates." 
Also there should be easy provision for non-attendance at religious teaching in all Government-aided schools. 
The question of religious teaching in the Board Schools was a difficult one. It is clear that the vast 
majority of the meeting was in favour of reading the Bible in the schools and accepted, as the Rev. G. 
Knight, Unitarian minister of Upperthorpe Chapel, put it, that there was "a great difference between Bible 
teaching and the teaching of merely theological dogma and doctrine." A motion, put by Jonathan Taylor, 
a printer and an extreme radical,4 and seconded by a Mr. Weston, to exclude the Bible from "the rate and 
nationally-a ided schools", with special classes for denominational teach ing, was supported by about six 
people, while the original resolution was carried by an immense majority.5 The supporters of "secular" 
education were clearly not very numerous in Sheffield in April, 1870. The general belief was that 
education without religious instruction was incomplete. A. J. Mundella believed that the main defect of 
the Bill was the right vested in School Boards to "determine the religious teaching which shall be given in 
these schools." He also objected to the power given to School Boards to make grants out of the local 
rates to denominational schools, the lack of adequate compulsion to attend schools6 and the inadequate 
conscience clause in denominational schools.7 Robert Leader moved a resolution in favour of school 
boards in all districts and compulsory attendance at schools, which was seconded by Alfred Allott.

8 

It is interesting that an attempt was made by some clergy and Nonconformist ministers in 
Sheffield to find a basis of "united action" with regard to "the religious education difficulty." A small 
meeting was held on 24 May, 1870,9 at which the chairman, Samuel Earnshaw, explained that "united 
action" had already been accepted in Nottingham , Leicester, Derby and Hull, and that Forster, Mundella 
and Cowper-Temple were anxious that representatives from Sheffield and Birmingham should form part of 
a deputation to Gladstone before the Government put forward its amendments to the Education Bill. A 
link with the other towns was provided by the Rev . J. B. Paton of Nottingham, formerly minister of the 
Wicker Congregational Chapel, who had suggested that the meeting should be held. The meeting accepted 
the resolution passed in Nottingham that "this meeting assents to Mr . Forster's proposal to allow existing 
schools to be sustained and managed as they are at present" but with a time-table conscience clause. 

1 
0 

In the Board schools the Bible was to be read but no creeds were to be taught . The Rev . S. Earnshaw, 
the Rev . J . Hargreaves and the Rev . R. Stainton were appointed as a deputation to wait upon Gladstone. 
No Roman Catholics attended the meeting, nor did the Rev. David Loxton, minister of Mount Zion Chapel, 

Leader declared "the fact must be clearly understood that the English eeople, as thoroughly as the Americans, 
disapprove of tha payment of public rates for denominational uses" . S. I., 6.3 .1870. 

2 5.1.,12 .3.1870. 
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who was a strict voluntaryist and not in favour of a state system of national education.1 

The Government's amendments to the Education Bill were considered in a meeting of the 
Sheffield bqm'ch of the National Education League on 13 June, 1870.2 The chairman, Michael Beal, 
thought the proposed amendments " very unsati sfactory and meagre" because they failed to make education 
compulsory and the form of religious teaching was still to be determ ined by the School Boards. A motion. 
put by the Rev . J . P. Gledstone and E. Hibberd. that the amendments were "entirely inadequate and 
unsatisfactory" was carried by a majority of 21 to 4. The mood of the meeting was very determined and 
G. W. Knox's amendment against postPoning legislation if the principal deficiencies of the Bill were not 
remedied was defeated by 19 votes to 8. The Government did make some concessions under pressure. 
School Boards were to be elected by the ratepayers and a time-table conscience clause was to operate in 
denominational schools. Most important of all was the Cowper-Temple clause which provided that religious 
teaching in Board schools was to be given without reference to any creed or catechism. This satisfied 
moderates who wanted the Bible taught in the new schools but who were unwilling to leave the question 
to the discretion of School Boards. Leader advised " Iet us accept the new changes in the spirit in which 
they are given. and then press for the completion of the original programme, not for the introduction of 
concessions that the boldest dare not have asked at the outset of the ag itation" .3 Though he would like 
to have seen attendance made compulsory. Mundella was satisfied : tIthe Bill will now pass," he told 
Leader; "it iS'much better than at the first and I regard it as a great and important measure.',4 

The Cowper-Temple clause did not satisfy those who believed that it was not the function of the 
State to teach religion. which should be left to voluntary effort, and who wanted to solve the problem 
by excluding the Bible from the Board schools. This was the substance of the motion introduced into 
the House of Commons by Henry Richard. M.P. for Merthyr Tydfil and a prominent leader of mil itant 
Nonconformity. This alarmed the supporters of Bible teaching in the new schools. Leader wrote : 
tIthe secularist party is clearly getting the upper hand in the councils of the League".6 H. J . Wilson. 
who does not appear to have taken a prominent part in the meetings of the Sheffield branch of the 
National Education League,6 wrote "imploring" Mundella to vote for Richard 's motion .7 Mundella's 
reply was not sympathetic: "1 am utterly opposed to anything that would force the consciences of 
my fellow men, but I believe the expulsion of the Scriptures from the Schools would disgust the great 
mass of the population and bring liberation into contempt .... , Pray be patient with your member 
and believe me that I have only to find the slightest attempt at sectarian teaching or proselytism in the 
new schools to stir me into action at once:,8 

Mundella told Leader that the attitude of Miall,9 Richard and the League was "most irritating 
and impractical"~o The measure was, he believed. a good one and "why, from fear and jealousy. 
anyone should desire to cripple existing schools and exclude Bible explanation from the new schools I 
cannot understand:·11 However. there was support for the exclusion of the Bible from the Board 
schools within the Sheffield branch of the League. At the meeting of 25 April, Jonathan Taylor. who 
was one of the Sheffield representatives on the Executive Committee of the National Education League. 
put a motion to this effect which had been seconded by G. Weston .12 though only about six people 
had supported it. William Dronfleld. a leading member of the Sheffield branch. told H.J. Wilson in 
December. 1871, "your views entirely agree with mine in reference to religious teaching . I ignore 
altogether this purely secular notion. and do not agree with those who are its advocetes. But with 
you I would leave the religious instruction with voluntary Christian effort of which I th ink the various 
denominations are quite equal to impart in the Sunday Schools and by other agencies.,,13 It was not 
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that those who wished to exclude the Bible from the Board schools did not believe that religious 

teaching was an integral part of a child's education, but rather that such teaching could not be properly 

imparted by schoolmasters and should be undertaken by persons properly qualified to do so, at stated 

times outside the school time·table. This view was not accepted by those who wanted to see Bible 
teaching firmly set within the new system and who saw its exclusion as a very extreme step, which 

could not at that time be justified . There is little doubt that in Sheffield the supporters of Bible 

exclusion were in a minor ity . 

Indeed, it does not seem that the education question aroused the keen interest in Sheffield 
which it evoked in other places. At the annual meeting of the Sheffield branch of the National 
Education League, the secretary, G. W. Knox declared : 

"The committee were ashamed to have to say that the branch had not met with 

that support in Sheffield which it had hoped to have derived, and that they had been 

unable notwithstanding all the means which had been adopted to that end, to arouse 
the bulk of the gentry and manufacturing population to a sense of the part they ought 

to play in the work which the League was formed to accomplish ."l 

In October , 1870, the Sheffield branch numbered 1,029 members, and only 25% of the funds could 
be sent to the Birmingham Executive .2 Possibly th is comparative lack of success, which Knox himself 

admitted, explains the interesting intervention by Birmingham in the affairs of the Sheffield branch . 

The Committee of the Birmingham branch of the National Education League "suggested" that the 
secretary, G. W. Knox, should resign and the reason given was that it had heard that he did not agree 
with "free" education, wh ich was a vital part of the League's programme.3 As a protest, the Sheffield 
Executive4 resigned, for as the president, William Bragge,5 explained "the Executive and Officers 

considered themselves deprived of freedom of action and protested against the usurpation of authority 

by the Birmingham Committee.' ,6 He added " we cease absolutely to pay allegiance to the National 

Education League" . This might well have been the end of the Sheffield branch had not Dronfield 

speedily introduced a motion to accept the offer of Jesse Collings to visit Sheffield and explain the 
matter . But Leader was in no doubt about what lay behind the intervention of "their high mightinesses 

the dictators at Birmingham.,,7 

"This branch has not attained great success as a raiser of money, and Birmingham measures 

branches by a money standard ; but it has evoked great enthusiasm, has got up large meetings and long 

petitions, and done a great deal of cheap work . The reason of the failure of the League in Sheffield 
is that people here who have money to give don't like the principles of a League which demands from 

its officers unquestioned acceptance of all its dogmas .' ,8 

A meeting was held on 20 April, attended by about twenty four members, to hear the 

explanation of Jesse Collings.9 A letter was read from Knox in which he stated that a number of 

officers of the League did not endorse the whole programme and claimed that nearly all of the late 
Sheffield Executive agreed with him on the "free" education question and, in any case, his views had 
been known for a year . In reply , Collings stressed that the Birmingham Committee had never attempted 
to demand Knox 's resignation but they believed it to be in the best interests of t-he League . He then 

proceeded to read extracts from Knox's speeches which, he said, "showed that Mr . Knox was more at 

home with the denominationalist s on the education question, and had uttered sentiments directly at 
variance with the principles of the League with respect to religious teaching.',10 This, of course, was 

shifting ground and more than ever convinced Leader that the "free" question was just a pretext for 
removing Knox whose "lively independence" they disl iked .11 There is no doubt that Knox had done 

much good work 12 but the Birmingham Committee obviously felt that he was not sufficiently "sound" 

on the League programme, and that this was a serious weakness especially in view of the comparative 
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lack of success of the League in Sheffield . Moreover, the question clearly reflected tensions with in the 
Sheffield branch itself. The meeting of 20 April carried a motion justifyi ng the action of the Birm ingham 
Committee and accepting the resignation of the Sheffield Execut ive , although very few members attended 
the meeting. The Executive of the Sheffield branch, which was appointed on 27 April , had a very 
different look. Gone were the men of real influence and position w ithin the town, such as William 
Bragge, F.T . Mappin, Alfred Allott, C. Wardlow, W. Baker, Batty Langley and the Rev. Messrs. J . Lettis 
Short and J . P. Gledstone.1 Indeed, of the old Executive there remained only Michael Beal , William 
Dronfield , Josiah Down ing and Councillors Hall and Nadin .2 The new president, Councillor Hibberd, 
had not even been a member of the old Executive . It is not iceable that a larger number of working 
men sat on the new Executive, such as D. Stables, M. Pryor and John Muscroft . By its interference, 
Birmingham might have made sure that the Sheffield branch would in future take a less independent line 
and look more to Birmingham for leadership, but by driving away the men of influence and position it 
removed what little interest remained3 and it is not surprising that hereafter little more was heard of it. 

The main opposition to the Education Act of 1870 was centred in the Sheffield Nonconformist 
Committee,4 which had its or igins in a meeting of ministers and laymen held in Mount Z ion School in 
February, 1872.5 Modelled on the Central Nonconformist Committee which had been established in 
Birmingham, its purpose was to "watch public events in their bearing upon the position and rights of 
Nonconformists," and to " take such action thereon as may from time to time be deemed exped ient ," 
but it was directed especially against the "objectionable provisions " of the Education Act. It was an 
instrument of militant Nonconformist agitat ion . At a meeting held on 27 February, 1872, and chaired 
by John Wycliffe Wilson, brother of H. J . Wilson, it was decided that the Committee should consist of 
representative members (each Nonconformist congregation in the town was to send three delegates) 

and personal members.6 The Churches were to pay 5/- and personal members 1/·. 

The new Committee soon turned its attention to that provision in the Education Act which 
most offended Nonconformists, the 25th clause which enabled School Boards to pay the fees of needy 
children in denominational schools out of the rates, a power which the Sheffield School Board exercised 
under the 9th bye-law. On 22 April, 1872, the Nonconformist Committee resolved "that in the opinion 
of this Committee the payment of fees out of rates for the education of poor children in denominational 

schools is a violation of the principle of religious equality, and should be strenuously resisted by 
Nonconformists.,,7 A memorial to this effect was presented to the School Board on 25 Apr il by a 
deputation consisting of the Rev . Messrs . J . Calvert, J . P. Gledstone, G. Knight, T.D . Crothers, Giles 
Hester and Messrs. R. Leader, J. W. Wilson, H. J. Wilson, G. W. Knox, S. Bacon, and Batty Langley.8 
Leader explained that tbey represented a Nonconformist Committee, "composed of men who have 
spontaneously associated themselves together to watch public events." Owing to lack of time, only 
180 signatures accompanied the memorial, but this made little difference because the reply from the 
Law Clerk of the Board, published several weeks later, was very emphatic : "The Bye·Law leaves them 
no discretion but to remit the fees or pay them (as the case may be) where the parent is unable to 
pay."g This pushed the extremists into action and on 14 May the Executive recommended the 
General Committee to memorialise the Town Council to withold moneys for the payment of fees in 
denominational schools,10 as had been done in Birmingham,ll but it seems that more moderate 

counsels prevailed and this was not done. Indeed, by this time the Nonconformist Committee was 
causing concern to more moderate Liberals. Mundella, who admitted the injustice of the 25th clause,12 
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thought "the Nonconformist Committee will give us some trouble. Wilson is of the ultra-rabid 
Birmingham type, and unless they take Trevelyan 's advice and hark back a little they will simply end in 
miserable failure, inflicting no doubt considerable damage on the Liberal Party".1 The militants, however, 
were not easily discouraged and on 4 June, 1872, they organized a large meeting "to protest against the 
payment of fees from the rates to Sectarian schools.',2 Their objections were clearly stated by the 
chairman of the Committee, J . W. Wilson : "as lovers of consistency and of truth , they protested against 
the use of public money for teaching different and contradictory creeds, as Nonconformists, they protested 
against the use of public money for teaching any religious opinions whatever" .3 It was a matter of 
conscience. The Rev. J . Calvert declared : "the jurisdict ion of the country ended where a man's 
conscience began . . . " conscience ought to be free, conscience must be free, and conscience shall be 
free." The Rev. John Jenkyn Brown of Birmingham , whom Mundella described as "a miserable imitation 
of Dale, without his power or acuteness, ,,4 raised the question of religious teaching in the rate-aided 
schools, declaring that "unsectarian ism" was a "base m ixture" and "the only thing which a State could 
teach was secular knowledge, and that religion could be only taught by Christian parents or by Christian 
communities".5 This view was underlined by the Rev . T . D. Crothers who " hoped soon to see a 
national system of education which would confine itself strictly to secular teaching ." The moderate 
Nonconformist position was represented by Alfred Allott, a member of the School Board, and Robert 
Leader, both of whom believed that, although the Act had defects, yet great good could come of it if 
patience and forbearance were allowed to prevail , and in any case , as Samuel Hoyland pointed out, it 
was better that children should be educated in any school in preference to being left uneducated. 
Leader "held with Mr. Holden,6 and would rather press on the education, though the first draughts 
from the well of 1870 might be somewhat turbid , and tru st to the efforts being made to render the 
water ere long bright and clean."7 Of course, the question of the payment of fees in sectarian schools 
was a matter of prinCiple, for the sums of money involved were not great. An investigation was carried 
out by the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee in November, 1872, when it was found that the School 
Board had paid denominational fees to the amount of £4. 9s. ld ., which had been divided among 15 
Anglican, 3 Roman Catholic and 1 Wesleyan school, so that the Anglicans had received £3. lls. Od., 
the Roman Catholics 16s. 7d. and the Wesleyans ls. 6d.8 Speaking in November, 1873, Allott declared 
"I don't think the total pa id up to the present time amounts to £100:,9 That the problem was not so 
great in Sheffield as elsewhere was owing to the moderation and good sense of the School Board and 
this made it difficult for the militant Nonconform ists to run a successful agitation against a grievance 
which in Sheffield seemed more apparent than real. 

It was not long before the moderate Dissenters felt that they cou Id no longer support the 
Nonconformist Committee . Mundella was wr iting to Leader in June, 1872, that "the Nonconformist 
Committee has taken quite the corner I expected and with such inflammable elements as you have in 
Sheffield a conflagration sooner or later seems inevitable. H. J. Wilson writes me letters of a very 
strange character ridiculing all who do not agree with him.',10 The breach came over the question of 
whether or not the Bible should be read in the new schools . On 1 July, 1872, H. J . Wilson put the 
following motion, which formed the fifth resolution of the Manchester Conference, "that this 
Conference is of the opinion that in any national system of education the School Board and the State 
should make provision solely for the Secular instruction which all children may receive in common 
and that the responsibility of the religious education of each district should be thrown upon voluntary 
effort . ,,11 The motion was carried by a majority of 13 votes to 8, whereupon Alfred Allott promptly 

1 A. J . Mundella to R. Leader,26.5.1e72, Mundella MSS., S.U. L. 
2 S.I., 5.6.1872. 
3 Ibid. 
4 A. J . Mundella to R. Leader, 6.6.1872, Mundelle MSS., S.U. L. 
5 S. I., 5.6.1872. 
6 Isaac Holden of Kelghlev, a Wellevan Methodllt and late Liberal candidate for the Northern Division of the 

Welt Riding, who also spoke at the meeting. 
7 S.I., 5.6.1872. 
8 Minute 80ok, 22.11 .1872. 
9 S.I., 12.11.1873. 

10 A. J . Mundalle to R. Le.der, 18.6.1872, Mundell. MSS., S. U.L. 
11 Minute Book, 1.7.1872. 
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resigned and Robert Leader, G. W. Knox, A. Sharman, W. Atkinson and the Rev . Robert Stainton all 
left the room.1 Within the next few weeks, the resignations of the Rev . Messrs. Bushell and Green 

were also received. 2 This split was not unexpected since, as has been shown, Nonconformists had 
been divided as to whether or not religious teaching should be provided by the State.3 

Having lost the moderates, the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee was now free to take 
an extreme and intransigent line on the education question . On 28 November, 1872, they were 
advised by the Secretary of the Birmingham Education League not to pay any part of the rate 
devoted to education because this might be used to pay fees in denominational schools.4 "By a 
considerable majority", it was resolved "that this Committee hereby approves the convictions of 

those who feel unable to pay the School Rate and resolves to engage counsel to defend those members 
who may be summoned for non ·payment.,,5 A few summonses for non ·payment of rates did take 

place. F. P. Rawson, cutlery manufacturer and G. W. Sharman, grocer, were distrained and the goods 

sold by auction .6 The Rev . Giles Hester of Cemetery Road Baptist Church was summoned but a 

friend stepped in and paid the rate and on 26 February, 1873, D. T . Ingham, stationer, was summoned.
7 

G. W. Sharman held out until September, 1875, when he wrote to H. J . Wilson: "I do not regret the 
course taken hitherto, but am inclined to think it would be better now to pay the rate.,,8 But it was 

not until December, 1876, that Wilson agreed to pay. He wrote : "under the altered circumstances of 
the Education question - the Act of last session - and the change of Administration, I do not think 
it needful to refuse longer to pay the part of the Poor Rate to which I have objected of late years.,,9 

It seems, however, that only a few Nonconformists were involved in this extreme form of protest 

against the 25th clause . 
In 1873 the Government proposed to amend the Education Act by transferring the duty of 

paying school fees for poor children in sectarian schools from the School Boards to the Boards of 

Guardians, and by making such payment obligatory. The Committee, however, found this quite 
unsatisfactory and registered its disapproval of the Government : "this Committee, believing that the 

support of Denominational schools out of public funds virtually involves the creation of a new Church 

Establ ishment, are reluctantly led to the conviction that the Government, by thus renewing their 
sanction of this mischievous system, have forfeited their claims to the confidence of all Nonconformists 

who believe that the only sound basis of a national system of education is the separation of the secular 
from the re ligious element in public elementary schools.,,10 The Committee had similar objections to 

Sandon's Education Bill of 1876, which they believed strengthened the position of denominational 
schools. The Bill made attendance at school compu lsory but compu lsory powers could be exercised 
in districts where there were none but sectarian schools and sectarian schools could get "largely 

increased grants from publ ic funds,',ll thus diminishing the necessity for voluntary subscriptions. 

Moreover, it enabled Town Councils and Boards of Guardians to "delegate their powers to irresponsible 
Committees who may consist largely, or even exclusively, of the supporters of denominational schools." 

The Bill took away from School Boards the power to pay fees in sectarian schools and poor parents 
who did not want Board schools now had to apply to the Guardians. But fees in denominational 
schools could still be paid out of the public rates. There can be little doubt that the purpose of the 

Bill was to strengthen denominational schools and the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee drew up a 

petition in favour of Henry Richard's amendment that "the principle of universal compulsion in 
Education cannot be applied without great injustice, unless provision be made for placing public 

1 Minute Book . 1.7.1872. 
2 Minute BOOk. 22 .7.1872. 10.8.1872. 
3 In 1872 there was a long correspondence on this subject . H.J . W,lson and the Rev . Samuel Wright were for. 

and Adam Wood. a deacon of Queen Street Chapel . was against excluding the Bible from the Board schools. 
5. 1. , passim. 

4 Minute Book, 28.11 .1872. 
5 Minute Book. 28.11 .1872. 
6 Rawson 's goods were bought by his friends and returned to him. 
7 5.1 .• 27 .2.1873. 

8 G.W. Sharman to H. J . Wolson. 11 .9.1875. Wilson MSS .. S C.L., M.D. 601 3. George Woodcock Sharm n was a 
keen temperance reformer and a member of Oak Street Methodist Chapel. 

9 H . J . Wilson to Thos. Collinson, 11 .12.1876, Wilson MSS., S. U . L. 
10 Minute 8ook, 28.6.1873. 
11 Minute BoOk, 26 .6.1876. 
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elementary schools under public management.,,1 Mundella fought hard against the Bill2 and told Leader 
that the Government "rather take pleasure than otherwise in insulting the feelings and susceptibilities of 
Nonconformists.,,3 He believed that "the elements of content ion are undoubtedly introduced into the 
elections of Guardians, and the parents will be brought into indirect contact with pauperism" .4 The 

Act undoubtedly had the effect of reducing the fees paid out of the rates in sectarian schools because 
it discouraged parents from applying for them. It was degrading to have to ask the Guardians to pay 
them and so indirectly the problem was reduced, even though theoretically fees could still be paid out 
of the rates . It is not surprising, therefore, that the Nonconformist Committee protested strongly 
when, despite the alteration in the law, the School Board proposed to deal with cases of needy 
children as before.5 On 21 December, 1876, the School Board decided by a majority of 10 to 36 on 
"a system of joint action between the Board and the Guardians:,7 because, as the Churchman, Thomas 
Moore, put it, they believed "that indigent parents ought not to be taken before the Guardians to 
apply for the payment of school fees." The problem was resolved by a compromise. I n March, 1877, 
a General Order from the Local Government Board enabled the Guardians to appoint an enquiry 
officer to deal with applications from non-pauper parents for school fees in denominational schools.a 

It wou Id be wrong to suggest that large numbers of Nonconformists were actively involved 
in the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee, for attendances at meetings were very small. Rather it 
was a pressure group, consisting of a few earnest and zealous men who were concerned to watch over 
Nonconformist interests. As has been shown, the Education question was the issue which most 
concerned them, but not exclusively so, as appears from a study of the Constitution .9 

Objects - General : the complete legislative and administrative adOPtion of the principles of 

religious equality . 

Special : (i) disestablishment and disendowment of State Churches. 

(ii ) repeal of the 25th clause of the Education Act . 
(iii) repeal or amendment of such other legislative enactments as sanction 

the taxation of the community for the propagation of sectarian 

opinions. 
(iv) the refusal of State aid to new denominational schools, and its 

withdrawal as early as practicable from all schools under 
denominational management. 

(v) separation of the secular and the religious instruction in Board 
Schools. School Boards to provide facilities for the voluntary 
supply of religious teaching by religious persons. 

(vi) the amendment of those provisions of the Endowed Schools Acts, 

which give an unfair advantage to the Established Church and permit 

national endowments to be used for teaching sectarian dogmas. 
(vii) the absolute removal of all sectarian restrictions on the enjoyment 

of the offices and emoluments of the National Universities. 
"The Committee 10 seeks to carry out its purposes by means of Lectures 11 - Public Meetings -

the distribution of Literature - Petitions to Parliament - Memorials to central or local authorities -
and such other plans as may be decided upon .,,12 

1 Ibid. 

2 A . J. Mundella to R. Leader . 30.7. 1876, Mundella MSS., S. U. L. 

3 A . J. Mundella to R. Leader, 4 .8.1876, Mundella MSS., S.U .L. 

4 A . J . Mundella to R. Leader, 8 .8 .1876, Mundella MSS., S .U . L . 

5 Minute Book, 18.12.1876. A report in S. D. T., 19.12.1876, said that of 1,000 scholars whose school pence was 
remitted, c. 600 attended denominati onal schools. 

6 Charles Doncaster, Wm . Rollev and H .J. W i lson were in the minoritV. 5 .1.,22.12 .1876. 

7 Ibid. 

8 5 .1 .• 30 .3 . 1877 . 

9 A ccepted 4 .8 . 1874. Minute Book . 

10 The oHicers for 1874 · 75 wer. : 

Executille : Rell . J. Cailiert 
R. Chew 
G. Hester 
G . Kn ight 
T . R ider 
J.M . Stephens 
J . Wenn 

Cha irman 
Treasurer 
Hon. Sac. 

T . Fenton 
D . T . Ingha. \ 
J . Muscroft 

J . W. Wilion 
Councillor Bacon 
Rell . W . Lenwood . 

T . NichOlson 
F.P. Rawson 
G .W. Sharman 
H .J. Willon 

11 Course of lecturesbv Henrv Vincent, Minute Book, 24 .10.1873. 

12 Minute Book , 4.8 .1874. 
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The Committee had close links with the Liberation Society. In September, 1872, it accepted 
an invitation from the Birmingham liberation Society and the Central Nonconformist Committee to 
attend a Conference in Birmingham to discuss Miali's proposed motion on disestablishment.1 In 
September, 1875, it resolved to co-operate with the Sheffield branch of the Liberation Society to 
arrange a working men's meeting which was held on 7 December, 1875,2 and in May, 1877, it 
contributed 30/- each towards the expenses of two delegates to attend the Triennial Co nference of 
the Liberation Society? In April, 1877, it drew up a petition against the Government Burials Bill , 
declaring that "no arrangement will be satisfactory which does not allow the free use of the parochial 
graveyards to all persons with or without such religious services as they may desire, unhampered by 
any sectarian restrictions.,,4 The Committee did not confine its attention to purely Nonconformist 
matters. It was undecided as to whether to become involved as a body in the election of 1874, and 
it appears that no decision on the question was reached, though the members were probably almost 
all supporters of Chamberlain.5 However, in February, 1875, when the question of who should 
succeed Gladstone in the leadership of the Liberal party was being discussed, the Committee 
unanimously resolved that it "cannot recommend either Lord Hartington or Mr . Forster as the leader 
of the Liberal Party:,6 In Sheffield there was a direct connection between Militant Nonconformity 
and advanced radicalism . It is noticeable, for instance, that a number of the leading members of the 
Nonconformist Committee were active in forming the Sheffield Reform Association, which was concerned 
to inject into Sheffield Liberalism a much more advanced and radical spirit. Moreover, just as the 
Sheffield Reform Association merged into the Sheffield Liberal Association for the sake of Liberal 
union, in October, 1877, its counterpart, the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee resolved "that it is 
undesirable at present for this Committee to carryon active operations:,7 The future lay not with the 
pursuit of what appeared to many to be narrow sectarian aims by small pressure groups but in a broader 
and more popular Liberal organization and programme. 

Minute Book, 23 .9 . 1B72. 

2 Minute Book, 22.9 .1875. 

3 Minute BOok, 16.4.1877. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Minute BOok, 10.12.1873. For involvement F . P. Rawson and D. T . Ingham, against Rev. Messrs. J .M . Stephens 
and J. Fisher . 

6 Minute Book, 1.2 . 1875. 

7 Minute Book, 4 .10.1877. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

Church and State. The liberation Society in Sheffield. 

It appeared to many Nonconformists that on such questions as Education the great stumbling 
block was the privileged position of the Church of England . As long as there was an Established Church 
there cou Id never be complete religious equality. Nonconformist grievances were very real. The rates 
which they paid could be used for the support of Anglican schools and all kinds of difficulties and 
restrictions surrounded the burial of Nonconformists in parochial graveyards . They were encouraged by 
the Disestablishment of the Irish Church and by the University Tests Act, which fully opened the 
Universities to Dissenters, but Nonconformists were dissatisfied with the record of the Liberal Government. 
"In Ecclesiastical matters," Alfred Illingworth believed, "our leaders (except Bright) have followed a Tory 
and Church policy,',l The root of militant Nonconformity, therefore, was hostility to the privileged 
position of the Established Church and through the Liberation Society they agitated for an end to the 
connection between Church and State, not because they disliked the Church as a spiritual institution but 

because, as Henry Vincent explained , they wanted complete religious equality? 
A branch of the Liberation Society was active in Sheffield in this period . Prominent among the 

Liberationists was the Rev . David Loxton of Mount Zion Chapel. At a meeting to support Miall's motion 
for the disestablishment and disendowment of the English and Scottish Churches in April, 1871, he 
maintained that the property of the Church was national property and therefore could be disposed of by 
the nation.3 He argued that "prestige should not be given to one form of religion, and a stigma should 
not be placed upon others" , and that the Church · State connection was bad because it "developed a 
tendency to Popery, and made clergymen think they were better men than Dissenting ministers because 
they were what were called successors of the Apostles." Moreover, he believed that Disestablishment 
would soon lead to "a united Protestantism ." The Rev. J. P. Gledstone of Queen Street Chapel added 
that "if the 7 m. of Roman Catholics in Ireland had a claim upon the consideration of the Government, 
the 10m. of Dissenters in England had a right to have their views met on the question.,,4 It is 
interesting to note that many of the speakers at Liberation Society meetings in Sheffield were Congre· 
gationalists . The secretary of the branch was the Rev . J. Fisher5 of Howard Street Chapel and also 
prominent were H. J . and J . W. Wilson,6 Batty Langley7 and the Rev . Messrs. J. Calvert,8 R. Stainton9 

and T . W. Holmes.1o Like the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee, its activity and energy derived 
from the individuals involved rather than from numbers, and it is probable that attendances at meetings 
were qui te small .11 

The problem was that Liberation was not a burning social issue which could arouse great mass 
indignation and give rise to a popular agitation. However, attempts were made to extend the middle 
class base of the Society and to stimulate working class interest in Disestablishment. In January, 1872, 
for example, H. J . Wilson chaired a meeting of working men to establish a branch of the "Working Men's 
Committee to promote the separation of Church and State", formed in London .12 George Potter and 
George Howell attended as a deputation from the Committee and the Liberation Society was represented 
by its travelling secretary, a Mr. Andrews. George Potter's arguments for Disestablishment are 
interesting because they were directed at a specifically working class audience. He argued that the Church 
of England was not the Church of the people, since not 1/3 of the population belonged to it, and introduced 
an element of class antagonism when he maintained that "the clergy had always been against the people" 
and "now it was the people against the Church and the publicans.,,13 Howell added that "if the Legislature 
saw that Church property had not been faithfully and honestly applied to the purposes for which it was 

1 Alfred Illingworth to H .J. Wilson, 27 .11 .1874, Wilson MSS., S.C. L., M .D . 6011 . 
2 Lecture in Sheff ield , 5.1., 18.9 .1872. 

3 5. 1., 26 .4 .1871 . 

4 Ibid. 

5 5.1.,29 .5.1872. John Fisher, d . 1913 : a working man who entered the Congregational mlnistrv ; 1875 left Sheffield 
to take up a paid post In the liberation Societv ; 1877 a secretary of Society, a position he held for thirty years. 

6 5.1.,29 .5.1872 . 

7 Battv Langlev , 1834 · 1914 : timber merchant; 1892 Mavor ; 1894 · 1909 M .P. for Altercllffe. 

8 5.1., 29 .5.1872. 

9 Ibid. 

10 5.1.,24.3.1876,5.1., 10.1.1878 . T . W . Holmes, 1836 1915: 1872 · 1912 pastor of Tabernacle Chapel. 

11 E.g., lit ~he meeting in April, 1871 , " there was a large attendance, though the room was not full " . 5.1., 26 .4.1871 . 
The a~dlence at the Church · Stllte diScussion between the Rev . S.G . Potter (Anglican) and the Rev. J.H. Gordon 
(BaPtIst) was not large. 5.1., 18 and 19. 4. 1871 . 

12 5.1.,16 .1 .1872. 

13 5.1.,16 .1.1872. 
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first given, they had a right to re-distribute it." It will be seen that these were much more radical arguments 
than those put forward by the Rev. David Loxton, because they were designed to appeal to the working 
classes. On the motion of Josiah Downing and J . Mosley a Sheffield Working Men's Committee was formed, 
consisting of T. Cowen, W. Woodcock, E. Green, J . Mosley, E. Barker, J . Muscroft and J. Hardy.l But 
although there were a number of working class Liberals who were also keen Liberationists, such as Edward 
Memmott, William Rolley, John Hardy and John Muscroft,2 there is no evidence that the working classes 
as a whole were ever much interested in the question of Disestablishment. These men represented the elite 
of the working classes, they attended the Chapels, and shared the Nonconformist dislike of the privileged 
position of the Church . The mass of the working classes, however, were relatively unaffected by organized 
religion and therefore the status of the Established Church was of little concern to them. Indeed , it has 
been suggested that the poorer members of the working classes, if they attended a place of worship at all, 
attended the services of the Church of England rather than the Nonconformist Chapels.3 Certainly, it is 
clear that there was as much working class support for the maintenance of the Established Church as could 
be mobilised against it. At the meeting of 15 January, 1872, for instance, both Potter and Howell spoke 
amidst great uproar and frequent interruptions, and it was reported that during Howell's speech "a 
tremendous uproar arose, the greater part of the audience hissing and booing most vociferously.,,4 An 
amendment condemning the Liberation Society was put by John Raynes and the Rev . Mr. Good of St. 
John's and supported by Councillor Elliott, a Methodist and leading Conservative. However, it was 
reported that the amendment was lost, although earlier it had been said that the "greater part" of the 
audience was booing Howel1. 5 This would indicate that their booing was for something unconnected 
with his speech, which seems unlikely, or they changed their minds very quickly. The problem illustrates 
how difficult it is to measure the relative strengths of parties from newspaper reports and the need to 
treat with some scepticism such phrases as "by a considerable majority.,,6 

What is clear is that there was a nucleus of working class support for the Established Church 
which could be used to counterbalance the efforts of the Liberationists. This was realized by such men 
as William Odom,7 who in February, 1875, openly challenged the views of the Liberationists at a 
Disestablishment meeting held by the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee.8 To counterbalance the 
Liberation Society, Odom, with the aid of such men as Arthur Thomas, a solicitor for whom Odom had 
worked for ten years and a leading Conservative, and a working man, Benjamin Fletcher, founded the 
Working Men's Church Defence and Reform Association.9 The Association was undoubtedly formed to 
uphold the Established Church but because many Anglicans were Conservatives, it cou ld , of course, have 
political implications . Mundella was in no doubt that "Church Defence in Sheffield means neither more 
nor less than a Tory candidature at the next election . It is a plain electioneering machinery to counteract 
your Liberal Association.,,10 This was a little extreme but Church Defence did provide a rallying point 
for those who believed that the Liberals aimed at attacking existing institutions. In this respect, the 
Liberation Society was a real embarrassment to the Liberal Party because it made the extremists more 
extreme and it antagonized the moderates, especially those who were members of the Church of England. 
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Ibid. 

John Hardy, 1826 · 80, a railway spring fitter and Primitive Methodist, chaired a meeting of working man to discuss 
Dlsesteblishment In December, 1875, at which Memmon, Porter, Museroft and Rollay spoke. 5.1., 8.12 .1875. 
Also a meeting in February, 1876, to reply to the defence of Ihe Establishment by 5 work ing men, at which Memmott, 
MUlcroft, Rolley and Joseph Arch of the Agricultural Labourers' Union spoke. S. I., 2.2.1876. 

E. R. Wickham, Church and People in an Industrial City, 1957, pp. 141 . 142 : "It II probable that the more working 
class Nonconformist denominations . . ... had mare of the superior, respectable, politicallY' mlnded work ing men 
than the parish churches, and that the laner had more of the indiscriminate poor. " 

S.I., 16.1.1872. 
Ibid. 

Ibid. 

William Odom, 1846 · 1933 : ordained in 1877; 1879 vicar of St. Simon's; 1888 vicar of Heeley ' 1916 Canon ; 
distinguished local historian . See also W. Odom, Fifty Years of Sheffield Church Life, 1866 · 1916, Sheffield , 1917. 
S.I., 17.2.1875. The meeting was chaired by Charles Castle, a deacon of Queen Straet Chapel , a veteran of the 
Indian Mutiny and a buslne .. associate of Batty Langley. 

Circular, 9.4.1879, Wilson MSS., S.C. L., M .D. 5890. 
A . J. Mundella 10 R. Leader, 27 .1.1876, Mundella MSS .. S.U . L. 
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Indeed, the need for Liberal unity after the shock defeat of 1874 explains in part the apparent 
decline of Liberation in the later 1870's. It was of vital importance to the Liberal party in Sheffield 
that middle class Liberals, such as F. T. Mappin and William Smith, who were both members of the 
Church of England, should not go over to the Conservatives as so many of their class had done. Mappin 
was thought to be a lukewarm Liberal 1 and Mundella was convinced that both he and Smith were worried 
about the Church question? So the Disestablishment question had to be put into the background . 
F. P. Rawson told H. J. Wilson that Leader was satisfied about not being on the committee of the 
Liberation 5:>ciety as "he was thoroughly opposed to the wild scheme of agitation resolved upon by the 
London Committee and supported by our local friends .,,3 Like other points in the militant 
Nonconformist programme, such as the Permissive Bill, Liberation had to take second place to Liberal 
unity . Gladstone referred to the sacrifice which the Nonconformists were making when he told a 
meeting at Marylebone in April , 1880, that "they are putting their own views into the shade in order that 
they may not interfere with the success of the cause in which they believe their particular idea is included 
and absorbed.,,4 The Bulgarian Atrocities and the foreign policy of Beaconsfield's Government provided 
a cause upon which not only Nonconformists but Liberals in general could unite. It provided a far 
broader basis for the Liberal party than what seemed to many to be the narrow sectarianism of militant 
Nonconformity . The retirement of Edward Miall deprived Liberation of its greatest leader and spokesman 
in the House of Commons. In Sheffield the departure of the Rev. John Fisher to London in 1875 meant 
that the local branch lost a most active and energetic secretary . From 1875 to 1880 the local branch 
was far less active than it had been between 1869 and 1874, though its decline must not be overstated . 
It continued to hold meetings5 but they were much fewer and the excitement was less intense than in 
the years of Liberal division. 

A . J . Mundella to R. Lead,r, 30.12.1876, Mundell, MSS., S.U .L. 

2 A. J. Mundella to R. Leeder, 2.11 .1876, Mundella MSS., S U. L . Clerical Influence on Mappln (who In early life 
had been a Nonconformllt and had attended QUlin Street Chapel) , A . J . Mundelle to R. Leeder, 7.12.1876, 
Mundelle MSS., S. U. L. 

3 F. P. Rawson to H. J . WlllOn, 5. 10.1875, wlllOn MSS., S.C. L., M.D . 15889. Fredarlck Percy Rawson, 1843 · 1909 : 
cutlery manufacturar ; Septllt; chairman of the Sheffield branch of the Liberation Society . 

4 Quoted In H. J. Hanham, E/tlCtions and Party Management: Politics in the Time of Disrae/i and G/lldstone, 
1969, p . 124. 

6 E,g. S. I. , 2.2.1876, 24.3 .1876, 18.4. 1877 when the Rev. Enoch Mellor of Halifax lectured end 10.1.1878 when 
Edward Jenkins, M.P., spoke. 
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CHAPTER XIV 

SOCIAL QUESTIONS 

"With you I should be glad to see the town roused about any good thing and if it cannot be got up 
on the Permissive Bill , well then go in for a furore on the Repeal of the C.D .A . ~ Church and State, or some
thing else".2 

The Drink Question 

Another facet of militant Nonconformity was the agitat ion carried on by the United Kingdom Alliance for 
the Permissive Bill, introduced into the House of Commons year aft er year by Sir Wilfrid Lawson, and which 
would have empowered a 2/ 3 major ity of ratepayers to exclude the drink traffic from any district. The 

Sheffield Auxiliary of the United Kingdom Alliance was very active, holding two large meetings in the space 
of three months in 1870 to support the Permissive Bil1.3 Their faith in the benefits of local option, as it 
was called, was unbounded and the Rev. H.H. Wright went so far as to say that " if the public houses were 
closed, there would be little necessity for an Education Bill" .4 The Sheffield Auxiliary, like the Noncon
formist Committee and the Liberation Society, was a pressure group which der ived its strength not from 
numbers but from the individuals associated with it. Some, such as the Rev. Messrs. Calvert and Gledstone, 
Batty Langley, Henry Joseph and John Wycliffe Wilson were also members of the Nonconformist Committee 
and the Liberation Society, and the fact that they were all Congregationalists is yet another indication that 
Congregationalism provided the backbone of militant Nonconformity in Sheffield . It is clear that most of 
the prominent members of the Alliance5 were Nonconformists and Liberals6 and this of course tended to 

make the Drink question more of a political issue since the Drink interest was predominantly Anglican and 
Conservative. 

Pressure from teetotallers and an increasing social awareness of the evils arising from drunkenness, 
forced the Liberal Government to deal with the question . It did so with some trepidation because the Trade 
was opposed to any legislative interference with hours of business and the Government was reluctant to make 
an enemy of so powerful and wealthy an interest. Shortly after the Licensing Bill to restrict hours of opening 
had been introduced in 1871, it was condemned by a large meeting of brewers and licensed victuallers in 

Sheffield.7 "The Brewers and Publicans are behaving like madmen," Mundella told Leader, "and I have had 

several letters equivalent to notices to quit . Among others a friendly warning from Birks8 that no man will 
sit again for Sheffield who supports the b ill."g Mundella was convinced that if an election took place at that 
time either he or Hadfield or possibly both of them would be defeated,10 an indication of the potential poli 

tical importance of the Trade. However, Mundella was determined to support the second reading of the Bill 
with a view to amendment and he told Leader: "1 have faith enough in the energy and devotion of my 
friends in Sheffield who care for National morality that they will be able to counteract the influence of the 
drink seller." 11 

But the teetotallers were not particularly enthusiastic about the measure, as can be seen from the 
Conference held to discuss the Bill on 1 May, 1871.12 J.H . Barber did not attend and in a letter to the 
meeting expressed his disapproval of the Licensing Bill. He then presided over a large meeting to support 
the Permissive Bill held on the same day.13 At the Conference support for the Bill was rather lukewarm. 
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The Contagious DI.e .. e. Act •. 

Rev. J. Thornley (United Methodist Free Church) to H.J . Wilson . 15.1.1872, Wilson MSS .. S.C.L. M.D. 6011 . 
S.J., 5.3.1870. 25.6.1870. 
S.I., 5.3.1870. 

Other prominent members of the Alilence In Sheffield were J.H . Barber, William Sissoni. the Rev. Messn. R. 
Stalnton. George Barrans, S. Charlton, Richard Green , J. Lyth. W. Price, J. Thornley; Councillors Searle. Shipman. 
Tozer. Hadfield; William Cabby, R.H. Holdan and Charle. Wardlow. S.I. , 25.5.1 B70. handbill In " H.J. Wllson's 
Political Actlvltle. Cutting .... Vol. 1. S.C.L. 

Though not exclu.lvely 10 ••• g. Rev. Me • ., •. H.H. Wright and S.G. Potter, and the steel manufacturer, Edward To zer. 
S.I., 26.4.1871. 

Probably E.V. Blrk •• 1840 - 74. of Thome. Raw.on. Pond Street Brewery. 
A.J. Mundelle to R. Leader. 25.4.1871, Mundella MSS .. S.U.L. 

A.J. Mundella to R. Leader. 6.5.1871. Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 

A.J. Mundella to R. Leeder, 26.4.1871, Mundell. MSS., S.U.L. 

S.I., 2.5.1871. The Conference was called by, amongn other •• Sir John Brown and Canon Sale. The Rev. 
H.H. Wright w •• In the chelr. 

S.I., 2.5.1871. A petition drewn up .hortly afterwerd. carried 37.000 . Ignatures. S.L.R., 16.5.1871 . 
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A motion 1 was carried rejo icing that " o ne of the greatest and most urgent social reforms of the age" was 
about to be accompl ished, but at the same t ime resolut ions were unanimously carried specifying the weak
nesses of the b ill? such as the proposal to grant a ten years' tenure of all existing licences, and stating that 
the Permissive Bill would have been a better measure .3 It seems, however, that the meeting was disposed 
to agree with the Rev. J. Flather that the present bill, amended in committee, " would go quite as far as 
the country was prepared to go at present",4 and they were prepared to support it as a first step towards 
a solution of the Drink question . 

On the same day, a ve ry large meeting was held in Paradise Square to consider the Licensing Bill .5 

The Independent's description of the meeting as being "decidedly anti -teetotal" was an understatement for 

so violent was the opposition to the Bill, mobilized by the Trade, that not only were the supporters of the 
Bill prevented from speak ing but for the ir own safety they were forced to take refuge in Tenter' Street 
Police Station and W.J. Clegg, aga inst whom the anger of t he mob was particularly aroused, had to make 
his escape in a hansom cab.6 The meeting, as Leader pointed out, "showed the result of vigorous efforts 
by men who considered their property to be endangered to avert that danger by the popular vote".7 The 
Drink interest possessed the money necessary to organ ize a mob who could be easily induced to see the 
teetotallers as a small group of narrow-minded bigots concerned to curta il the liberties of working men . 
The speakers at the meeting stressed that the bi II would interfere with the liberty of the individual, and 
that, as Michael Beal said, "you cannot make people sober by Act of Parliament". It is interesting that 
all but two of the speakers aga inst the Bill were Conservatives. Of the two Liberals, Michael Beal had 
always been an opponent of legislative interference w ith the Drink question and was not associated with 
the Nonconformist wing of the Liberal party in Sheffield , while Thomas Orton, like Beal a vigorous opp
onent of compulsory vaccination,8 and who had worked hard for Mundella's return in 1868, did not play 

a leading part in the affairs of the Liberal party in Sheffield in the 1870's. Other speakers were all Con 
servatives, such as J .W. Burns, Alfred Jackson, F .W. Hoole and Councillor Harvey , who in the 1850's had 
been a Democrat and a supporter of Isaac Ironside. The supporters of the Bill, H.J . Wilson , Batty Langley 

and W.J . Clegg were shouted down, and resolutions against the Bill were carried by immense majorities .
9 

Leader was right in thinking that "Mr. Bruce's bill, between vehement opposition and lukewarm support, 
will probably be lost",10 for the Government did indeed withdraw its Bill~ 1 But it was clear that an

other measure would have to be introduced next session 12 and in any case the damage had been done . The 
Drink interest was mobilized against the Liberal Government and determ ined to resist any attack on its 
privileges. Mundella, who in May, 1871, voted for the Permissive Bill in order to put pressure on the 
Drink Trade to accept "a good system of licensing",13 was worried about his position in Sheffield . "Your 

local affairs are in a fearfully bad way" , he told Leader, "and my opposition to Church and Beer will con

duce to the strengthening of my enemies" .14 This so-called "Beer and Bible" alliance was to be of con· 

siderable political importance in the election of 1874. 
The Licensing question played an important part in the municipal elections in November, 1871. 

The Drink interest nominated eight candidates to represent the Trade, and the following table shows the 
results. 16 

NAME 
THOMAS BERRY 
ROBERT BUDD 
CHARLES HASLEHURST GREAVES 
WI LLiAM PARSONS JEFFERSON 
ALFRED JACKSON 
JOHN TYRER 
THOMAS YOUDAN 
JOSEPH BINNEY 

OCCUPATION 
BREWER 
BREWER 
BREWER 
BREWER'S AGENT 
EX-PUBLICAN 
PUBLICAN 
BEERSELLER 
PUBLICANS' SOLICITOR 

Put by the Rev. Me •• n . J.B. Drapar and J.S. Workman. 
2 Put by tha Rev. R. Stalnton and H.J. WII.on . 
3 Put by the Rev. Messr •. J. Hargreave. and S.G. Potter . 
4 S.I., 2.6.1871. 
5 S.I., 2.6.1871. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 

RESULT 
BOTTOM OF POLL IN ECCLESALL 
ELECTED IN NETHER HALLAM 
ELECTED IN PARK 
ELECTED IN NETHER HALLAM 
OEFEATED IN BRIGHTSIDE 
DEFEATED IN BRIGHTSIDE 
DEFEATED IN ATTERCLIFFE 
ELECTED IN NETHER HALLAM 

8 Sea maatlng of Sheffield Non-Compulsory Vaccination Society In April , 1872. Compulsory vaccination was s an as 
a violation of Individual IIbarty. S.I., 6.4.1872. 

9 S.I •• 2.5.1871 . 

10 Ibid. 

11 Mundalla thoughtthatlthao"bahavad 1,,"ln doing 10. A.J. Mundella to R. Llllldar,17 .5.1871 , Munda"a MSS., S.U.L . 
12 Leadar rafarrad to "tha growing demand for a limitation of tha liquor traffiC", S.I., 2.5.1871 . 
13 A.J. Mundella to R. Leader, 25.5.1871. Mundella MSS., S.U.L. Mundella objected to prohibition. 
14 A.J. Munde"a to R. Leadar. 10.5.1871 , Mundelle MSS .. , S.U.L. 
16 Thl. table ha. bean complied from e handbill In "H .J. Wilson'. Political Actlvltle. Cutting.", Vol . 1. S.C.L. and 

J.M. Furne .. , Record of the MunlcifHl Affairs in Sheffield 1843 - 93, Sheffield, 1893, p. 40. 
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It will be seen that four out of the eight candidates were successful and that success came in two wards, 
Nether Hallam and the Park. They did particularly well in Nether Hallam, where Binney, Budd and Jefferson 
were returned 2nd, 3rd and 4th respectively . This must have been especially gratifying to the Drink interest 
because in the contest W.J. Clegg, the leading spokesman of the United Kingdom Alliance in Sheffield, was 
defeated. Greaves came second in the poll in the Park but in the other wards the Trade was unsuccessful. 
Jackson and Tyrer were decisively beaten in Brightside, where they encountered the opposition of such in· 
fluential members of the Alliance as H.J . Wilson and R.H . Holden. In Attercliffe, Thomas Youdan had little 
chance against Ralph Skelton, who had represented the ward since 1862 and who was a zealous teetotaller, 
and he polled 609 votes to Skelton's 855.' Finally, in Ecclesall, Thomas Berry was soundly defeated. Never
theless, the Trade could be well satisfied with the outcome of the municipal elections and Mundella was 
quick to realize the broader political implications. The Government was trapped between the violent opp
osition of the publicans and the Permissive bi II supporters who refused to be "reasonable"? 

Another petition in favour of the Permissive Bill was drawn up in May, 1872. It was signed by 42 
clergymen of the Church of England and by 68 out of 72 ministers representing the other denominations in 

the town, as can be Seen from the following table.3 

DENOMINATION TOTAL IN TOWN SIGNED REFUSED 

Baptists 4 4 0 

Independents 9 7 2 

Jew Reader 0 

Methodist N. Connexion 10 9 

Presbyterians 0 

Primitive Methodists 8 8 0 

Roman Catholics 11 11 0 

Unitarians 2 

U. Methodist Free Church 8 8 0 

Wesleyans 18 18 0 

TOTAL 72 68 4 

The Licensing Bill, which the Government introduced in 1872, was met with determined opposition 
from the Trade. At a large meeting in JUly,4 Thomas Moore denounced it as "a great encroachment upon their 
pr ivileges" and Alfred Jackson blamed the United Kingdom Alliance, which he thought "the most intolerant set 
of bigots in this country", "continually agitating the country on the liquor question".5 It is clear that the speakers 
regarded the measure as the thin end of the teetotal wedge and that they saw the temperance men as real enemies, 
"fanatics", whose efforts, if unchecked, would deprive them of their livelihood. Michael Beal urged that the Bill 
was unfair to those who had invested vast capital in the trade under the previous encouragement of the Govern-
ment. The Trade in Sheffield also disliked the proposal that public houses should remain open one hour longer in 
London which meant that"Sheffield and other large towns were left altogether in the cold.,,6 To strengthen their opp
osition to a Bill which they considered to be contrary to their interests, the publicans were at great pains to 
attract working class support . It was argued that the Bill would hit working men who were on night work 
and would prevent them from gaining refreshment on Sundays when many of them went into the country. 
Another attempt to whip up working class support for the Trade was made in October, 1872, when Ald. 
Harvey chaired a meeting "opposed to the licensing restriction~ put upon the town by the borough justices", 

which was attended by the celebrated prize-fighter, Jem Mace.7 Of course, the subject was one upon which 
the less thoughtful part of the working classes could easily be aroused by the wealthy and locally influential 
publ icans and the size of the protest meetings in July and August, 1872,8 together with the 20,800 signatures 

Furness,op. cit., p . 40. 

2 A .J . Mundella to R . Leader, 22.11.1871, Mundella MSS., S .U .L. 

3 S.I., 21 .5.1872. 

4 S.I., 2.7.1872 . 

5 Ib id. 

6 The words of J .W. Burns, S.I ., 2.7 .1872. 

7 S.I., 29 .10.1872. 

8 The Independent reponed the attendances at between 10,000 and 12,000 people. 
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appended to the petition against the Bill,' suggests that the Trade had strong support in its campaign against 
legislative interference. On the other hand , there were many working men, "respectable" artisans, who were 
not open to public house influence. Such were George Levesley, table-blade grinder, and James Holmes, mason, 
who were prevented from speaking in favour of the Bill at the meeting in July.2 Moreover, the publicans' case 
against the Bill was weakened by the fact that it was hard to argue that so "moderate and tentative,,3 a 
measure as Bruce's Bill was really detrimental to their interests or an attack upon their privileges. Even W.C. 
Leng, usually so ready to exploit any anti-Liberal standpoint, appealed for moderation and asked that the Act 
be given a fair trial.4 Mundella believed that if the publicans were left alone, "they will gradually settle down 
to the conviction that the Act was good for them" .5 As soon appeared, this was much too sanguine a view, for 
the Drink interest was deeply antagonized by the measure. In October, 1872, for example, a meeting of licensed 
victuallers and brewers passed resolutions demanding the repeal or a great modification of the Act.6 In the el
ection of 1874, the Trade backed the Conservatives with a zeal greater than any it displayed before or since 
and in return Disraeli's Government amended the Act slightly, in itse lf an indication that the interest had over
estimated the importance of the measure. Nevertheless, the Licensing Act of 1872 had this great political im

portance that it alienated and set in active opposition a powerful and wealthy vested interest, which greatly 
contributed to the Liberal defeat in 1874. The sit ua tion was made worse by the fact that the teetotallers were 
equally irreconcilable . They simply would not allow the matter to rest. In the municipal contest in Brightside 
in 1872, H.J . Wilson called upon Batty Langley to take a bold line on the liquor question and to stop trying 
to please everybody.7 "You have no policy and no election cry and no enthusiasm", he complained. But 
continued agitation merely provoked the publicans and strengthened the Conservatives. Leader summed up the 
effect of it in Novembe r, 1874; when commenting upon a meeting of the Sheffield Auxiliary addressed by Sir 

Wilfrid Lawson, he wrote: "the riders of hobbies have ridden down Liberalism".8 
Mention must be made of the Public Home Movement,9 an interesting experiment started by the Rev. 

John Fisher of Howard Street in 1873. Publ ic Homes were self-supporting institutions combining "all the 

advantages the ordinary Public House is supposed to afford without these two great evi ls - drunkenness and 
gambling" .'0 In November, 1873, Stag Home, Pea Cmft, was opened. It was not merely a club but also a 
Sick and Funeral Society which had 85 members in 1875 - 76 and a Saving Club which had deposits of £120. 
It sought to provide a ll the facilities and benefits which Public Houses supplied at the time. H.J . Wilson took 
a keen interest in the move ment , as did intelligent working men such as John Muscroft and Henry Grafton . 
It seems, however, that the success of the venture was reduced by th e location of Pea Croft which was des
cribed as "extremely unfavourable either to temperance work or to cultivating hab its of reading and study"." 
Nevertheless the Stag Home is important because it shows that temperance men were sincerely anxious to do 
something positive to elevate the moral condition of the working classes and to provide them with an altern

ative to the Public House. 

The Contagious Diseases Acts 
The Contagious Diseas s Acts, whi ch had been passed in 1864, provided for the registration and 

periodical examination of prosti tutes in seaports and garrison towns . At first, little notice was taken of them, 
but gradually a storm of protest was raised against what amounted to a s tate regulation of vice . Two main 
objections were levelled against the Acts. They degraded women 12 and infringed the liberty of the individual 
by conferring powers upon the police which were open to abuse . Secondly, th y recogni zed prostitution as a 

"necessary" evil and , in effect, encouraged vice . The offence which they gave to the moral sensibilities of re
ligious men and women overcame any utilitarian arguments put forward in their favour and the campaign 
against them steadily gained momentum in the 1870's, though the Acts were not repeal d until 1886. This 
delay was partly due to the support given to the Acts by military and naval officials, who believed that they 
ensured a healthy army and navy 13 but perhaps even more to the motive nature of the subject, which 

was considered too indelicate for respectable men and esp cially women to discuss . Josephine Butler, who led 
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13 

S.I., 2.7.1872. 
Ibid. 

S.I., 10.8.1872. 

S.D. T., 21 .10.1872. 

A.J. Mundella to R. Leader , 30.1.1873, Mundella MSS . S.U L 
5 .1., 18.10.1872 . 

H.J. Wilson to 8. Langley , 26.10.1872. "not sent but th substance s 'd ", Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D,60" . 
5.1., 12.11 .1874. 

This short account Is based on the Annual Report of the St 9 Hom , Pe Croft, 1876 . 76, Willon, MSS" 
S.C.L., M.D. 6013. 
Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Cf. In th is connection a meeting held In Sheffield in Janu ry, 1874 to support Jacob 8right' s Bill to remove the 
electoral disabili t ies of woman, at which Josophlne Butler spoke. S.',., 17.1.1874. 
A.J. Mundella to R. Leader , 18 .6.1871, Mundalla MSS ., S.U.L. 
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the campaign against the Acts, was right when she told a Sheffield meeting in April, 1871, that "all that 
was needed to expose the iniquity and foulness of the Acts was to throw the light of public discussion 
upon them",' but the problem was that the public was unwi lIing to discuss such a "nasty" subject. "Public 
opinion is not sufficiently formed to make the Press and Parliament look seriously into the question", 
Mundella told H.J. Wilson. "Ignorance and prejudice meet me on all hands amongst the "comfortable classes". 
And the literary men can hardly find words hard enough to express their contempt for us".2 

Mundella and Wilson were both earnest opponents of the Acts. Mundella was a member of the Com
mission set up in 1871 to investigate their working, while Wilson worked tirelessly both at the local and the 
national level to organize an agitation to demand repeal. In Sheffield, he was assisted by his wife, Charlotte 
Cowan, and bysuch earnest repealers as J .H. Barber and the Rev. Messrs. Gledstone and Stainton . A large 
meeting was held in April, 1 ~71 , at which the Acts were denounced as "immoral, unjust, unconstitutional, 
and fraught with danger to the community at large, especially to the working classes" and a committee was 
established.3 In May of the same year it was reported in the Independent that petitions carrying nearly 
20,000 signatures had already been sent to Parliament.4 In 1872 the Northern Counties League for the Re
peal of the Contagious Diseases Acts was organized at a meeting in Sheffield and H.J. Wilson was appointed 
Honorary Secretary. Repeal of the Acts was the cause to which he devoted most attention because he was 
scandalized by the immorality which they encouraged and because he considered that such legislation created 
a dangerous precedent, the scope of which might be extended. When attempts were made to introduce the 
system into the United States, Wilson and the Rev. J.P. Gledstone, who had by this time taken up a pastorate 
in London, made a trip to America as a deputation from the British, Continental and General Federation for the 
Abolition of Government Regulation of Prostitution.5 They visited New York, Washington, Baltimore, Boston 
and Philadelphia, made 150 calls and held 25 meetings. 6 At the same time they secured support for their cam
paign from such men as Neal Dow and William Lloyd Garrison. 7 Thus the campaign assumed international scope 
and in the following year Frederick C. Banks told Henry and Charlotte Wilson that "the influence of English 
Repeal work is now felt all over the globe where simi lar laws are in force or threatened ... the cause is pro
gressing wonderfully everywhere." 8 Banks, who was secretary of the National Association for the Repeal of the 
Contagious Diseases Acts, was quick to acknowledge H.J. Wilson's contribution to the work, describinll him as 
"one of the most earnest and self-sacrificing of our co-workers." 9 It seems that in Sheffield public opinion, 
so far as it expressed itself on the subject, was in favour of repeal. At the meeting in April. 1871, Dr. J .C. 
Hall, who attempted to defend the Acts on medical grounds, was unable to secure a hearing .

1o 
In this period 

only one meeting was held in Sheffield in support of the Acts in January, 1876, when Dr. Hall presided and 
John Edley Taylor spoke. 11 Some weeks later his arguments were refuted by Dr. Nevens of Liverpool jn a 
meeting chaired by J.H. Barber. 12 

The agitation for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts was of considerable political importance 

because it widened the gulf between the extreme Radicals and the Liberal Government. The Government had 
little sympathy with repeal and Wilson complained bitterly to Mundella in December, 1872, that "the Cabinet 
rejoices in the agitation no doubt because it absorbs the labours of those who would otherwise be working for 
other reforms which are equally distasteful to Whigs and Aristocrats.,,13 No action followed the Royal Comm
ission of 1871 partly because the agitation was in its infancy,14 more perhaps because of the support for the 
Acts from the military and naval interests in the House of Commons. The refusal of the Governme'1t to deal 
with the question angered the advanced Radicals and served to make them even more "irreconcilable", so 
much so that they did not care whether the Government stood or fell. In January, 1872, the Rev. John 
Jenkyn Brown wrote as follows to H.J. Wilson: "I am sure we shall do nothing until we make it clear at 

S.I., 13.4.1871. 

2 A.J. Mundell. to H.J. WII,on. 29.12.1872, Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6008. 
3 5.1., 13.4.1871. Othe" present Included the Rev. Dr. Sa le, the Rev. J. Hargreavel, T.W. Rodgerl, J.W. Willon , 

B. Langley and W.J. Clegg. 
4 .5.1., 6.5.1871. 

6 There II much mlterlel relating to WlllOn's vilit to the U.S.A. In Wilion MSS., S.C.L. 
6 Report In Wilion MSS., S.C.L. M.D. 2540. 
7 aerrllOn, In a letter to H.J . Wilton, 29.6.1876, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 2642, de,crlbed the Actl a' "apacioul 

but Satanic davlc.1 to popularize IIcentloulnen and hold out Ipeclal Inducamentl for Itl Indulgence". 
8 F.C. 8enkl to H.J. and C. Willon, June 1877, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6009.A. 
9 F.C. Sanktto H.J . Willon, 7.7.1876, Wilion MSS.,S.C.L., M.D. 6009.A. 
10 S.I., 13.4.1871. 
11 S.I., 20.1 .1B76. 
12 S.I., 9.2.1876. 

13 H.J. WlllOn to A.J. Mundelle, 31.12.1872, WlllOn MSS., S.C.L. M.D. 6008. 

14 A.J. Mundalle to H.J. WlllOn, 29.12.1872, Wilion MSS., S.C.L. M.D. 6008. 
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two or three elections that we mean, and are able to destroy the parliamentary prospects of some at all 
events - especially some of the liberal party. For tbe most part those who are concerned in this agitation 
are liberals, but I should be prepared to allow a Tory to go in rather than a liberal, if he would go against 
us in this question . .. I have more and more faith in moral principles and less in liberal professionalism 

I believe that the ministry is utterly inaccessible to moral considerations, but even they will feel the 
exclusion of a few of their members from Parliament:,1 

The extreme Radicals were determined to make the repea l of the Contagious Diseases Acts a real 
political issue and this embarrassed the Government and the more moderate Liberals who did not see it as 
such a pressing question. Even the advanced Joseph Chamberlain, although he admitted that the Acts were 
wrong, considered that there were other and far more important reforms2 which should come first. 3 Leader, 
an opponent of the Acts, disliked the part played in the agitation by "lady orators,,4 and, as will appear, 
his criticism of Charlotte Wilson's involvement in the campaign helped to widen the split between himself and 
Wilson . To some Liberals, no doubt, the agitation seemed to be yet another hobby horse, like unsectarian 
education, temperance and liberation, which led to disunity and dissipated Liberal strength. The defeat of 
1874 shocked the advanced Liberals into the realization that, if the Liberals were to return to office, these 

questions must be allowed to recede into the background. 

J.J . Brown to H.J. Willon, 1.1.1872, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6008. 

2 E.g. unlv.rul .Itablllhm.nt of fr.e Ichooll. I.paratlon of Church and Stat., I.nd I.w reform and leglilition for 
prev.ntlon of drunk.nn .... 

3 J . Ch.mb.rl.ln to H.J . Willon, 10.4.1B76, Wilion MSS., S.C.L. M.D . 5890. 

4 R. L •• d.r to H.J . Willon, 2.13.1875. Willon MSS., S.U.L: "I h.ve.n old averllon - preJudice. p.rhapl - to lady 
or.torl and I should be v.ry .orry to I •• It become • usage among UI for th.m to occupy political, or 10cl.1 and 
religlOUI pl.tform... . L.ader obvloully had not follow d the C.D.A. qUlltlon closaly , for hI I.ked Wilion for an 
Id •• of Stanlf.ld'i view •. R. L.ader to H.J . Wilson, 13.1 1.1875, WII.on MSS., S.U .L. 
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CHAPTER XV 

The labour laws 

The dislike which 9 number of the manufacturing class in Sheffield felt towards Mundella rested on ' 
the feeling, which Mundella worked so hard to dispel, that the interests of employer and workmen were 
mutually antagonistic. The masters had backed Roebuck in 1868 and they d id not easily forget that Mundella 
had owed his election to working class support. He was , therefore, t he representative of the working classes 
or more specifically, as they believed, of the trade unions. They found it hard to accept that he could look 
after the interests of trade unions and of employers at the same time, because they did not believe that these 
were identical. So the circumstances of Mundella 's election in 1868 and his standing with the men helps to 
explain why so many manufacturers in Sheffield moved, via their support of Roebuck, away from Liberalism 
and towards Toryism in the 1870's. In the light trades there were few large employers and little distinction 
between master and man, but this did not apply to the steel industry with its large capital outlay and vast 
labour force. A working man had little hope of becoming a steel manufacturer, so that the gulf between 
employer and employed was not only economic but social and this prompted Mundella to remark that "the 
separation of classes in Sheffield is wider than in any other place I ever knew".1 It was because Mundella's 
hold on the employers was so tenuous and "precarious .. 2 that Leader was concerned to put forward a local 
man, Alfred A II ott , whose business connections would attract middle class support, as the second Liberal 
candidate in 1874. Thus the intervention of Chamberlain who, like Mundella, drew his support from the 
working classes was politically disastrous because it caused the employers to rally solidly behind Roebuck. 

Yet Mundella's high standing with the working classes in Sheffield ensured that at least the most 
politically conscious and articulate section of the working classes supported the Liberal party and accepted 
the Liberal leadership in Sheffield. Just as the employers were alienated by Mundella's regard for working 
class interests, so the men were grateful for his efforts. They trusted Mundella and because they trusted him, 
they trusted the Liberal party. The Trades' Union Bill of 1869, which gave legal protection to Union funds, 
owed much to Mundella and in the following year he was pressing for a Royal Commission to investigate 
payment by Truck which he regarded as a "cruel and vicious system.',3 When the Trades' Union Bill was 
introduced in 1871, he told Leader: "I feel bound to fight for the most liberal measure that can be obtained, 
and really it will place Trade Unions on a very different footing to the old law.,,4 But although the funds 
of unions were given legal protection, the Criminal Law Amendment Act, passed at the same time, made 
peaceful picketing illegal so that strike action within the law was virtually impossible. Mundella sympathized 
with the men and believed that the Act had emerged in such an obnoxious form because "the Employers in 
the House went over to the Tories.',5 A letter was read from Mundella to a meeting held to promote the 
repeal of the Act, chaired by George Austin of the railway spring makers, in which he stated : "I have , how
ever, every reason to believe that the Government would support any measure restoring the Act to the con
dition it was in before it was sent to the Lords.',6 The Master and Servant Act, which made the non
fulfilment of a contract a criminal offence in the case of the employee only , was an equally serious grievance. 
Giving evidence before a Royal Commission, the ex-stipendiary magistrate of Sheffield, J .E. Davis, stated that 
406 cases under the Act had been brought in 1871, 682 in 1872 and 579 in 1873, the rise being an index 
of increasing prosperity in trade? "Substantially, all the cases were by employers against employed "and Davis 
was of the opinion that the Act should be made a civil one only . 

In Sheffield, however, the Liberal party did not appear to suffer from the failure of the Government 
to allay the discontent to which the Labour Laws gave riSA. In large measure this was due to the popularity 
of Mundella among the working classes and his close links with the labour movement both in Sheffield and at 
the national level. It was also due to the strength of trade unionism in Sheffield which could not be ignored 
even by the employers. At a meeting of workmen in the engineering trades in November, 1871 , for example, 
it was stated that "the Nine Hours movement in Sheffield was an accomplished fact."e Moreover, prominent 
trade unionists, such as William Rolley of the steel melters, played an important part in the deliberations 
of the Liberal party in Sheffield. Finally, the alternative was a Conservative party to which most of the 
employers belonged and whose candidate was Roebuck who was widely believed to b an opponent of trade 
unionism. In March, 1873, for instance, Roebuck attacked the leaders of the South Wales unions at a Foresters' 

A.J. Mundell. to R. Lllder, 3.11.18715, Mundell. MSS., S .U. L. 

2 R. Llld.r to Sir Ch.rl .. Reid, 18.1.1877, WII.on MSS., S.U.L. 

3 A.J. Mundell. to R. LHder, 115.7.1870, Mundell. MSS., S.U.L . 

4 A.J. Mundel. to R. Lllder, 1.4.1871, Mundell. MSS., S.U.L. 

15 A.J. Mundell. to R. Lllder, 20.6.1871, Mundell. MSS., S.U .L. 

6 S.I., 26.4.1872. A letter from Semuel Crompton wtll .110 r .. d. 

7 S.I., 16.10.1874. 

8 S.I.,9.1' .187'. Attended by del gIIte. from Newc .. tle end M.nch.ner. 
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Banquet held In the Cutlers' Hall, which so Incensed trade unionists that they organised a meeting of pro
test, attended bv rho mas Halliday and W. Brown, President and Vice-President respectively of the Amalga
mated Society of Miners.' Lloyd Jones accused Roebuck of engendering "strife and division between class 
and clall" Ind declared that "If ever I number of words was put together with the intention of damaging 
tradel union I It WIS done by Mr. Roebuck.,,2 So that section of the working classes which was associated 
with the trade lin Ions, the elite, the most respectable and politically articulate part of the working classes, 
ren'liined 10YII to the Liberal party, despite the Criminal Law Amendment Act and the poor record of the 
Government on working class questions. 

L1b'l'Il Divisions 
H.J. Wilion was anxlolls to make Sheffie ld Liberalism much more vigorous and radical, so that it would 

provide the machinery to agitate the great questions, such as Education, liberation, the Permissive Bill and 
the Contlglous Diseases Acts. He wanted a party that would shape public opinion and really lead, instead of 
being led by other places. Above all , he was convinced that the Liberal party must be ready for the next 
election with a thoroughly radical candidate who would arouse popular enthusiasm, as it was obvious that 
Hadfield's advanced age would prevent him from standing again. Wilson told W.J. Clegg that the candidate 
mUlt be "utterly opposed" to the Contagious Diseases Acts: "1 am as clear on that as on the new Church 
Rue 01' on Temperance".3 Of course, a candidate was not easy to find because it was hard to discover a 
candidate who was sound on all questions. S.D. Waddy , son of the famous principal of Wesley College, was 
approached but Wilson objected that his views on religious equality and disestablishment differed from the 
hout end out dissentert ' vlew",4 Which, he told Clegg, was "fatal to any candidate from my point of view,' ,5 
Anoth r possibility was Edward .Jenkins whose views were acceptabl~ except on the question of the Permissive 
Bill which he was unable to support in Its Integrity.6 In searching for a candidate, Wilson was in close con
tact with the Central Nonconformist Committee In Bi rmingham. Of Jenkins, It gave the following reference : 
,Ia first rate f !low - rakes our platform all through. He has rather too many crotchets however to make 
a successful candidate".' 

It Is not surprising that Wilson's action brought him into direct opposition with the older Liberal leader
ship and especially with Robert Leader, who after the death of Thomas Dunn In 1871, exer.cised most influ
ence In the Llbaral party in Sh ffield. Wilson no doubt resented Leader's influence, but he also disliked him 
because he believed that he allowed political expediency to outweigh political principle, "a political trickster; 
a mountebank Who will Jump on any winning horse."e They differed ebout the exclusion of the Bible from 
th Board Schools. upon which question Leader resigned from the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee. A 
few weeks later I printed circular, signed by H.J . Wilson. was issued, expressing doubts "as to his [Leader's] 
sympathy With decided and outspoken Nonconformist opinions."" Leader was not in favour of the Permissiv 
Bill and diSliked the style of the agitation for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts. 1 

0 Wilson considered 
that Leader's moderate position was the product of political cowardice. Ind that he wes working to sabot ge 
his efforts. II I am not pausing of course," he wrote to the Rev. J . Calvert, "to state incid nts, som not 
published. proving his trickery. duplicity and animus towards mys If or towards movements I have particip ted 
In and supported!'" Wilson especially res nted his criticism of his wif 's p rt in the campaign for the r peal 
of th Contagious Diseas s Acts. Leader had describ d h r as a "woman meddling with a subject too nasty to 
be touched".u and Wilson , r ther too h stilv, lnt rpreted his words IS sugg sting that Charlotte wa "8 nasty 
Indecent meddling woman.'" 3 Pertly the differences betwe n Wilson and L ad r W r th product of a cia h 
of two qually resolute personalities, but mar it rep res nted the challenge to mod rate Liberalism from an 
advanced political radicalism, re nforced by mllitlnt Nonconformity, and th hi tory of th Lib ral party 

1 Sol., 2 .3. '813. Thl. M"tlna w .. d crlbed a . " crowded and a )(clted". 

2 Ibid. 

3 1'4,.1. Wilton to W.J . Clegg, h .I5.1812, WiltOn MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 008. 

4 H.J . Wilton 'to W.J . C ... H .e .1 72, Wilton M •• .C.L., M.D. 
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in Sheffield between 1872 and 1874 was essentially a power struggle between the old leade rship , striving to 
maintain its predominance, and the new, striving to exert itself. Between the two w ings of the party stood 
Mundella, realizing the dangers of division and trying with little success to maintain unity. In October, 1872, 
for example, he wrote as follows to H.J. Wilson: "I wish you would go with those who are not quite up to 
your mark as far as they go. We must do this or the enemy (who is never disunited) will gain by our want 
of cohesion. Pray do not give me Roebuck for a colleague.'" Such warnings were to prove of little avail. 

H.J . Wilson was anxious to un ite the middle class Radicals, most of whom were militant Noncon
formists, and the working class Liberals behind an acceptable candidate. In December, 1872, a committee of 
the whole of the trades of Sheffield was formed to act with the Sheffield Trades Council to support a candi
date "that shall, to such committee, appear bBst able to represent their interests in Parliament.,,2 Frederick 
Maxse, a Radical who had taken a deep interest in the condition of the agricultural labourers,3 appeared to 
be a likely candidate and, when he visited Sheffield, it was arranged for a number of leading trade unionists, 
such as Michael Prior, Edward Memmott, Henry Cutts and George Fox, to meet him.4 J .W. Wilson realized 
the importance of a middle class - working class polit ical alliance. He wrote to h is brother: "if t he middle 
class Radicals (alas how few!) can agree with the united Trades on a man, the prospect would be very em
barrassing for the Bank Street party .,,5 But J.W. Wilson believed that Maxse would not be acceptable to 

the religious public, whose views had to be taken into account. 
The opponents of the Leader faction in Sheffield became united not so much behind a candidate of 

their own, but by opposition to Leader's own nominee, Alfred Allott . Allott was very much a self-made man, 
an accountant and a successful businessman . He was well-respected locally, a member of the School Board 
and of the Town Council, and a prominent Congregationa list. The Telegraph described him with obvious 
political bias as "so sleek and so smug - so compact and so circumspect an example of an able financier and 
a comfortable Christian . .. upon him div idends descend like dew upon Mount Hermon,',6 On Nonconformist 

questions, he was moderate, though he was a strict Sabbatarian/ and he supported Gladstone's Government . 

He was a good candidate in the political situation which then existed in Sheffie ld , because he would secure 
the support of many moderates who would not vote for an outsider and another Radica l. What was needed 

was a man who would complement Mundella by attracting middle class votes and Leader pushed Allott's 
candidature with such insistence because he realized that two Radicals relying on support from the same 

section of the electorate, the lower middle and working classes, we re unlikely to be successful. 
The advanced Radicals opposed Allott because they considered that he was no more than Leader's 

"catspaw".8 J .P. Gledstone went so far as to assert that, if Allott were returned, "Mr. Leader will be the 
most influential member of the House of Commons.,,9 His cand idature seemed yet another example of 
dictation by the Bank Street regime, and Mundella told Leader that "seeing what strange difJersities of opinion, 

and what bitter local differences exist in the Liberal party in Sheffield , it seems to me that it wi II require 

great tact and discretion to make the nomination of a loca l man appear to be the work of the whole Liberal 
party".10 Even more serious was the opposition to Allott from the militant Nonconformists. "He certainly 

is not sound upon our great principles of religious equality" and "not true upon the Education question," 
Gledstone told Wilson. 11 Wilson himself believed that in the last resort Allott would "worship t he Cabinet and 
turn the cold shoulder to Miall and Lawson and call them 'extreme men', though 'we ll meaning.' ,,12 The Rev. 
George Knight, Unitarian minister of Upperthorpe Chapel, said that if Allott became a candidate he would stump 
the town against him 13 and Percy Rawson and Charles Castle, a deacon of Queen Street, were equall y "firm" 

against h im.14 The mil itant Nonconfo rmists were determined to have a candidate who was sound on their 
programme and an advanced Radical. 

In order to carry this into effect and to strengthen their position, the Radicals resolved to form a Reform 
Association, established at a meeting in March, 1873.15 Its basis was a printed address to the Liberals of Leeds and 
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Elsewhere, dated 11 November, 1872, and signed by George Tatham. 1 It began with a definition of 

Liberalism and Conservatism: "I hold Liberalism to be 'good government for the people, and by the 
people', whilst Conservatism means 'good government for the people, but without the people' being 

consulted or having any powers of controL" Tatham argued that the old Liberal party could now be 

dissolved because its work was done and he declared "let those who wish for further progress form an 
Advanced Party," the programme of which should be : 

(i) civil and religious equality. 

(ii) economy - reduction of Army and Navy expenses. 

(iii) repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts 

(iv) the Permissive Bill 

"perhaps" (v) no further centralization. 

The pamphlet was widely circulated amongst Radicals in Sheffield and, with some additions, 

formed the basis of the programme of the Sheffield Reform Association? though to avoid splits, it was 

made optional whether members supported the whole programme. The Association was an amalgam of 

militant Nonconformists such as the Wilsons, F.P. Rawson, D.T. Ingham, G .W. Sharman and the Rev. 

John Fisher, and working class Liberals such as Edward Memmott, Michael Prior and William Rolley.3 It 

is clear that one of the principal aims of the Association was to run a suitable candidate at the next 

election. The name of Joseph Chamberlain had already been suggested to H.J . Wilson by R .F. Martineau 

and the leading wire-puller of Birmingham Liberalism, Frank Schnadhorst,4 as well as by Edward Mial1.5 

Chamberlain was invited to address two large meetings of the Association , held in May and September, 

1873.6 Both provided excellent platforms for h im to express his political views and to become known 

to the constituency, and at both meetings strong hopes were expressed that Chamberlain would contest 

Sheffield. 

The formation of the Sheffield Reform Association alarmed the more moderate Liberals who re

solved to make an effort to heal the division. Accordingly, at a joint meeting of Mundella's Committee 

and the Sheffield Reform Association, it was resolved to form a Liberal Union.
7 

Below is a list of the 

committee, together with Wilson's remarks about each member.8 

ALLOTT 

LEADER 

CRIGHTON 

PAUL 

TAYLOR 

CLEGG 

PYE-SMITH 

HOVEY 

STAINTON 

"These 9 will 

go hard for 

Allott". 

Crighton 

CASTLE 

MEMMOTT 

ROLLEY 

DOWNING 

FISHER 

WILSON 

MOORE 

WOOD , ALD. 

"These 6 are 

reliable for 

Radicalism". 

"I have no opinion 

about these 2". 

SKELTON 

BEAL 

LANGLEY 

"These 3 are in favour 

of Radicalism but 

would rather not 'split' " 

BARBER 

DRONFIELD 

FOX 

"These wi II go 

for Allott 

I think" . 

Mundella was anxious to "get Mappin and all Liberals in accord as to the Liberal Union" ,9 but the 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Wilion MSS., S.C.L. , M.D. 6008. 

The programme was : "a reduction of the county franchise and the approximate equalilatlon of rlpr .. lntetlon to 
population; Intlrnatlonal arbitration; reduction of national expenditure; abolition of thl lawa of primogeniture and 
entail; revil ion of the lawl relating to the tranlfer and tenure of land; abolitio n of thl gama lawI; Ihortlr parlia
mants; the recognition of the right of the ratepayerl to limit or extlngullh the liquor traffic (amended to ratepav ra' 
control of the drink traffic) ; dlleltlbllahment and dl.andowmlnt of State Church .. ; unlvarlal .. tablilhment of 
School Boardl and compulsory attendanci of chlldrln ; rlplal of thl 26th. CIIUIl of the Educetlon Act; recognition 
of thl right of womln (being houaeholders) to thl parllam ntary franchl .. ; replal of the Criminal Law Amendme
nt Act and the Contagious Dlseasas Acts; generall." the lupport of any mOVlmant celculatad to promote the loclal 
and politlcel elevation of the people" . S.I., 27 .3.1873. 

Will iam Rolley , 1B39 - 1912: org nlzed trade unionism In Iteel trade, secretary of Sheffield United Steel Melters' 
AllOclatlon; active In formation of Sheffield Trades Council ; 1B74 prelldent of Trade Union Congre .. held In Shef
field ; member of United Methodllt Free Church; served on School Board, 1876 . 78; becama a Liberal Unionist, 
afterwards Conservative agent for Barnard Caltle and later Richmond; supported Chamblrlaln over Tariff Reform. 
ROlley and Memmott, a file hardener , had clo18 IInkl with militant Nonconformity. 
F. Schnadhorst to H.J. Willon, 19.3.1873, Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6009A. Pencil note by H.J . Wilson that 
Schnadhorst had been first to suggest Chamberlain to him at an elactlon In Bath. 

E. Mlall to H.J . Willon, 28.3.1873, Wilson MSS., S.U .L. 
S.I., 15.5.1873,24.9.1873. 

S.I., 23.4.1873. 

Wilion MSS., S.U. L. 

A.J . Mundalle to R. Leader, 1.5.1873, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
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Liberal Union was a failure because neither side was prepared to give way on the question of who 
should be the candidate. The Leader faction was determined that it should be Allott and the Wilson 
party was <IS firmly opposed to him . Wilson blamed Leader, Allott and Stainton for the impending 
split,1 and he told Leader bluntly "in my opinion the feeling about Mr. Allott originates with, if it is 
not almost confined to, yourself and Mr . Stainton.',2 But the split was the result of more than this. 

It represented a basic disagreement between the moderates and the Radicals and a struggle between the 
old and the new Liberal leadership in Sheffield . 

The Election of 1874 

To many Liberals it seemed that Chamberlain was a much stronger candidate than Allott. but 
from the outset Chamberlain's position was never as strong as his supporters thought . This was mainly 
because he did not attract the k ind of support wh ich the Liberals needed if they were to retain the 
second seat . He did not appeal to the moderate middle class voters who found his advanced radicali sm 
alarming. The resu lt was that both he and Mundella relied on the same section of the electorate and 

so it was impossible for them both to be successful. 
Allott was supported by the old Liberal leadership, by such men as Robert Leader, John Ask

ham, William Paul and J .W. Pye-Smith. He was a good candidate because he was a local man and in 
politics he was regarded as being more moderate than Chamberlain. He was a supporter of Gladstone's 
Government, which Chamberlain had vehemently assailed,3 and he was in favour of Bible teaching in 
Board Schools, while Chamberlain, the leading figure in the National Education League,4 stood for sec
ular education, leaving religious teaching to voluntary effort.5 At the same time, Allott supported dis· 

establishment of the Church of England and household suffrage in the counties,6 though on the Drink 
question he wished to remain "unpledged".7 He was also a strict Sabbatarian. His business connections 
would attract support from the commercial class, and he would be supported by moderate Dissenters. 
Mundella believed that he "would carry the larger portion of the middle classes and the religious part of 
the community.',8 Middle class votes were urgently needed to counteract the influence of the Church 

and Publicans, and because the middle classes in Sheffield were moving more and more away from Lib
eralism, "out of dislike," as Mundella put it, "to the attitude of the artisan class.',9 He added: "I 
think this distrust of the workman has more to do with Liberal defeats than Toryism, Teetotalism or 
the 25th Clause.,,10 Mundella was convinced that this middle class disli:<e of the working cla sses was 
very real in Sheffield and he told Leader with reference to the forthcoming Trade Union Congress in 
January, 1874, which was held in Sheffield : "I am afraid the Sheffield middle class are very antagon
istic to them, and will resent my appearance amongst them.',11 The Catholic vote had also to be 

taken into account and Mundella admitted to H.J. Wilson that, although Chamberlain would be "an ex
cellent fighting candidate", "his League views will provoke the united and bitter hostility of Churchmen, 
Catholics and many moderate Liberals and you must not forget what a large Catholic e lement there is 
in Sheffield which was entire ly on the Liberal side last election.,,12 Allott's views on education were 

much more moderate and palatable to Churchmen and Catholics who were concerned about the future 
of denominational schools. Moreover, Allott would be supported by those Liberals who di sliked what 
they considered to be outside interference. As Leader expressed it: "we know well how little Birm
ingham would yield to be taken under the fostering care of Sheffie ld, and Sheffield will not like to 
wear Birmingham leading-strings .,,13 Much ill feeling had been caused by the intervention of Birming

ham in the affairs of the local branch of the National Education League and the estab lished Liberal 
leadership was determined that Sheffield would not become an appendage of Birmingham. "To ignore 
all local excellence in favour of what may be imported, is incompatible with the self·respect a great 
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9 A.J. Mundella to R. Leader, 6.10.1873, Mundelle MSS., S.U .L. 

10 Ibid. 

11 A.J . Mundella to R . Leader, 31 .12.1873, Mundella MSS. , S.U .L. 
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constituency ought to entertain for itself,,,l Leader declared. 

Although in all these respects Allott's candidature had much to commend it, it was hard to create 
much popular enthusiasm for it. Allott was widely regarded as a rather colourless personality whose 
political opinions had "a sort of ready-made clothes kind of cut about them"? Partly no doubt he 

suffered from petty local jealousies which any successful local man would have encountered. A letter 
in the Telegraph, for example, described him as a "moneyed mediocrity"? Certainly, he did not possess 
Chamberlain's presence and hi s ability as a popular orator. Many Liberals regarded him, for this reason, 
as the nominee of the Leader faction and so Allott became the focus for all the hostility felt towards 
Leader. The Sheffield Post,4 which supported Chamberlain, expressed it as follows : " It is true that 
many people are opposed to Mr. Allott because they are tired of the Bank - street regime. The old 
wire-pullers should apply to themselves the same arguments that they apply to Mr. Hadfield. They have 
held- office long - they are out of date - they may safely retire upon their laurels, and leave the elec
tors to select their own man. For many years, one or two men have pulled the wires, and the puppets 

have played their little parts . ... the burgesses are about wearied of the Bank - street band - it plays 
out of tune with the times. Let the old Whig 'managers' who profess to have the borough representation 

in their pocket, realise the fact that their day is gone, and that a better and a braver class of leaders 
are needed for the battles of to-day ."s 

Of course, Leader saw the political advantages of Allott's candidature and the need to attract 
middle class votes, but these were hardly arguments which could be used in the pages of the Independent 
to justify Allott's candidature. They smacked too much of political expediency. So Leader's main argu
ment was that it was better to elect a local man than an outsider,6 a hollow and unconvincing line which 
merely gave credence to the view that he was backing Allott to strengthen his own influence. The accus
ation of wire-pulling could not be refuted because, as a fighting candidate, Allott was so patently inferior 
to Chamberlain. John Daniel Leader told his father "you are the Allott party . Without your energy the 
whole thing wO.Jld collapse,,,7 and he added: "it is the duty of the Independent to serve the Liberal 
party and not to split it up. The newspaper ought to be in accord with the advanced liberals of the 

day, not fomenting dissension which but for our support would never be able to show its head ." Robert 
Eadon Leader also tried to persuade his father against pushing the Allott candidature further . "Your 
experience and energy and influence are very great, but you cannot unaided force upon the constituency 
a man upon whom everybody looks askance as a member of Parliament however much they may respect 
him in his proper sphere .,,8 Leader replied: "if Mr. Allott and his leading friends were to adopt Chamber· 
lain, I very much doubt whether they could carry the party for him ",9 a clear indication that there existed 
in Sheffield a solid body of moderate Liberals who would not support Chamberlain, which became even 

more apparent after the withdrawa I of A Ilott from the contest on 29 January . 
At the same time Allott could not have been successful without the support of the working class 

Liberals and the middle class Radical Nonconformists who backed Chamberlain. Mundella wrote to Leader : 
" I do not wonder at your anxiety about Cutts and the Unionists and the Nonconfo rmist Ministers. I 
gather that the former are irrevocably gone over to Chamberlain . How can Mr . Allott win without them? 
The latter will go I expect on Chamberlain 's vigorous and bitter exposition of his Nonconformist views.,,1o 
Chamberlain's supporters consisted of three main groups. There were the working class Liberals and trade 
unionists, such as William Rolley, Henry Cutts, Edward Memmott and Michael Prior, who were firmly be

hind Chamberlain. The Trades Council Executive on 12 December resolved to support him by a majority 
of 10 to 2 and this was confirmed at a general meeting by 19 votes to 1. 11 The working class Liber Is 
were attracted by hi s advanced political radicalism, which included universal suffrage,12 and by his call for 
"free labour" and "free land" . He explained to a large meeting in Paradise Square on 1 January : " by 

free labour I mean the most absolute freedom of combination; the most absolute right of working 
men to unite to secure the best remuneration for their labour",1 3 which included freedom from restrict-
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ive laws, extension of the principle of arbitration and workmen's compensation. "Free land" to be ach · 
ieved by the abolition of primogeniture, repeal of the laws of entail, revision of the laws affect ing appro· 
priation of commons, full tenant right and abolition of the game laws, was an issue in which the working 
class Liberals were especially interested at a time when the agricultural labourers were struggling to improve 
their lot by union action.1 Some time afterwards, for example, Edward Memmott wrote to H.J . Wilson: 
"we hope the day is not far distant when the Land Laws shall be so modified as shall make it unlawful 
for any man whether he be Lord or Squire so to lock up the land as to prevent the working classes of 
England from drawing that amount of sustenance from it which it was designed by Providence to give:,2 
Chamberlain's political creed seemed to embody the political and social aspirations of the working classes : 
"our end is the enfranchisement of the whole people, the relief from every unnecessary restriction up
on liberty, devised by priest or politician, the removal of every obstacle to the free development of the 
nation, the repeal of the iast hindrance to its continued social, political, religious and intellectual progress 
and advancement:,3 Chamberlain saw himself as a working class candidate: "I am a working man's rep
resentative if I am anything , and it is to ensure fair consideration for their claims that I chiefly care to 
enter Parliament.',4 

The second main group of his supporters were the middle class Radical Nonconformists, such as 
H.J. Wilson whom Chamberlain described as "the real head and prime mover,,,5 J.W. Wilson, Charles 
Castle, F. Percy Rawson, the Rev. Isaiah Parton, D.T. In!lham and the Rev. John Fisher. They supported 
him because he was an advanced Radical and because he supported the militant Nonconformist programme . 
He was the leading figure in the National Education League, the aim of which was to secure a compulsory 
and free system of undenominational education. He was in favour of Disestablishment and the repeal of 
the Contagious Diseases Acts.6 He favoured popular control of the Drink traffic, but he disliked the Per
missive Bill7 and thought it "an imperfect measure,,8 which gave no opportunity for a middle course and 
no compensation to the drink interests . But the fact that he was unsound on the Permissive Bill does 
not appear to have seriously weakened his position . Chamberlain had the backing of the machinery of 
the National Education League, which Mundella thought "will overrun the constituency with hard a!jents on 
Chamberlain's behalf.,,9 Certainly William Harris, the election agent of the League , took a keen interest in 
the election . He sent to Sheffield an experienced Birmin!lham political organizer, J. Paynter Allen 10 who 
worked from the Reform Club in Paradise Square . On 10 January , he reported to H.J . Wilson that he 
had seen Odger11 who "promises to try to or!lanise the bootmakers in our favour ,,,12 though at present 
he could do little with William Dronfield. On 26 January, Harris was asking Wilson whether it was wo rth 
sending a certain Hogan to Sheffield "who has immense influence with your Irish voters. He will want 
paying well bU,t if you think it necessary I will see to that. His strength will be with the extreme Home 
Rulers:,1 3 The Irish vote, though never vital , was important. At a meetina of the Sheffie ld Home Rule 

Confederation Association on 6 January , it had been estimated that of the 37,000 electors in the borough 
3,500 were Irishmen 14 and it was worth some effort and money to secure their votes. But there is no 
doubt that the success of the Birmingham agents was limited because the Liberal party in Sheffie ld did 
not possess the necessary orQanization and machinery to operate the Birmingham system of electioneering. 

The third group of Chamberlain's supporters comprised men such as Michael Beal, Joseph Nadin, 
D.A. Aitchison, Josiah Downing and Henry Horner, all of whom had been active in Sheffield politics in 
the 1860's and before . They were independent Radicals, not members of the working class and not 
connected with militant Dissent. Nadin , Downing and Horner had been leading members of the Reform 
League in Sheffield, while Beal had been a Chartist leader in the 1840's. Josiah Downing appears to 
have had republican sympathies, for he chaired a meeting addressed by George Odger in June, 1872.15 

Cf. a meeting of Sheffield Reform Association on 23 May, 1873, addr ssed by Joseph Arch, president and founder 
of Agrlculturel Labourers' Union, for w hi ch a collection was taken . 5.1., 24.5 .1873. 

2 E. Memmott to H.J . Wilson , 19.1.1875, Wilson MSS., S.C.L ., M.D. 5889. 
3 5.1.,2.1.1874. 

4 J . Chamberlain to H.J . Wilson, 25.12.1873, Wilion MSS., S .U.L. 

5 J . Chamberlain to H.J . Wilson, 16.1.1874, Wilson MSS., S .U .L. 

6 5.1.,2.1 .1874. 

7 J . Chemberlaln to H.J . Wilson, 25.12.1873, Wilson MSS ., S.U. L. 

8 5.1. , 2.1.1874. 

9 A.J . Mundella to R. Leader, 31 .12.1873, Mundella MSS., S.U .L. 

10 Wm . Harris to H.J. Wilson, 12.12.1873, Wilion MSS ., S .U.L. 

11 George Odger was by this time a Republican lecturer. 

12 J .P . Allan to H.J . Wilson, 10.1.1874, Wilion MSS., S.U .L. 

13 Wm . Harrll to H.J. Willon, 26.1 .1874, Wilson MSS. , S.U .L. 

14 5.1.,7.1.1874. 

15 5.1., 20.6.1872. There wal • Republican Club In Sheffield (W. Garbutt pre.ldent), but It doel not appear to have 
been pOlitically Important. 
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They all belonged to the lower middle class 1 and, although they had played an active part in Liberal 
politics for a number of years, they were not members of the established Liberal leadership in Sheffield. 
They had as much cause to resent the Bank Street influence as H.J . Wilson and the "new" Liberal 
leaders who were striving to assert themselves. The attitude of the old Liberal leadership towards them 
can be seen from Leader's opinion of Nadin expressed several years later when a new alderman had to 
be chosen : "Nadin is inflated with ambition and pleads long service and assiduity. On the other hand 
some of us want to raise the bench from its degradation - a state of things that would be aggravated 
by electing Nadin.,,2 But, quite apart from these considerations, the independent Radicals would have 
supported Chamberla in because his political views were more in accord with their own than those of 
Allott . 

As the election approached, it became clear that if the Liberals were to have any chance of re
taining the second seat, either Allott or Chamberlain must withdraw. Various suggestions were made as 
to how the problem should be solved. W.J. Clegg suggested a test ballot of about 2,000 voters to de
termine who should retire,3 and Allott himse lf suggested that the choice of candidate should be decided 
by arbitration.4 This, however , the supporters of Chamberlain refused. They preferred a test vote in a 
public meeting, which Chamber lain was almost bound to win because he was the popular candidate. 
Allott's supporters were reluctantly forced to agree to a test vote because the election was imminent.6 

Accordingly, on 29 January, the largest meeting that could be remembered in Paradise Square assembled 
to choose between Chamberlain and Allott ,6 and the majority for Chamberlain was overwhelming, the 
hands being "thick as autumnal leaves in Vallombrosa ." Allott withdrew and Chamberlain and Mundella 
were the Liberal candidates for Sheffield . Many of Allott's supporters were di sgruntled and regarded the 
test as imperfect. Rea lizing the gravity of the situation, Leader made a plea for union : "the duty of 

'Liberal union' compels us to sink every personal consideration, and for the good of the great cause we 
have at heart loyally to support Mr . Chamberlain. ,,7 On the next day, he could not resist admitting that 
"we do not pretend to agree with Mr. Chamberla in so much as we do with Mr. Mundella or with Mr. 
Allott .,,8 However, it does seem that Leader worked genuinely for Liberal union . His son recounts that, 
after the test vote, he persuaded William Paul of Attercliffe , who had been chairman of Allott's committee,9 
to vote for Chamberla in after he had declared that he would vote for Roebuck.1o However, as the result 
of the election showed, a large number of Allott's supporters remained unreconciled to the Chamberlain 
candidature. 

This was a situation which the Conservative party in Sheffield could exploit and they were 
ready with their candidate, John Arthur Roebuck, who had been defeated in 1868. Though he continued 
to describe himself as a Radical, Roebuck had long severed his connections with the Liberal party . As 
early as April, 1869, he was mentioned as a possible Conservative candidate for Marylebone 11 and Mundelia 
declared that : "his hatred for Liberals and Liberalism is now so pronounced and undisguised that his pres
ence in the House as member for Sheffield would undoubtedly be considered a great Conservative triumph .,,12 
The day after he entered the contest, a meeting of the local Conservative Working Men's Association 
pledged its support for him "inasmuch as Mr. Roebuck's political opinions agreed so closely with those 
held by the Conservative party .,,13 His friends had ensured that his opinions were well known to the 
constituency by arranging for him to address two public meetings in March, 1871, and January, 1872.14 
He stressed his independence from party ties and his dislike of Gladstone who, he said, possessed "that 
sort of feminine vindictiveness that always runs with a weak-minded man .,,15 He condemned Irish Church 
Disestablishment and the Irish Land Act 16 and the use of Royal Warrant to abolish the purchase of com
missions in the army ~ 7 and he referred to the "assaults" being made from all sides upon the Constitution 

Beal was a watchmaker, Nadin a medical botanist, Aitchison a veterlnarv lurgeon, Downing a butcher and Horner 
an estate agent . 
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5 S. I., 27 .1.1874. 
6 5.1.,30 .1.1874. 

7 Ibid. 

8 S.I ., 31 .1.1874. 
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12 A.J. Mundella to R. Leader, 13.9.1871 , Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
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"which had been built up by the wisdom and gallantry of ages:,1 He was opposed to Church Disest
ablishment and the Permissive Bill, and in favour of Bible teaching in schools and the opening of Mus
eums on Sunday? He supported the abolition of the income tax and improved facilities for the transfer 
of land but was against the payment of M.p.'s.3 He would extend the franchise to agricultural labourers 
when they were sufficiently educated to use it properly, and to unmarried women.4 On the trade union 
question, Roebuck was vague and cautious. He declared: "1 shall insist upon the reconsideration of the 
whole laws respecting labour and capital and master and servants:,5 and he claimed to support the prin
ciple of traqe unionism. On 2 February, 1874, he said: "there ought to be an equality, and that is the 
reason why I go in for trades unions; but when they combine together, and get the power i their hands, 
then let justice be their motto ."s However, this probably made little impression upon trade unionists who 
remembered that at the last election Roebuck had stood as the representative of the employers.7 

Since 1868, the Conservative party in Sheffield had made great efforts to secure working class 
support. In December, 1869, the Sheffield Working Men's Conservative Association was inaugurated at a 
meeting attended by, it was claimed, about 500 working men .8 Rowland Winn, M.P. for North Lincoln
shire, claimed that more than 1,000 working men had been associated with it in the year since it had 
been started, an estimate corrected by the chairman , F .5. Wortley , to 2,000. Of course, "association" did 
not mean membership. Even more striking were some of the sentiments expressed which seemed totally 
out of place at a meeting of working men. Reuben Hallam, one of the originators9 of the institution, 
declared that "Liberalism was a cheat invented in order that false cowards might sit safe in power, and 
lord it uncontrolled above their betters," while B. Huntsman "pointed out certain evils which he appre
hended would result from the injurious rise of Trades' Unions."'o This tends to suggest that the Con
servative working men were unconnected with trade unionism . Nevertheless, they were numerous enough 
to be politically important and the Working Men's Association was a real source of strength to the Con

servative party in Sheffield. 
Roebuck was also supported by most of the leading manufacturers in Sheffield, by men such as 

Sir John Brown, Mark Firth, George Wostenholm, Thomas Jessop and William Fisher . Some, such as 
Firth, Fisher and Jessop, had been Liberals in the 1860's but had supported Roebuck in 1868 and were 
by this time staunch Conservatives. As wealthy employers of labour, they had great influence in the 
town and, as public benefactors, they were greatly respected. Roebuck benefited from the drift towards 
Conservatism among the middle class generally which was a feature of the 1870's. Also , he enjoyed the 
support of the Telegraph, edited by W.C. Leng, the circulation of which, according to the journalist, C.W . 
Ellis, who reported on the Sheffield newspapers in September, 1874,'1 was three to four times greater 
than that of the Independent. "There can be no doubt," he explained, "that the bolder attitude assumed 
by the management of the Telegraph, the firmer tone of the leading articles, the promptitude in taking up 
a popular question, and generally the vigorous conduct of the paper are among the chief elements of the 
success that has been obtained . The attitude of the Telegraph in the Broadhead matter, and the support 
given to Mr. Roebuck have doubtless attracted the support of the higher and more cultivated classes, and 
the Roebuck support in 1868 especially drew to it public house patronage .,,12 It is not surprising that 
the circulation of the Telegraph was much higher than that of the Independent, because the newspaper 
reading or rather buying public 13 would comprise a large number of "the higher and more cultivated 
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classes" who would tend to be Conservative and therefore would read a Conservative newspaper, though 
there can be no doubt about the extensive influence of the Sheffield Daily Telegraph. 

Roebuck was also supported by the Drink interest which was bitterly hostile to the Liberals as 
a result of the Licensing Act of 1872, although it must be remembered that in previous elections the 
Trade had supported Roebuck because of his dislike of teetotallers and his opposition to the Permissive 
Bill. The difference was that in 1874 it was more determined and militant than it ever had been before 
or would be again. In November, 1872, Mundella wrote to Leader: "it is 'War to the Knife' with the 
Publicans. They are irreconcilables and can only be thrashed into acquiescence in reasonable restrictions.',1 
And in May, 1873, he declared, "I understand the publicans have a splendid organisation and plenty of 
money.,,2 The publicans were formidable enemies not only because of their financial resources but also 
because of their local influence with that less thinking and "respectable" section of the working classes 
which frequented public houses . At a meeting of the Trade on 29 January, Ald . Moore and George 
Skinner, secretary of the Licensed Victuallers' Association, urged support for Roebuck who, in the words 
of R. Bradley, was "the only candidate representing and defending the legitimate interests of the trade, 
in which the rights, privileges and interests of the people are so deeply concerned.,,3 The meeting, which 
was a large one, unanimously pledged its support for Roebuck and its determination to plump for. him. 
Not surprisingly, as Roebuck was, in t he words of W.J . Clegg, "the accepted candidate of the liquor 
traffickers," the temperance societies in Sheffield, including the United Kingdom Alliance, declared t heir 
support for Mundella and Chamberlain.4 

The result of the election, held on 4 February, was a triumph for the Conservatives as Roebuck 
topped the poll with over 14,000 votes6 and Chamberlain was decisively beaten. In explaining the de· 
feat Leader declared : "there can be no doubt that the brewing and licensed victuallers' interest exercised 
a very important influence on the election .,,6 Charles Boler, a working man, suggested to H.J . Wilson 
that a working men's meeting should be held to refuse support to the publicans or the public houses" in 
consequence of the dead stand the Publicans have made against the best interests of the working classes. ,,7 
and a few days later he wrote : "I take this opportunity of urging upon you at this juncture to support 
the opening of Clubs for working men and also allow drink to be consumed by those who require it.',8 
This would enable the Liberals to take advantage of the present "strong feeling " against the publicans. 
This was, however, an idea which did not appeal to H.J . Wilson . 

But the "Beer and Bible Alliance", about which so much was made at the time not only in 
Sheffield but throughout the country, is insufficient to explain the Liberal defeat. The truth was that 
a large number of moderate Liberals refused to support Chamberlain and either voted for Roebuck or 
plumped for Mundella. This was a direct result of the Liberal divisions and the choice of Chamberlain 
as the second Liberal candidate. To run Mundella and Chamberlain together was politica lly unwise be· 

cause both were primarily working class candidates and the other classes, such as the manufacturers and 
tradesmen, objected to what seemed "working class domination.,,9 The result was that compared with 
1868 the total Liberal poll was reduced by over 2,000 from 26,990 to 24,532, although in 1874 
3,611 more votes were polled. 1o Leader was convinced that "if Mr. Allott and Mr. Mundella had been 
the candidates they would have polled more votes than Mr. Hadfield did in 1868, i.e. 15,000 or over, 
while Roebuck would have got 500 or perhaps 1,000 less than he d id." 11 The question hinged on how 
the supporters of Allott had given their votes. Leader firmly maintained that they had been loyal to 
Chamberlain : "from the best means of observation, we are certain that Mr. Chamberlain was loyally 
supported by the great bulk of those who would have preferred to vote for Mr . Allott . Of course 
there was some sectional alienation, as there would have been had the test vote been against Mr. Cham-
berlain.',12 The supporters of Chamberlain , however, were convinced that this "sectional alienation" 
was extensive. Chamberlain, himself calculated that between two and three thousand voters either voted 
for Roebuck or plumped for Mundella .13 Chamberlain was furious and he told Wilson "there is only 
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one thing which will ever bring me to Sheffield again as a candidate - and that is Mr. Allott 's offering 
himself. He has behaved like a 'cad' all through, without a spark of nobleness or generosity - and I 
hope my friends will never give him their support under any circumstances.,,1 Mundella warned Leader 
that "you will have some trouble with H.J. Wilson and his party. Chamberlain is furious against Mr. 
Allott, and vows he will oppose him again at all risks. He takes his defeat badly and writes to me in 
a spirit of bitterness and revenge .,,2 The Conservative pOSition in 1874 was immeasurably strengthened 
by the fact that there was no second Conservative candidate, so that Conservative strength could be con
centrated on Roebuck. It does seem, however, that Chamberlain's supporters had a case and that many 
of the moderate middle class Liberals who would have voted for Allott were antagonized by the advanced 
Radicals'thrusting Chamberlain on the party . J .H. Barber, when asked to subscribe to the joint expenses 
of Mundella and Chamberlain, refused and confessed that "as the contest proceeded my opinion in refer-
ence to Mr. Chamberlain became very decided, and I plumped for Mr. Mundella.,,3 Sydney Smith, a 
sharebroker, likewise declined and stated, " I think the extreme Radical Party in Sheffield are doing great 
mischief to the Liberal Party as a whole.,,4 In short, Chamberlain was the wrong candidate in the cir-
cumstances because what was needed was a moderate rather than an extreme man. Events proved that 
"Allott's position was much stronger than anyone imagined; while they showed that Chamberlain was 
much weaker than his friends supposed.,,5 

As has been shown, the period 1868 - 74 saw a gradual defection of lukewarm middle class 
Liberals to the Conservative party, the result of Liberal divisions and fea r of advanced radicalism, a pro
cess which in Sheffield was no doubt hastened by the Chamberlain candidature, for it was to Roebuck 
and not Mundella that they turned. Mundella told Leader, "I cannot forget how completely I was des
erted during the recent contest by scores whose absence proved the weakness of their attachment to 
political principle.',6 The Liberal problem in Sheffield, he believed, "all comes from the attachment of 
the employer class to Roebuck, and their enmity to the workmen,,7 and he referred to"the Fishers, the 
Jessops and the wretched Whigs who have forsaken their principles."s The Whig defection, first notic
able in 1868, was underlined in 1874, and it continued throughout the 1870's, seriously impairing the 
strength of the Liberal party in She'ffield . For this the advanced Radicals must take some of the blame. 
By their "wild and crotchetty agitation,,,9 by their refusal to compromise, they had driven the moderates 
or many of them to Toryism in their quest for a "safe" party , They did not regret doing this in the 
slightest. At a Radical Demonstration held in Sheffield in March, 1874, Chamberlain declared : "I think 
it is an advantage that their [Whigs) desertion has left us free, free to appeal to the great majority of 
the people of this country with a broad, comprehensive scheme of Radical reform, no longer trammelled 
by the necessity of compromise, the purchase of which are not worth the sacrifice at which they are 
obtained .... If the Whigs will not adopt the Radical policy, we will not adopt the WhiQs as our future 
allies .... We are a majority of the Liberal party; we are its strength and its backbone ..•. I look 
for the formation of a new Liberal - of a new Rad ica l party.',1 0 

This was what the advanced Radicals had been trying to do since 1868, to refashion t he Liberal 
party on advanced lines. But they had failed to cement the twin pillars of advanced Liberalism, militant 
Dissent and the working classes. As Chamberlain declared, "I hold that the first condition of success is 
a more cordial, a more thorough union between the Nonconformists as a body and the working classes.'" 1 

He believed that the working classes had no sympathy "with merely sectarian aims," while the Noncon
formists had shown little interest in the claims of the agricultural labourers and the urban artisans, and 
there was even a danger that the Tories might bid for working class support. Certainly, hitherto, militant 
Nonconformist aims had overshadowed other aspects of the radical programme and Chamberlain declared: 
"I want them to be as much opposed to class prejudice, as they are already to caste supremacy.'" 2 
The Radical party needed a broader programme with fewer crotchets and they needed to settle their dif
ferences with those who, though not so advanced, wourd support them up to a point. Thus, Chamberlain 
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was advising H.J . Wilson in September, 1874, to "go boldly to Leader and talk the position over with 

h im," with a view to settlement on the basis of a mutually agreeable candidate. l The Liberals in Shef. 

fie ld needed to unite and, above all, to "secure a more perfect organisation.,,2 Chamberlain suggested 
to H.J . Wi lson that "you should take steps, in concert with Mr. Allott's friends, to form a great repre
sentative Liberal organisation for the Borough, and in attempting this, I do not think you could improve 
upon t he practice which obtains in Birmingham.',3 The defeat in 1874 taught the Libera ls the import
ance of union and the need for organisation, and the mood was right for the re-establishment of Liberal 
union and the formation of the Sheffield Liberal Association . 

The South West Riding, 1868 - 74. 

In the election of 1868 the Liberal candidates for the Southern Division of the West Rid ing , 

Milton and Beaumont, had been defeated in the Sheffi e ld district, although they narrowly managed to re o 

tain their seats in the Division as a whole . The defeat in Sheffield was due to Whig defection as a re

sult of Roebuck's defeat in the borough election. A meeting of the South West Riding Registration Ass

ociation in April, 1870, expressed regret "that owing to the unfortunate contest between Roe buck and 

Mundella some old friends seemed to have left the camp and placed us at the general election in a 
minority instead of giving us the great majority they gave us before.,,4 Ever since it was first contested 

in 1865 the S.w. Riding had been a marginal constituency and the Liberals could ill afford to lose such 
wea lt hy and influential men as William Fisher, the chairman of Roebuck's election committee. Thomas 

Dunn wrote to Leader, "I suppose there is not any hope of the latter [Fisher); at any rate, not for 

some time. His refusing to continue his subscription arises either from his having turned quite round as 
to his politics or from motives I don't like to contemplate.,,5 In addition to the political defection of 

the Whigs, the Liberals were deprived of the services of Thomas Dunn and R .J . Gainsford through death, 

two men who had been most influential in the county. 
At the samp. time as the Liberal party lost men of influence and wealth, the Fitzwilliam influence 

was at a low ebb. "What a pity it is that the Fitzwilliams are such nonentities ." declared Mundella .6 "I 
have t he poorest opinion of Lord Fitzwilliam's tact and judgment. He ought to be coached as to his 
duty. I consider the state of affairs in the West Riding as critical in the highest degree.,,7 Mundella re

garded him as "a wretched Liberal:,8 distinguished only by "his hunting proclivities." Hi s son, Lord 

Mi lton. one of the members for the S .W. Riding. was. Mundella thought. "a sound Liberal" but "s low 
and timid",9 and muddled in his thoughts : "poor little Milton seems to get more and more ridiculous. 

I am very sorry for this. as it is dama!ting to the Liberal cause.',10 Milton 's hea lth was very poor and 

in June, 1872, he resigned his seat .ll The Liberals decided, against the advice of Leader 12 and F .T. 

Ma ppin,13 to postpone a contest "in the hope that the confidence of the Public in the present Govern
ment may be in some measure restored before such an event is inevitable" .14 But this step had the 

effect of giving the Conservatives a foothold in the Division, at the same time as they were improving 
t heir organisation. As early as December. 1869. for example, Rowl and Winn reported that Conservativ 
Working Men's Associations had been formed in other areas of the Southern Division besides Sheffield 

and that it was hoped shortly to form a central union .16 The Liberals had no such organisation. 

When these circumstances are taken into account. together with the swing to Conservatism, the 

so-ca lled "Conservative reaction". it is not surprising that the Liberals were unsuccessfu l in the S.W. 

Riding in 1874. Both seats were captured by the Conservatives, l 6 and the majority was quite consider

able, with an increased vote for the Conservatives compared with 1868.17 Once again, the Conservatives 

1 J. Chamberlain to H.J. Wilson, 4.9.1874, Wilson MSS .• S.U.L. Chamberlain suggested Alfred Illingworth . 
2 J . Chamberlain to H.J. Wilson , 11 .2.1874, Wilson MSS ., S.U.L. 
3 J. Chamberlain to H.J . Wilson, 28.10.1874, Wilson MSS., S.U.L. 
4 J.W. Fo ljambe to R . Leader, 16.4.1870, Leader MSS., S.C.L. L.C . 187. 
5 T. Dunn to R. Leader, 14.5.1869, Lead r MSS ., S.C.L. , L.C . 187 . 
6 A.J. Mundelia to R . Leader, 9.2.1870, Mundelia MSS., S.U.L. 
7 A.J. Mundella to R . Leador, 28.11 .1871, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
8 A.J. Mundella to R . Leader , 29 .4.1872, Mundelia MSS .. S.U.L. 
9 A.J . Mundelia to R . Leader, 2.5.1869 , Mundelia MSS., S.U.L. 
10 A.J . Mundelia to R . Leader, 20.5.1870, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
11 S.L. R., 25.6.1872. 
12 J.W. FolJambe to R. Leader, 18.5.1872, Leader MSS ., S.C.L., L.C. 188. 
13 F.T. Mappln to R . Leader , 26 .6.1872, Leader MSS ., S.C.L., L.C. 188. 
14 J .W. FolJambe to R. Leader, 18.6.1872 , Leader MSS., S.C.L., L.C. 188. 
15 S. /., 3.12.1869. 
16 The voting was: 

17 S. /., 12.2.1874. 

Stanhopa . 
Starkay . 
Leatham . 
8eaumont 

9,706 
9,639 
8,265 
8 ,148 
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did well in Sheffield; they claimed that % of the Sheffield county electors voted for them,1 further evi
dence of the middle class defection to Toryism. Shortly after the election Mundella told Leader that 
"Leatham2 has had some talk with me about the West Riding_ He says unless something can be done 
to improve the Liberal position in Sheffield all attempts to recover the seats are hopeless . He gives a 
deplorable account of the Sheffield district. He says at the recent election the ballot boxes were return 
ed stuffed with Tory votes . He believes the majority was 2,000 in Sheffield alone.',3 The task facing 
the Liberals in the county was no less great than that in the borough and in both the key to success 
was seen to be an improved organization and a united party . 

Ibid. 

2 William Hanry Leatham, 1816 - 89 : member of the West Riding banking family, Ider brother of E.A . Leatham and 
brother-In-law of John Bright; a Quaker who JOined C. of E. In 1843; 1869, 1866 68 M .P. for Wakefield ; 
1880 - 86 M .P. for S.W. Riding . 

3 A .J . Mundella to R. Leader, 3.4.1874, Mundella MSS., S.U .L. 
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Part Two. The Re -Establishment of liberal Union, 1875 - 80. 

CHAPTER XVI 

THE SHEFFIELD LIBERAL ASSOCIATION, 1875 - 79. 

It was clear to Liberals of all shades of opinion in Sheffield that if the Liberal party was to 
regain the influence which it had lost between 1869 and 1874, union and organization were necessary. 
They had been defeated in 1874 because they were hopelessly divided and because the Conservatives 
had a superior organization . The direction of the Liberal party was in the hands of a few "managers" 
who chose candidates, the old leadership which Wilson and the advanced Radicals had challenged 
between 1872 and 1874. This leadership of personal influence had worked well enough in the 1860's, 
but it lacked a truly popular base and therefore was ill-suited to an era of popular politics, of house
hold suffrage and a mass electorate. Liberals were hardly likely to be very enthusiastic about a party 
in the running of which they played no part. What was needed in Sheffield was to democratize the 
Liberal party, to create a popular organization on the Birmingham model,' so that every Liberal could 
feel that he had some say in the running of the party and especia lly in the choice of parliamentary 
candidates. Equally, it would allow Liberals of all shades of opinion to express their views without 
splitting the party and more importantly it would provide the machinery for efficient ward canvassing 
to exploit the full Liberal potential. Such an organization would whip up interest and create enthusi
asm which was sadly lacking. John Muscroft, a working man , was convinced t hat "some such organis
ation as the one at Birmingham is absolutely necessary if we are to [do) anything at all in Sheffield" 
and he added "it is quite certain to me that unless some revival of political interest is brought about, 
Sheffield will do itself the honour of electing as its representative a man who has shown up very badly 
as a politician but who will have the honour of entertaining Royalty - building an hospital and giving 
a Park:,2 F .C. Blackburn, the agent of the National Education League, reported to Francis Adams on 
the same lines. As to Chamberlain's candidature "there seems very little interest manifested at present. 
Roebuck is .still the favourite and it is said no one has a chance while he IIves:,3 In the event of an 
early election, Blackburn believed that Mark Firth would probably be successful : "Firth would vote 
Tory, but he is so popular his politics would hardly be looked at.,,4 So the lack of political interest in 
Sheffield was, as always, damaging the Liberals, the party of movement and progress, and helping the 
Conservatives whose position was already strong. 

The Liberals also had to arrest the drift towards Toryism among the middle classes in Sh ffield, 
which had been steadily taking place since 1868. Mundella was encouraged by the attendance of William 
Smith and F.T. Mappin 6 at his annual address to his constituents in August, 1876,6 to think that "I 
stand better than heretofore with the middle class of the constituency,,,7 and he stressed to Leader "the 
more we can commit' this class of men the better.',8 To do this the Liberals must have a unified party 
and a settled organization and even then men such as Mappin and Smith need d coaxing patiently as 
they were naturally reluctant "to break through the traditions of their order ,',9 Here again Mundella was 
referring to that "separation of classes" in Sheffield, the hostility of the mlddl clas es to the workmen. 
With regard to the proposed Association he advised Leader not to be dish artened but to push on with 
its formation: "The swells will come in hereafter when we have made it a succe s. No Associ tion 
can Influence or bind them. This is not the case with the working men and the low r middle cl S5; they 
are loyal to their party and to their friends . Let us only get enough of them and w shall soon have 
our share of the upper crust, and if not we must do without them .. .. I ay go on, we sha ll carry 

J. Chemberleln to H.J. Willon, 16.10.1876, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 5889. 
2 J. Muscroft to H.J. Willon, 14.6.1875, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 5889. The referenCIL wa. to Mark Firth. 
3 F.C. Blackburn to F. Adam., 13.9.1875, WII.on MSS. , S.C.L., M.D. 5889. 
4 10 
5 Frederick Thorpe Mappln, 1821 - 1910: as nlor pertner In firm of Thol. Turton & Son., Sh a1 Work I , 1 B55 Mutar 

Cutler; 1877 Meyor; 1880 - 85 M.P. for E. Retford; 1886 - 1906 M.P. for Hallam.hlre; 1886 Bt.; 1905 Pro
Chancellor of Sheffield University; generoul benefactor. 
Cf. A.J. Mundella to R. Leader, 13.8.1874, Mundell. MSS., S.U.L. : " I don't think he will go out of hi. w.yto 
render us a service. I wl.h he would show up at our me.tlng . ... 

6 S.I., 19.8.1875. 
7 A.J. Mundelle to R. Leeder, 12.9.1875, Mundella MSS., S.U .L. 
8 A.J . Mundelle to R. Leeder, 12.9.1876, Mundell. MSS., S.U .L. 
9 A.J. Mundell. to R. Leeder, 3.11 .1875, Mund lIa MSS., S.U .L. 
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them last of all, but shall carry them:,1 
A really large, popular and representative organization would ensure working class support. "We 

must trust to the democracy," Mundella believed. "They are hearty, unselfish, enthusiastic and what is 
more, numerous.,,2 They must be allowed to play a part in the running of the Liberal party. 

Of course union had to precede organization and this was facilitated by the announcement in 
October, 1875, t hat Allott had declined to be a candidate at a future election.3 Chamberlain's Commi
ttee had made it clear some months earlier that he was prepared to stand down, if Allott would also, 
in favour of a candidate to be jointly selected.4 Allott's withdrawal removed the last obstacle to union 
which both sides desired.s On 23 October a provisional committee6 was formed which called the 
meeting of 15 December, 1875, to inaugurate the formation of the Sheffield Liberal Association.7 The 
meeting in the Albert Hall was described as "large and influential" and it was addressed by the leader 
of the Liberal party, the Marquis of Hartington, James Stansfeld, Henry Richard, S.D. Waddy and A.J . 
Mundella. The chairman, Robert Leader, announced that the aim of the new Association was "to com
bine all the Liberals of all shades in the borough, and all stations in life, from the most opulent manu
facturer to the humblest artisan:,8 They had found a common basis of agreement in their wish to se
cure Liberal representation in the borough and the county and to promote Liberal principles in Govern
ment, legislation and administration, while leaving open questions to be agitated by the various pressure 
groups. In a sense, this was to put the pressure groups in their place and to prevent them from being 
a source of division by their attempts to "capture" the Liberal party. Hartington underlined this point 
when he said that there was no "reason why various sections and shades of Liberals should not work 
together in a common political organisation," provided that no section attempted to govern the whole 
party.9 James Stansfeld stressed that "variety and fecundity of progressive thought, which is the charac
teristic of the Liberal party, is our glory and our strength" and, as if to correct a monolithic view of 
the party, he warned that union could only be achieved "upon the totality and the individuality and the 
variety of the Liberal party:,10 The meeting was a success and no one was more ple8sed than Leader 
who commented "a deep, earnest sense of the necessity for union, pervades all sections of the Liberal 
party.',11 

The Constitution and Laws of the Sheffield Liberal Association were adopted on 26 January, 
1876.,2 It consisted of an Executive Committee and a Council which alone had power to choose parl
iamentary candidates. The Council comprised representatives e lected at ward meetings of Liberals in the 
proportion of one representative for every 200 electors on the electoral roll for the ward, 50 representa
tives elected at the Annual General Meeting, ten members of the Executive Committee and the Officers 
of the Association, elected annually by the Council. The Executive Committee consisted of the Officers, 
2 members elected annually by each ward at public meetings and 10 members elected by the Council. 
The democratic spirit pervaded the rules of the Association but it is clear that actu I working clas part
icipation was not very great. H.J . Wilson calculated that of the 202 represent tives el cted by public 
ward meetings of Liberals in March, 1876, no more than 45 were working m n and this flgur was pro-
bably too high since it included what H.J. Wilson called Va working men and tho about whose status 
he may not have been too sure.13 Clearly, the predominance was on the side of th middl and low r 
middle classes, and it seems that Wilson was anxious to correct this somewhat through th 60 r pr s nta
tives to be elected by the Annual General Meeting. Leader appears to have b en against this and he 
told Wilson: "if therefore I might counsel it would be not to interfere in the nominations to any gre t 
extent. It seems anomalous having made the prof ssion of submitting frankly to the ward meetings, to 
make a decided effort to give a preponderance to one element, on the ground that the Wards have m d 
a mistake:,14 A circular of nominations for election to th Council by the Annual G n ral Meting In 

1 A.J. Mundell. to R. L •• d.r, 2.11 .1875, Mundell. MSS., S.U.L. 
2 A.J . Mund.lI. to R. L •• der, 11.101876, Mundell. MSS.; S.U.L. 
3 A. Allott to J. Aakh.m, 6.10.1875, .ccepted with regret at. Committe. mlltlng on 26 Octob. r, S.I., 27.10.1875. 
.. In J.nu.ry, 1876. Not .ccept.d .nd wlthdr.wn on 28 Mey. S. I., 29.5.1876. 
5 But cf. J. Lacon to H.J. Wlllon, 26.10.1875, WlllOn MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6889: "union II d"lr bl. but It mlY bl 

purch'led It too high. prlc . ... 
6 It comprl .. d J.H. 8.rber, F .T . M.ppln, Wm. Smith, W.J. Clegg, R. Leider, H.J. Wilion. M. 8e.I, B. Baglhewe. J .W. 

Wilion. J.D. Leader, the Rev. G. Knight. Wm. Rolley. J. H.rdy .nd J. Pear,on. Clrcullr, Wilion MSS .• S.U.L. 
S.I •• 16.12.1875. 

7 S.I .• 16.12.1875. 

8 Ibid. 

9 S.I •• 16.12.1876. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid. 

12 S.I •• 25.1.1876. 

13 Clrcullr. WlllOn MSS .• S.U.L.. 

14. R. L.eade, to H.J. WlllOn. 15.3.1B78. WlllOn MSS .• S.U.L.. 
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April, 1877, contained the names of 106 persons who can be classified as follows : 

Professional Men 

Manufacturers 

Working Men 

Tradesmen .. . 

Others 1 

Occupations not li sted2 

TOTAL 

15 

18 

24 
12 

17 

20 

106 

The middle class prevalence in the Liberal Council did not worry Mundella. "My own opinion is that 
the workmen .prefer be ing led to leading themselves," he told H.J. Wilson, "and the other side know 
this so well that they get the use of every influential name they can to strengthen them. We are 
weakest on the Middle Class side.',3 In the previous year he had told H.J. Wilson that "people who 
drive carriages as a ru le go over to the Tories. It is therefore desirable to get some on our side to 
shame the deserters.',4 Middle class participation was no doubt of the greatest importance, but it was 
no substitute for an Association functioning on a truly popular basis. It had not roused the enthusiasm 
and interest which had been expected. As early as January, 1877, Mundella was telling Leader that "we 
must do something to make it more effective than it is at present",6 and Leader himself commented that 
"the indifference of our friends, which I fear will give us a worse Council than the last, for this important 
year, is very trying.',6 

Nowhere was this indifference more acutely felt than in the wards where the real work of organis
ation had to be done, for a successful Association must be based on flourishing ward committees. As 
early as November, 1873, the Rev. Thomas Warren had stressed the need to organize a permanent Com
mittee at Brightside "to work up this district, in the event of any election taking place, whether School 
Board, Municipal , or Parliamentary (borough or county) election" and "to instruct them in the intelligent 
use of their vote.,,7 After the Liberal defeat in 1874, which was partly the product of a total absence 
of organisation, G.W. Sharman asked "would it not be well for the Executive of the Reform Association 
to consider the advisability of establishing at least one Reform Club in each Ward?,,8 Some action seems 
to have been taken by Chamberlain's supporters, for in February, 1875, a Reform Club was in existence 
in Brightside with temporary offices at Gower Street Baths,9 but a year later Thomas Warren was writing 
to H.J. Wilson: "A great deal will have to be done for the politica l education of the people in this 
district of the Ward before they will value and make use of their political privileges. With the aid of 
such an Association I anticipate a great change in time in the character of the voters here - so that I 
hope it may never again be true of this part of the Ward that in the time of an election a wretchedly 
small proportion of them go to the po1L,,10 Warren added "before long, though , I hope to be succe s
ful in forming a Working Men's Club (without the Beer, of course), the Committee of which will keep 
a close supervision of the Municipal and Parliamentary interests of the Ward .,,11 In Brightside, the pro-
blem which faced the Liberals was not simply one of political indifference. In conversation with Lead r 
a certain Mason had talked "much of the republican and sceptical element among the men imported in
to Brightside from the Staffordshire and other iron districts.,,12 The depression in trade also weakened 
the Liberal position in Brightside where Thomas Collinson calcu lated In April, 1879, that there were 
about 1,600 empty houses.13 There were not many removals but two or even three families were crow
ded into one house.14 In the borough as a whole H.J . Wilson reckoned that there were as many as 

Inc. clerkl, warehoulemen, 1 farmer and 1 market gardener, managen. 
2 Inc. Rev. Me .. rl. J. Cllvart, J . Roberti, C.C. Tyte; Charlel Boler end William Dronfleld. Circular, Wilson MSS., 

S.C.L., M.D., 6971 . 
3 A.J . Mundella to H.J . Willon, 22.3.1878, Wilion MSS., S.U.L. 
4 A.J . Mundella to H.J. Willon, 8.2.1876, Wilson MSS., S.U.L. 
6 A.J . Mundella to R. Leeder, 18.1.1B77, Mundelle MSS., S.U.L. 
6 R. Leader to H.J . Wilson, 12.3.1877, Wllaon MSS., S.U.L. 
7 T. Warren to H.J . Wilson , 26.11 .1873, Wilson MSS.,S.C.L., M.D. 6011 . Thomal Werren wa. a Congregational mlnllt r. 
8 G.W. Sherman to H.J . Wilson, 6.2.1874, Wilson MSS., S.U.L. 
9 Circular, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6889. The Initiative had come from William Rollay, Cherie. C.ltle, Robert 

Syke., Paul Gill and Thome. Johnson. Circular, Wilion MSS., S.U .L. 
10 T. Warren to H.J . Willon, 11 .2.1876, WII on MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6890. 
11 Ibid. 

12 R. Leader to H.J . Willon, 28.1.1877, Wilion MSS., S.U.L. 
13 Thai. Collinson to H.J. Wllaon, 26.4.1879, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6971 . 
14 Ibid. 
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4,280 empty houses, located as follows: 1 

Brightside ... 1,600 

Ecclesall 760 

Nether Hallam 720 

Attercliffe 1,000 

Sheffield 200 

TOTAL 4,280 

Empty houses, of course, affected the electoral register and necessitated canvassing and the careful com
pilation of poll books. In January, 1878, Leader was writing to Wilson: " I want to talk to you about 
preparing canvassing books. It seems to me we ought to be ready. I have no doubt Shaw is.,,2 The 
Liberals were aware that their organization was poor and Leader told Wilson that "it seems to me we 
want a man to work in the wards by getting the people together and seeing that they organise them· 
selves.,,3 In May, 1878, a Liberal agent, J .C. Whiteley, was appointed and his specimen report sheets for 
the period 13 May to 31 December, 1878, indicate work on routine matters.4 However, the task was a 
great one and little progress had betln made by the time S.D. Waddy, who had been chosen as Liberal 
parliamentary candidate in April, 1878, came to investigate the state of ward organization. Waddy told 
H.J . Wilson that both he and Mundella considered organi zation, by which they meant a committee in 
each polling district and one member to every hundred electors, to be far more important than "mere 
public speechifying" and that "the mere temporary froth of a public meeting is of very little importance 
as compared with this steady and pervasive! canvassing and organization.',5 He added "we have reason 
to believe that quietly and slily but very effectively the Tories have been doing this very work to an 
extent and with a success that will try us when the actual votes are taken and when the shouting and 
booing are over on both sides.',6 In reply to Waddy's enquiries, H.J. Wilson furnished the following 
analysis of the ward and branch committees; - 7 

1. 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

LIST OF WARDS AND COMMITTEES OF LIBERAL ASSOCIATION 

WARD 

St. Peter's 

St. Philip's 

Park 

St. George's 

Ecclesall 

Brightside 

Upper Hallam 

Nether Hallam 

Attercliffe 

REMARKS ON WARD COMMITTEES 

I nert, very. 

Almost as bad, they have an idea that 
money should be spent more freely. 

Very fairly active 

Good. I n healthy state 

Inert. Unsuitable secretary and they 
don 't change him. 

Very fairly active 

A difficult ward but pretty well 
off for active men. 

Very fairly active 

Fairly active 

Ibid. Pencil note by H.J . Wilson. 

BRANCH 
COMMITTEES 

None 

None 

None yet 

3 

9 

None 

2 

REMARKS 
ON BRANCHES 

Should be 3 

Soon might have them 

This ward has had keen 
contests for T.C. which 
do goodl 

Little us ; weak and 
not harmonious. 

6 of them fairly effici · 
ent 3 are slow and inert. 

There were 10 but they 
profess to be re·org. just 

now. 

Pretty fair condition. 

R. Leader to H.J . Wilson, 17 .1.1878, Wilson MSS ., S .U .L. J .C . Shaw was Conservative agent for Sheffiald . 

R. Leader to H.J . Wilson, 9.2.1878, Wilson MSS . ,S.U.L. 

Wilson MSS ., S.C.L., M.D. 5890. 

S.D . Waddy to H.J. Wilson, 15.5.1879, Wilson MSS., S .C.L., M.D. 5936. 
Ibid. 

H.J. Wilson to S . D. Waddy , 21 .5.1879, Wilson MSS ., S.C.L., M.D. 5936. 
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Wilson explained that this sub-division of wards into districts had taken place about a year earlier and 
added : "I am not going to contend that this state of things is by any means what it ought to be, 
but it is better than anything there has been before in Sheffield.,,1 The picture was, however, a gloomy 
one. There were in existence in May, 1879, 15 branch committees, of which 4 were of little use. 
Waddy believed that 25 district committees were needed2 and he was so concerned about the situation 
that he spent Whitsuntide trying to whip up some interest in the Wards . Charles Castle worked hard in 
the Park Ward preparing canvass books and he told Wi Ison in July, 1879, that "we shall soon have this 
ward in a complete state of organization" with volunteer canvassers to every fifty voters.3 Organization 
was totally inadequate in St. Peter's, St. Philip's and Ecclesall and there was what Wilson described as "a 
very odd state of affairs prevailing in Nether Hallam:,4 He explained to Leader: "the branch which 
began as the Walkley Branch has enlarged itself, and now claims to be the Nether Hall Branch, ignoring 
the duly constituted Ward Committee of our Association, although, curiously enough, all the members, 
or nearly all, of the latter, seem to have assisted in their own effacement by joining the former.,,6 
While Liberal organization in the wards was extremely defective, the Conservatives were improving their 
own organization under the direction of their agent, J.C. Shaw, whom Mundella described as "active, 
intriguing and irrepressible:,6 a man "of indomitable character.,,7 Shaw was a full -time paid agent and 
under his direction the Conservative organization in Sheffield was made very effective, especially in those 
wards where the Liberals were weak. In January, 1877, Leader wrote to Wilson that "the Conservatives 
have decided not to form a club but an Association. I am afraid the existing Clubs do their work 
sufficiently. I fancy St. Peter's is very much in their hands with Gainsford8 president:,9 St. Peter's 
had been described by H.J. Wilson as "very inert" from the Liberal point of view. The Nether Hallam 
Conservative Club had already enrolled 234 members by the time it was opened by the Earl of Wharn
cliffe in May, 1876,10 and at its second annual meeting in February, 1878, W.R. Groves, a vice-president, 
declared that "the club had been the means of promoting to a very considerable extent the progress of 
Conservatism in Sheffield.,,11 There was a flourishing Conservative Association at Ecclesall, and in Octo
ber, 1877, the Sheffield Conservative Association established 14 District Committees.12 

It was not merely in ward organization that the Liberals were deficient. Waddy discovered to 
his astonishment 13 that no attention had been paid to the electoral register. Wilson admitted that with 
the exception of Brightside Ward where he got about 70 persons on the list, "nothing has been done 
since I have known Sheffield.,,14 Partly, this was because it was believed that the overseers did their 
duty well, but also because "it was a serious business to undertake:,16 Waddy was convinced that some 
effort should be made and he told Wilson that "we shall have to find an industrious sharp fellow who 
may be trusted with this work and set him to it at a yearly salary:,16 Certainly, the Liberals in Shef
field needed to develop a much more professional approach to the business of political organization. 
Mundella agreed with Waddy that the position with regard to the Registration of voters was "very unsat
isfactory,,17 and he warned Leader that "Skine and Shaw have been laying their heads together, and you 
may have a mine sprung upon you at the last moment: they may object to 2,000 or 3,000 of our voters, 
and retain a lot of their own that ought to be struck off.,,18 W.J. Clegg, a solicitor who also acted as 
Liberal election agent, retained a rather old-fashioned view of political organization, increasingly outdated 
by the methods of professional agents such as J .C. Shaw, when he insisted : "I don't the necessity 
of the taking of any more action than we are taking at the present and Mr_ Waddy does not understand 
that our Assistant Overseers are not political agents but so fSf ss they know they insert every body who 
is entitled to be on the list of voters:,19 He admitted that there were probably many removals owing 

1 H.J . Wilson to S.D . Waddy, 21.6.1879, Wilion MSS. , S.C.L., M.D. 6936. 
2 S.D. Waddy to H.J . Wllaon, 25.5.1879, Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6936. 
3 C. ealtle to H.J. Willon, 1.7.1879, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 5934. 
4 H.J. Wilson to R. Laadar, 8.2.1879, Mundella MSS., S .U. L. 
5 Ibid. 

6 A.J . Mundella to R. Leader, 1.9.1877, Mund lIa MSS., S .U.L. 

7 A.J . Mundella to R. Leader, 8.10.1877, Mundalla MSS., S .U.L. 
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II R. Leader to H.J . WII on, 27.1 .1877, Wilson MSS., S .U.L. 
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13 S.D. Waddy to H.J . Willon, 23.6.1879, Wilion MSS. , S .C.L., M.D. 6936. 
14 H.J . Wilion to S.D. Waddy, 21 .5.1879, Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D . 6936. 
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16 S.D. Waddy to H.J . WillOn, 23.6.1879, Wilson MSS., S.C. L., M.D. 6936. 
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to the state of trade but he bel ieved that handbills urging Liberals to see that they were on the list 
would be sufficient.1 These were hap-hazard tactics. totally unsuited to a mass electorate. and in 
marked contrast to the systematic and methodical approach of the Conservatives. 

Of course. it was not simply that the Liberal approach to t he task of organization was some
what amateurish and antiquated. It was owing more to their lack of financial resources. Here the 
Conservatives had a great advantage because they could count on the support of the wealthy manufac
turers and the Publicans.2 The Liberals. however. with the exception of F.T. Mappin and this is one 
of the reasons why they were so anxious to keep him on their side. were not wealthy men and could 
not subscribe large sums to party funds. The difference between the two parties can be seen in the 
fact that the Liberal Association. unlike the Conservative Association. had a compulsory membership fee 
of 1 s and Waddy believed that if they could afford to abolish this they might "enrol a thousand where 
we now count a hundred: ·3 Mundella told Waddy that one of the principal reasons why the Liberals 
did not do anything about Registration was that "we might stimulate our opponents to enter on a 
course in which their long purse would be too much for us."4 Nor was it simply a question of lack 
of financial resources. I n July. 1879. Mundella was "sorry to hear that our Liberal Association is 
heavily in debt,'·5 and in January. 1880. the secretary. H .J. Wilson . was forced to admit that "the 
Liberal Association has been insolvent for a long time. getting deeper and deeper yearly:·6 He estim
ated that the financial position was as follows : 1 

DebtsS 

Ordinary Expenditure for 1880 

Superior Agent. other expenses 

Assets 

£480 

£460 

£300 

Nil 

SUM NEEDED £1 .240 

Neither Mundella nor Waddy was wealthy enough to contribute substantially to the funds of the Associ
ation. In January. 1880. Mundella declared: "I have been awfully bled this last year. and I have just 
remitted £50 to Firth College. I must be careful. seeing what is before me".9 Waddy's resources were 
even smaller. Despite a sum of £1 .100 supplied from party funds in London.10 he asked the Sheffield 
Liberals to contribute to his election.11 which prompted Mundella to declare that "I don't believe he 
owns anything but his Life Insurance Policies,'·12 and that "he ought never to have been a candidate." 13 

Financial insolvency was a source of great weakness but perhaps more important in explaining 
the failure of the Liberals to develop a sound organization was the fact that union was not complete. 
Within the Association there were tensions which were at least potentially divisive . Referring to the 
annual meeting of the Association in January. 1877.14 Mundella promised to "get Mr. Morley to preach 
unity:·15 an indication that some disunity prevailed. which was also hinted at. somewhat obliquely. by 
Charles Castle who "held that the union of Liberals of all shades of opinion was not a sham - that 
that union was real; and if not perfect they would. in the future. endeavour to make It SO:·16 Samuel 
Morley. speaking at the meeting. stressed that they must not allow subsidiary questions to divide them.17 

On the surface . the Liberal party was united but the tensions were clear enough. This can be seen from 
the state of municipal politics. As early as February. 1876. Chamberlain was urging that the new Liberal 
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organization should be used in the municipal elections, as was done in Birmingham,l a view which was 
shared by S.D . Waddy . In April, 1879, he calculated that of 64 members of the Town Council,2 25 
were Liberals, 32 were Conservatives and 7 he classified as "nondescripts". 3 Of the 15 Aldermen, 10 
were Conservatives, as was the Mayor . Waddy asked, "should we not therefore at once select most 
carefully for each Conservative seat some sound Liberal candidate whom we can conscientiously put for
ward as a first-rate munici pal man ?,,4 Certainly, in view of the Conservative predominance in the Town 
Council, it may seem surprising that the Liberal Association did not intervene in municipal politics. It 
did not do so because it was felt that it might lead to divisions within the Liberal Ward Committees 
and therefore do more harm than good to the Association. In the Brightside election of November, 1876, 
for example, there was some trade union oppos ition to the candidature of the Unitarian manufacturer, 
Michael Hunter, who, it was alleged, " has always tried to grind down skilled workmen to the level of 
paupers, and would do it but for Trade Unions .,,5 H.J . Wilson did not accept these strictures on Hunter,6 
but it can easily be imagined how difficult it would have been for the Association to intervene in the 
contest without provoking further discord . Moreover, the notion of "party" had never been important in 
municipal contests. Local questions and personal considerat i, ,lS had always had a greater influence on the 
outcome. Leader explained : "you see there [in the Town Council] an utter disregard of political lines. 
Mr. Mappin , Mr. Clegg and 17 usually concur . But we have such men as Beal, Nadin and Aitchison pitch
ing into us and Gledhi", the Woodcocks, always voting with Moore and Harvey.,,8 The same appl ied to 
Richard Searle. Chairman of the Guardians, who "professes to be a Liberal but always goes with Tasker, 
Fairburn and Moore in the Town Council.,,9 The conception of a Liberal Whip was totally absent and 
Town Council business was conducted very much on a non-political basis and it may indicate that inde

pendent Rad icals such as Beal, Nadin, Aitchison and Searle found the Conservatives more congenial than 
Mappin. Leader and Clegg , who represented the inner Liberal leadership of which they had never been 

part . Personal considerations, wh ich marred so much of Sheffield municipal politics, were no doubt also 

important . It must be remembered too that, while the Sheffield Liberal Association officially sponsored 

candidates in the School Board Election of 1876, it took no part in that of 1879. I n short, local 
elections and local issues were more likely to divide the Liberal party and more likely to weaken than 
to strengthen the Liberal Association . Mundella was convinced that great political advantage would be 
gained from a "liberal and enterprising municipal policy,,,10 as had happened in Birmingham, because 
"there is more room for the exercise of this public spirit in Sheffield."ll He believed that the Con

servative, T .R. Gainsford. had been trying to emulate Chamberlain and, though hitherto unsuccessfully, 
Mundella was sure that "somebody will find a way to success and reputation some day.,,12 

The Nat ional Liberal Federation, established at Birmingham in May, 1877,13 to co·ordinate the 
Liberal Associations and to provide "a new means of utterance,,14 on the Eastern Question, seems to 

have caused some friction among the Liberals in Sheffield. Robert Leader, a member of the old Liberal 
leadership wh ich had resented Chamberlain's candidature in 1874, disliked what he considered to be yet 
another attempt by Birmingham to dictate to Sheffield.16 He was anxious that the Sheffield represent· 
atives should vote not as individuals but should give the whole vote of Sheffield so that "this would 
countervail the predominance Birmingham would have by being the place of meeting .,,16 Munde"a 
shared Leader's sceptical view uf the Federation . "I agree with you as to Chamberlain's object," he 

wrote in June , 1877. "Birmingham is to pull the strings of the Liberal Boroughs, and the puppets are 
to dance in response to the wires."17 Chamberlain, he thought, was "a spoilt child, - vain, irritable, 
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6 H .J . Wilson to J . Mallinson, 2.11 .1876, Wilson MSS., S .C.L ., M .D . 6890. Mallinson was a razor blade grinder , 
"active and influential" . Wm . Oronf ie ld to H .J . Wilson, September 1873, Wilson MSS ., S.U .L . 

7 Leader entered the Town Council in November , 1876, rapres nting Ecclesall . 

8 R . Leader to H .J . Wilson , 18.4.1877, Wilson MSS ., S.U .L. 

9 R . Leader to H .J . Wilson, 19.3.1877, Wilson MSS ., S.U .L. 
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and ambitious ,,1 and he went on : "I altogether regret my connection with Birmingham. It is quite 
right to have your own Association, and to instruct your own representatives as to your views and 
wishes with regard to public questions as they arise, but what Chamberlain wants i:s to have a phalanx 
of marionettes, with the wires pulled by himself from Birmingham. I, at least, will not be one of 
these puppets, and I am sure you would not permit it.,,2 Mundella told Leader that the Liberal Chief 
Whip, W.P. Adam, "does not at all relish the Federation, and is watching it suspiciously:,3 He was 
convinced that Gladstone would see its true purpose. "Gladstone is by no means so simple as to fall 
in Chamberlain's trap. He does occasionally over-estimate men and credit them with higher motives than 
they merit, but this arises from the generosity and nobleness of his nature. He soon finds out the weak· 
nesses of designing and pretentious people.,,4 Of course, Leader's attitude to the Federation was bound 
to create some tension with those Liberals whose connections with Birmingham were close. John Muscroft 
wrote to H.J. Wilson that "I am afraid we shall be out manoeuvred by Mr. Leader if we are not carefu l 
and watchful,,5 and Wilson himself seems to have been disappointed at the small contribution Sheffield 
had made to the funds of the Federation. Leader was quick to point out that "Manchester is as tardy 
as Leeds and Sheffield to respond in funds to Birmingham".6 He and Mundella also resented what they 
considered to be interference by Chamberlain in the choice of a parliamentary candidate for Sheffield, 
which was the business of the Council of the Liberal Association. "As to Chamberlain," Mundella de· 
clared, "he is a born wire-puller and intriguer, and I suspect, from a conversation I had with him last 
night, that he has been at work in Sheffield and started this movement [to find a candidate). He 
wants to have as many puppets as he can get in the House, in order t hat he may manipulate them. 
This is a general opinion, and his movements are watched with a good deal of jealousy.,,7 Indeed, no
where can the tensions and frictions within the Sheffield Liberal Association be more clearly seen than 

in the search for a future Liberal candidate. 
In choosing a candidate a n lJmbe r of considerations had to be taken into account. No candidate 

could succeed who offended the religious susceptibilities of the constituency. The Rev. John Fisher dec
lared that "my native town is liberal politically but not religiously.',8 One of the main problems were 
the "shilly-shally Wesleyans" whose political behaviour was unpredictable. A candidate who could attract 
Wesleyan support was a valuable asset . On the other hand, a man such as John Morley9 would have 
little chance in Sheffield because his religious views would be used against him. Fisher believed, however, 
that a candidate who was "the idol of the artisans can defy everything. ,,10 The election of 1874 had 
shown that this was not so and that Mundella's colleague must attract support from other sections of the 
electorate. There is no doubt that " the working class and trades union element"ll was very strong in 
Sheffield, though it is hard to agree with Henry Broadhurst, secretary of the Labour Representation League, 
that "the workmen are a preponderating power in the constituency.,,12 This view assumes that a ll work· 

men voted Liberal, which was not the case. Yet a candidate who was not acceptable to the working 
classes could not be carried. Alfred Illingworth, though excellent in other respects, was not adopted be
cause he was unsound on the Capital and Labour question. J . Carvell Williams of the Liberation Society 
told H.J. Wilson that " I have heard him express decided views on some of the questions at issue between 
employers and workmen, these views being adverse to the views of the latter." 1 3 Ill ingworth wou Id no 
doubt have attracted middle class Nonconformist support but the workmen would have gone against him . 
So while the working class section of the electorate could not carry a candidate single-handed, equally no 

candidate could be successful without working class support. 
The division of Liberals into moderates and Radicals persisted after 1875, though neither side 

allowed a serious breach to occur. H.J . Wilson told Sir Charles Reed, who was being considered as a 
candidate, that "the Liberals and the Radicals are as sincerely resolved as they are openly promising to 
act together more cordially than has been the case in the past.',14 Of course, the moderates did not 
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want an "extreme" candidate, while the Radicals wanted a "thoroughgoing man.'" Leader was anxious 
to run Mappin, a wealthy manufacturer who represented the moderate wing of the Liberal party2 and 
who was a member of the Church of England.3 His candidature had positive advantages. "If Mr. 
Mappin would throw himself into public life and be liberal with his purse in promoting or:ganization, 
and in helping to establish clubs in all the outlying districts, he would render us the service of which we 
stand most in need," Mundella wrote. "However, he would either bring to us, or would neutralise, many 
of those timid but influential people who turn the scale at an election.',4 Mappin's candidature might 
help to arrest the middle class defection to Toryism.6 But J.H. Barber did not consider Mappin a suit· 
able choice. "His principles are very little known," he told Leader, "and many believe him to be the 
opposite of advanced. So unpronounced a man, a poor speaker, with slender personal following and with 
far less to excite personal enthusiasm than Mark Firth, would in my belief, have no chance of success.,,6 
If he stood, an even greater danger was that "there would be a great probability of a very red Radical 
being run against him, perhaps instigated by the Tories, and the party of Liberals would be split up 
again.,,7 This would indeed indicate that the Liberal union was not as strong as it may have appeared 
and that there was a good deal of friction below the surface. Barber was sure that "however clear Mr. 
Leader may be of design to bring forward Mr. Mappin, the appearance of the latter as a Candidate will 
arouse and confirm the suspicions of those opposed to him and place the very existence of the Liberal 
Association in peril.,,8 H.J. Wilson demanded an assurance from Leader that he would carry out the 
Executive's wish that he would approach Sir Charles Reed as a likely candidate and he told him frankly : 
"it [the Liberal Association) is an authority before which all private preferences must give way, at least 
in the sense of its officers neutralizing its decisions.,,9 Leader denied that he had any such intention,1 0 

but from Wilson's reaction to the letter Leader had written to Sir Charles Reed, it is clear that the 
Education question, which had divided moderates and Radicals, still rankled as late as 1877. Speaking of 
the Sheffield system of compromise, Leader wrote: "we feared the imputation of espousing the Birming· 
ham notions and found it best to accept what had been done and go on to perfect the School Board 
system on moderate lines, not showing hostility to the denominational system.,,1l With obvious annoy· 
ance, Wilson noted in pencil on the letter: "all this is a complete misapprehension of the course of 
Rolley and H.J. Wilson . They were moderate not for the sake of votes but of the weak and wealthy 
Liberals of our Association. They would have got more votes by a stronger policy.,,12 This is just 
another indication that the unanimity implied by the Association's official sponsorship of candidates in 
the School Board Election of 1876 was illusory and it helps to explain why the Association decided to 
take no part in the contest for the School Board in 1879. 

These complex negotiations raise a very interesting question. To what extent was the Liberal 
Association a democratic institution in practice and how far did real power remain in the hands of a few? 
The choice of parliamentary candidates was vested in the Council of the Association, but the real initiative 
came from the Executive and from two men in particular, Robert Leader and H.J. Wilson, President and 
Secretary respectively. They wrote the letters, sounded out and discussed the merits and shortcomings of 
possible candidates, and not always with reference to the other members of the Executive. In November, 
1876, for instance, H.J. Wilson admitted in a letter to Lord Edward Cavendish that "1 write simply as a 
private individual without the knowledge of our Liberal Executive:,13 It has been seen how in the neg· 
otiations with Sir Charles Reed Wilson lectured Leader about officers "neutralizing" the decisions of the 
Executive.14 The proceedings which led up to the adoption of Waddy as Liberal candidate were conduct· 
ed very much in secret or at least Wi Ison thought that they were. "Wlth respect to Waddy," he told 
Leader, "1 still think it is a mistake not to deal more frankly with the Executive. I don't believe in 
secret diplomacy.,,15 He wished "to act up to the spirit as well as the letter of our professions of 
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having a free and democratic Association , and not personal government.,,1 Leader denied that there had 
been any "secret diplomacy on my part or within my knowledge,,,2 but Barber explained that Leader 
"demurs to taking the Executive as a whole into his confidence, on the ground that there is a danger 
of some of them imprudently divulging what may be said, a danger which I see may exist .,,3 Waddy 
himself felt that negotiations were being conducted on too narrow a basis and he told Wilson plainly~ 

"I cannot with self-respect make any arrangements whatever until I have in my hands a cordial invit
ation from your Liberal Council."4 When the Liberals had won the by-election caused by the death 
of Roebuck in 1879, Waddy suggested to H.J. Wilson that he should summon a meeting of a dozen 
friends to plan for the future and the Executive of the Liberal Association should then be summoned 
to adopt the proposals .5 All these examples indicate that the actual management of the Liberal party 
in Sheffield remained in the hands of a few . This is perhaps hardly surprising in view of the indifferent 
quality of the Council and the lack of interest shown in the Association, and considering that Leader, 
whose influence after 1875 was probably even greater t han it had been before, had had many years 
experience as a party manager . In fact, what happened after 1875 was that the old Libera l leadership 
admitted to its ranks the "new" men, who had been striving to assert themselves between 1869 and 
1874. In theory, the Liberal party in Sheffield was a democratic institution, but in practice real power 
remained in the hands of the inner Liberal leadership which ran the party and which was stronger be· 
cause the democratic nature of the Association freed it from the imputation of being a clique. More· 
over the Association was only in its infancy and it was to be expected that the initiative would come 
from those used to managing the party. As it became established, the democratic principle might be 
more effectively realized . 
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C HAPTE R XVII 

FOREIGN POLICY 1876 - 79_ 

"What is political party? There is no sacredness in it in itself. It is an instrument to be used 
for good ends, for ends higher than itself, and for my part I rejoice that a party exists in this country 
under the name of the Liberal Party, which has upon this occasion proved so true to its principles and 
its convictions, and which has been resolved, and is resolved, to exert itself to the uttermost in a great 
and holy cause." 

(Gladstone at Bingley Hall on the occasion of the inauguration of the National Liberal 
Federation, 31 May, 1877.1) 

Foreign affairs, which occupied the public mind between 1876 and 1879, had a profound effect 
upon the development of both political parties in Sheffield. The Bulgarian Atrocities Agitation provided 
the Liberals with a great cause, beh ind which they could all unite in opposition to the pro-Turkish policy 
of Beaconsfield's Government, and it was in Sheffield that the idea of a National Conference on the 
Eastern Question arose . However, after the outbreak of war between Russia and Turkey in April, 1877, 
the political initiative was seized by the Conservatives who, through the Telegraph and their highly effici
ent organization, were able to exploit the popular dislike of Russia. They could claim that they were 
upholding the honour and interests of England, and denounce the Liberals, who stressed the need for 
close co-operation with Russia, as "Friends of the Foreigner.,,2 Such a line brought the Conservatives 
great political advantage, so much so that Sheffield became known as "a very fugleman of borough 
jingoism.',3 

In the first phase of the Eastern Crisis, which lasted from August, 1876, until April, 1877, the 
Liberals had the field very much to themselves as anti-Turkish feeling swept the country. In the early 
stages of the Bulgarian revolt, the Executive of the Sheffield Liberal Association expressed complete 
agreement with Lord Derby's principle of non-intervention and declared on 13 July: "we would gladly 
reconcile, if we could, the Porte and its insurgent subjects, but we have, as we conceive, no right and 
no wish to take part with one against the other in a purely internal quarrel.',4 This impartial and 

;' 

diplomatic view of the situation was dramatically altered by reports in the Daily News of terrible atro-
cities committed by Turkish troops in their attempts to suppress the revolt. On 7 August, a report was 
printed giving horrifying details of the massacre of the inhabitants of Batak, which created a wave of 
anti -Turkish feeling. "Language fails to tell", wrote Leader in the Independent, "human lips absolutely 
refuse to utter the atrocities committed by the Bashi-Bazouks and the Circassians.',5 These atrocities, he 
believed, "have made the presence of the Turk in Europe an unbearable offence" and "the time has 
come for recognizing the fact that Turkey in Europe is a standing pest that, in self-defence, must sooner 
or later be cleansed away" and the sooner the better even for the Turks themselves, who, as we have in
dicated, are barred from ever placing themselves in harmonious relation with Christendom.,,6 fhis was a 
great moral issue, a matter of conscience, far above any diplomatic or political considerations. In Shef
field the protest movement was confined to Liberals, partly because they believed that moral principles 
rather than political expediency should dictate public policy, but more because the Agitation attacked 
the Conservative Government which had sought to play down the atrocities to enable it to continue to 
uphold Turkish power in the Near East, which it considered to be in the interests of England . Beacon
sfield's dismissal of the atrocities as "coffee-house babble" and his seemingly flippant approach to the 
question shocked Liberals who were more than ever convinced that he was an opportunist, totally de
void of moral principle. Leader denounced the policy of the Government as "weak, dilatory, cruel, and 
attended with the most unfortunate results to the Bulgarians, to the Turks themselves, and to the posi
tion of EnRland in the eyes of the world.,,7 Of course, given Beaconsfield's policy of maintaining 
Turkish territorial integrity, the Bulgarian atrocities were a great embarrassment, and all the Government 
could do was to wait for the anti -Turkish feeling to subside. They could not support the fight of the 
Christian peoples for freedom because the exclusion of Turkey from Europe would create a power-vacuum 
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which they believed would be filled by EnQland 's traditional enemy, Russia . Thus the question became 
one of party politics and the Agitation was associated almost completely with the Liberal party. T.R. 
Gainsford, for example, declined to attend a meeting held in Sheffield on 5 September, to protest against 
the Bulgarian Atrocities, because of "some degree of political party feeling , wh ich appears to me, most 
unfortunately, to have been imported into a subject upon which surely there ought to be but one mind 
amongst us all in the British I sles.',1 Sheffield Conservatives could not support a movement which con· 
demned the policy of a Government which they supported . Like the Government, they could only wa it 
and concede the initiative to the Liberals. 

Mundella had been deeply interested in the question from the outset . As early as 2 July he had 
told Leader that "the Moslem rule is played out and the sooner it comes to an end the better,,2 and 
although he distrusted Russia, yet "if these poor Christians could drive the Turk out of Europe they 
should have my moral support in doing SO.',3 Mundella was one of a number of Liberal M.P.'s who , 
when the session closed, formed themselves into a committee to "watch the position of the Eastern Quest
ion. ,,4 "The government by the Turks has never been anything else but organized brigandage, associated 
with obscene outrage, massacre and death," he told a meeting of his constituents on 4 September, and he 
urged them to "demand for those Christian provinces that they shall have freedom to govern themselves .,,5 
Self-government for the Christian peoples became the keynote of the Agitation, which also demanded that 
England should sever all connection with Turkey. As Mundella put it at the protest meeting on 5 Sept. : 

"It is impossible that these Christian provinces should ever be, by the consent or the connivance 
of the people and the Government of England, handed over to Turkish rule again .. .. Have we come 
to this, that we have to apologize for these things, and ask our Government, in the interest of some 
balance of power that we know nothing of, to hand over these people to slavery again - to be the 
slaves of this wretched and corrupt people . . . . Let our Government say, "We have called into exist
ence the new races to redress the crimes of the old.' ,,6 Such a denunciation of the conception of the 
"Balance of Power" recalled John Bright's arguments against the Crimean War twenty years earl ier, which 

at the time few Liberals had accepted. Liberalism had matured so that moral considerations, questions of 
right and wrong, were more important than diplomatic or political advantage . Moreover, this new and 
totally un-Palmerstonian approach to foreign policy, which owed a great deal to Gladstone's emphasis on 
moral principle guiding public policy and to the "Nonconformist Conscience", caused Liberals to reject 
traditional axioms which had guided British foreign policy for the past century. One such idea was that if 
Turkey disappeared from Europe, Russia would dominate the Balkans and threaten British power in the 
Mediterranean and the route to India. But during the crisis, Liberals came increasingly to challenge the view 
which had hitherto been accepted without question. They saw that British interests would not be damaged 
by self-governing Balkan countries. Indeed, quite the opposite, free Balkan states would form a far more 
effective barrier to Russia than a corrupt and decayed Turkey - in - Europe. At a meeting in Sheffield on 11 
September to support Lady Strangford's Bulgarian Relief Fund, Robert Leader expressed this opinion when 
he said that "he trusted they would see that fair land again inhabited by a free people, that they would be 
a Christian and a civilised people, and that in them might be found the best bulwark against Russian ggres
sion and Eastern crime and tyranny.,,7 Future events were to prove this to be true . Under Gladstone's 
guidance the Liberal party had developed a new moralistic approach to foreign policy which was a distinct 
break with the Palmerstonian tradition. Palmerston's mantle was taken up by Beaconsfield who reali z d the 
political potential of a blatantly nationalistic foreign policy which attracted many middle class ex-Palmerston
ians who were searching for a "safe" party. So it was that the middle class defection to Conservatism, a 
process which had been going on since 1868, was accelerated by the Eastern Crisis. More importantly, as 
will appear, Jingoism W3S to attract working class support in Sheffield and undermine the Liberal position in 
Sheffield so that in 1880 the borough returned a Conservative M.P. 

Yet, while the memory of the Bulgarian Atrocities remained fresh in the public mind , the Con
servatives had to keep quiet. The Liberals in Sheffield entered into the Agitation with great enthusiasm. 
The protest meeting of 5 September was "densely crowded " and Leader's resolution condemning the 
policy of the Government and calling for an autumn session of Parliament was carried unanimously.s 
Liberals did not complain about the response to the Agitation in Sheffield and the Rev . Robert Stainton 
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declared that "he was glad to see the pulse of England touched as it had not been touched for an age.'" 
Within four days £500 had been raised by the fund established on 5 September.2 On 11 September, 
protest meetings against the Bulgarian Atrocities were held at Rotherham and Barnsley.3 But by far the 
most important contribution which the Liberal party in Sheffield made to the Agitation was the idea of 
8 National Conference on the Eastern Question,4 which would at once sustain the Agitation and put 
pressure on the Government to abandon its support for Turkey. In late September, 1876, H.J. Wilson 
wrote to the President and Secretary of the Manchester Liberal Association that "the first outburst of 
feeling in all parts of the country in reference to the Turkish atrocities and the foreign policy of this 
country has been thoroughly spontaneous and unorganized but it seems to Mr. Leader, President of the 
Sheffield Liberal Association, and to myself, very important that it should be followed up by concerted 
action so as to secure the utmost unity of aim and purpose.,,5 It was clear that if the Agitation were 
to be kept at fever pitch and, if it were not, the initiative would be lost, some form of organization was 
needed, and it seemed to Wilson and Leader "that the best course to pursue is to arrange for a Repre· 
sentative Conference, Congress or Assembly somewhat like those which did such good service in Anti-
Slavery and Anti ·Corn Law days.',6 Wilson invited the main Liberal Associations to send delegates to a 
meeting at the Victoria Hotel for an "interchange of opinion.,,7 The meeting was held on 30 September 
and was attended by 3 delegates from Darlington,8 whith W.T. Stead had made an important centre of 
the Agitation through the influence of the Northern Echo, 3 from Leeds and 1 from Manchester.9 Mun-
della was enthusiastic about the idea. "I think your idea of a great National Conference on the Eastern 
Question a very good one," he told Leader. "Meetings seem to have done all that could have been expected 
of them, and further efforts ought to take the new form you have wisely indicated. A large representative 
Conference to be held in London (or in some central place in the country) would speak once for all, and 
speak unanimously," 1 0 and he was glad that "Sheffield has the honour of this movement.,, '1 Indeed, the 
initiative came very much from Sheffield. On 6 October, for example, T.N. Roberts, secretary of the 
Liberal Central Association, sent Benjamin Bagshawe a list of the names of the leading Liberals in London,12 
and on the next day, Mundella told Leader that "your idea of a National Conference seems to me to have 
taken hold of the public mind, and, if we have no Autumn Session, it will be the best means of keeping 
the Government up to the mark. The localities should, I think, appoint representatives, and request their 
members to attend the Conference .,,13 

The National Conference, which the Liberals of Sheffield envisaged, aimed to sustain the Bulgarian 
Atrocities Agitation and to influence Government policy in favour of self-government for the Balkan Chris
tians. In order to achieve these aims, it had to be held in London and it must, as far as possible, be a 
non-political demonstration. Clearly, it could not be a truly national Conference unless it was held in 
the capital and near the seat of Government. It was to be a "Parliament outside Parliament" and it 
could therefore meet nowhere but London. " If the Conference is to go on, "Mundella declared, "it can 
only be worked from london, where a 'swell' must take the management." 1. Equally, he was convinced 
that it must not be merely a Liberal meeting, which the Conservatives could easily dismiss as a party poll · 
tical manoeuvre . Several months later, when acting as chairman of the Committee which convened the Con
ference, Mundella underlined this when he said : "I don 't intend that any Radicals shall speak if I can help 
it; I want to fire off the Bishops, the Parsons, the Peers, the Literati, etc., - not those who have been 
the actors heretofore, but 8 new set. ,,15 Chamberlain, however, showed very little interest in a Conference 
on the lines suggested by the Sheffield Liberals. On 13 October, he advised H.J. Wilson to abandon the 
idea of a conference in London and rather hold a meeting in Sheffield with delegates from the various 
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Liberal Associations throughout the country . "1 believe that in this way you may cover Sheffield with 
glory and immensely strengthen your loca l influence and give importance to your Association in Sheffield.,,1 
This was just the opposite of what the Sheffield Liberals envisaged . Their aim was to influence public 
opinion and Government policy on the Eastern Question and not to strengthen their own influence or 
that of the Sheffield Liberal Association. Chamberlain, on the other hand , saw it as an opportunity for 
a great demonstration of the power of provincial Liberalism, which would be a forerunner of the National 
Liberal Federation, established in Birmingham in the following May. The Birmingham response to a 
national Conference on non-political lines was therefore cool. Chamberlain saw the broader implications 
of the movement for the Liberal party but the Sheffield Liberals were determined that the Conference 
should be not a political demonstration but an expression of national feeling on a great moral issue. 
Shortly before the Conference was held, Leader declared: "1 am surprised at the idea of forming pefm
anent societies. Surely this question like others is the proper work of our Liberal Association and we 
do not want to ,dissipate our means and our efforts upon mUltiplying machinery.,,2 To the Sheffield 
Liberals it was a moral rather than a political question and they were disappointed at Birmingham's 
reaction. "Nothing seems to go down with Birmingham that is not of home manufacture," wrote 
Mundella. "1 am sure we should have made the Conference a success. However, it may not be amiss 
to regard it as postponed for the present. Next time, I think we had better decide first, and consult 
our neighbours afterwards.',3 On 18 October, he wrote gloomily to Leader: "1 felt so confident that 
your mission to Birmingham would result in a decision in favour of a Conference that your telegram was 
a disappointment to me.,,4 

It was, however, precisely the non-political aspect of the Conference which commended the idea 
to Gladstone. The Bulgarian Atrocities Agitation had restored Gladstone's faith in the capacity of the 
masses for right judgment by convincing him of the existence in the country of a "virt uous passion.,,6 
Gladstone agreed with the Sheffield Liberals in seeing the question as a moral rather than a political 
issue and he welcomed the initiative from Sheffield. He told Leader that he felt "real interest" in the 
proposal and he invited him and any others to visit him and talk the matter over.6 Accordingly, Leader 
visited Gladstone at the end of October, 1876,7 and the Independent announced that the project for a 
National Conference on the Eastern Question, originated by the Sheffield Liberal Association, was likely 
to proceed.8 

A Committee was established to convene the Conference, of which Mundella was the chairman.9 

Robert and John Daniel Leader, H.J. Wilson, F .T. Mappin and the Rev. J . F lather were included on the 
list of conveners of the Conference, the aim of which was "pressing upon the Government to use their 
best endeavours to place themselves in frank and cordial relations with Russia and the other Great Powers, 
for the purpose of obtaining for the Christian populations of the European provinces of Turkey a release 
from the direct rule of the Porte, with proper guarantees for the freedom and safety of the non-Christian 
populations_,,10 It aimed also at preventing "a war in support of the integrity and independence of the 
Turkish Empire," which "would be injurious to the interests of England, opposed to the wishes of the 
English people, and an offence against the world.' ,11 Above all, pressure had to be exerted upon 
Beaconsfield himself to avert war with Russia on behalf of Turkey. James Bryce told Mundella's daughter 
that the worst feature of the crisis "is to see a vainglorious mountebank permitted to scatter about fire
brands from the highest place in England and apparently no indignation in the country at his behaviour.,,12 
The best means of securing self1Jovernment for the oppressed provinces was for England to co-operate with 
the Concert of Europe and more especially with R ussia .1 3 This the Conservative Government had declined 
to do when in May, 1876, it had rejected the Berlin Memorandum, calling upon the Turks to reform. 
Beaconsfield was determined to act independently of the Concert of Europe and in his speech at the Guild
hall, on 9 November, he underlined his policy of full support for Turkey. The question was what would 
England's position be in the event of a Russo-Turkish war? The Independent believed that "if unfortunately 
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the 'Concert of Europe' should be disturbed, there is far less harm in letting Russia and Turkey fight 
it out than in joining the fray to help the authors of the Bulgarian massacres. ,,1 The determination felt 
by Liberals that the folly of the Crimean War should not be repeated, especially in view of the inde. 
fensible conduct of Turkey, gave a boost to the Conference movement. Leader was invited to speak,2 
but he decided not to go.3 Shortly before the Conference was held, Mundella was appealing for del
egates from Sheffield: "can you not send 20 delegates from Sheffield to the Conference? Surely the 
Nonconformist Churches, the Trades Council, the Liberal Association, the Society of Friends, and others 
will do this.,,4 This may indicate that the response had not been as great as might have been expect· 
ed considering the idea originated in Sheffield, though on the next day the Sheffield Nonconformist 
Committee resolved to pay the expenses of the Rev. W. Lenwood as delegate.s However, Sheffield 
Liberals were agreed that the Nat ional Conference held in St. James's Hall on 8 December, 1876, was 
"a wonderful success,,6 and the Independent described it as "one of the most remarkable tributes ever 
paid to the cause of national morality.,,7 

The position of the Government in December, 1876, was stronger than at any time since the 
beginning of the Atrocities Agitat ion. As had been feared, the National Conference appeared a Liberal 
rather than a non-political demonstration because of the important part Gladstone played in it and be· 
cause its aims were contrary to Conservative policy. Most of the speakers were Liberals and the move
ment had been organized by Liberals. Thus political party associations reduced its impact. Furthermore, 
Beaconsfield bought time by sending Lord Salisbury as British representative to a Conference of the 
Powers at Constantinople to discuss the Porte 's relations with its subject peoples. But the Concert of 
Europe could not work because Turkey, assured of British support, refused to make any concessions 
and the Conference broke up on 22 January, 1877. Beaconsfield had not intended that it should work 
because he had no intention of co-operating with Russia, and the Constantinople Conference was nothing 
more than a token gesture designed to show that the crisis could not be solved by the Concert of 
Europe. 

The Russian declaration of war against Turkey on 24 April , 1877, the logical consequence of 
the fai lure of the Constantinople Conference, greatly strengthened the hands of the Government because 
Russia now appeared the aggressor and the Conservatives could play upon the traditional fear and hatred 
of Russia. This marked the second phase of the Eastern crisis, in which the Government gradually re-
gained the pOlitical initiative. The Liberals feared that Beaconsfield might exploit the latent Russophobia 
to Justify a war against Russia in defence of Tur.key and, in order to make his policy quite clear, Glad-
stone moved five Resolutions on the Eastern Question on 7 May, 1877. The Resolutions were to the 
effect that Turkey, having failed to fulfil her treaty obligations, had forfeited all claim to British support 
and that, by concerted European action, self-government should be secured for the Balkan provinces. 
Gladstone's policy, which was by no means accepted by the whole Liberal party in the House of Commons,8 
was supported by the Liberals in Sheffield. On 2 May, a large meeting was held to support the resolutions.s 

The chairman, Robert Leader, declared that their intention was "to speak to the Liberal chiefs, but they 
also wished to speak to Europe, that the nations of Europe might know what was the mind of the p ople 
of England." William Smith, one of the few influential members of the middle class in Sheffield who re
mained loyal to the Liberal party, said that "he believed that the majority of Lord Beaconsfield's party -
and that unfortunately was the majority in the House of Commons and in the House of Lords - would 
at the slightest encouragement from him plunge England into a war with Russia to defend th Empire of 
the Turk with all its abominations.',1o Smith added that Europe as a whole would not perm it Russian 
aggrandisement. Several other speakers challenged what had been an accepted axiom of Br itish foreign 
policy, that Russian policy in the Near East was expansionist. Professor Thorold Rogers, for exampl , 
"was disposed to believe it was the stupidity of other rulers which had made Russi n diplomacy dang rous" 
and he even approved of Russia's abrogation of the Black Sea Clauses of the Treaty of Paris In 1871 . 
Michael Beal said that he "hoped Russia had caught the spirit of progress and improvement as well as 
other countries, and said he was not afraid of Russia ." The motion in support of Gladstone was carried 
with only 3 dissentients and a petition was accepted, which expressed hope of "the early and effectual 
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development of local liberty and practical self-government in the disturbed provinces of Turkey, without 
the imposition upon the people of any other foreign dominion.,,1 The meeting is important as it illu. 
strates the immense support for Gladstone among provincial Liberals. Gladstone expressed in terms of 
public policy their values and ideals. "Mr. Gladstone was never so great as when he was appealing to 
the English conscience, to its sympathy with right and duty, and to the obligations of honour," declared 
the Liberal intellectual, Thorold Rogers.2 "Conscience" was especially acute among Nonconformists and 
many Sheffield Liberals were Nonconformists. A Conference of the Liberation Society, held in London 
at the same time as the Sheffield meeting, passed unanimous resolutions in favour of Gladstone and sent 
a deputation to present them.3 It was support of this kind which sustained Gladstone in the face of 
opposition from his own party in the Commons and from the Liberal leader, Lord Hartington. On 4 
May, the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee, after resolving that "the time has come for our Govern
ment, in concert with the other European Powers, to exert its influence to obtain practical self-government 
for the disturbed provinces of Turkey, with freedom from foreign dominion," called upon Hartington and 
all the Liberals to support Gladstone and "the only sound policy in the present crisis," "foreseeinll nothing 
but the utter disintegration of the Liberal Party should its Parliamentary leaders oppose its most profound 
convictions and its most trusted statesman.,,4 Hartington assured the Committee that he had given the 
resolution his "most careful consideration,,,6 and it is likely that such pressure as this helped to avert 
what could have been a most serious Liberal split. In the event, Hartington remained loyal to Gladstone 
and the Resolutions were defeated by 253 to 354 votes.6 To Gladstone this indicated that the Liberal 
party in Parliament needed to be "educated" and this education must come from below. So it was 
that he attended the inauguration of the National Liberal Federation at Birmingham on 31 May, 1877. 
Ironically, while the Parliamentary Party was out of touch with Liberal feeling in the country, Gladstone 
was not concerned with the political implications of his Russophile policy, which might seriously com
promise the Liberal party whenever Beaconsfield saw fit to exploit anti-Russian feeling. This had worried 
Granville and Hartington from the beginning and had made them reticent and unwilling to be associated 
with the Atrocities Agitation. 

Before the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish war, the Conservatives had kept very quiet in Sheffield, 
though they were no doubt greatly encouraged by a letter from Lord Fitzwilliam to Robert Leader which 
appeared in the Independent on 23 October, 1876.7 In it Fitzwilliam stressed the need to stand by the 
Government and its policy of checking Russian ambitions, and he condemned the language used by Glad
stone in reference to the Eastern crisis. Mundella could dismiss it as "just what might be expected from 
a weak Whig nobleman ridden by a Tory wife,'.s but there is no doubt that the opinions of one of the 
foremost local landowners and political magnates would carry weight with those who feared Russia and 
who believed, in Roebuck's words, that "the Ministers of England are fighting the battle of England as 
Englishmen ought to fight it" and "they have at heart the interests of England, and when they consider 
that, they consider the interests of the world.'r9 This talk of British interests, which was akin to the 
ideology of imperialism, attracted support from moderate lukewarm Liberals who disliked Gladstone, as 
well as from those who had been hitherto politically uncommitted. Russophobia, moreover, was a source 
of strength which the Conservatives could tap after the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish war, and it was 
prevalent among all classes in Sheffield and not least among the working classes. Benjamin F letcher de
clared at a meeting held on 5 May, 1877, to support the Government, that "amongst the working clas es 
there was a vast amount of Conservatism that was as yet undeveloped,,,10 and it was towards those who 
were politically uncommitted that the Conservatives in Sheffield directed their campaign. 

The Russian declaration of war against Turkey and the abatement of popular indignation eroused 
by the Bulgarian Atrocities, made a pro-Turkish policy for the first time politically defensible . It was 
even sensible if, as was widely believed, Russia's motives were expansionist and Russian expansion in the 
Near East was harmful to British interests. On the outbreak of war, the Tel6(Jrsph, which was vio lently 
anti-Russian, declared that "every blow struck at' the Turk Is a blow for the reversal of Inkerman.,,11 
The first pro-Government meeting to be held in Sheffield took place on 5 May, 1877, at the new rooms 
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of the Conservat ive Association in Norfolk Street and between 250 and 300 were present.1 In putting 
the motion of confidence, Arthur Thomas, a solicitor and one of the most respected of local Conservatives, 
declared that "the Radical view which had been uttered from Sheffield was not the voice, and did not 
express the opinions of the town of Sheffield" and he asked, with reference no doubt to Gladstone's 
Resolutions, "who established England to be the sheriff's officer, executioner, and policeman of all the 
world?,,2 These words, intended to justify non·intervention in the Russo-Turkish war, were to sound 
strange in view of future Conservative imperial policy and worldwide commitment. Indeed , Mundella was 
convinced that British neutrality was maintained by the Liberals: "the Liberal Party has never done a greater 
service to the country than in influencing the Government and the nation in favour of neutrality. It 
would have done still better had it stimulated them to active interference which would have prevented 
war.',3 Nevertheless, during 1877, the pro-Turkish feeling increased. On 10 May, at the annual meeting 
of the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway Mutual Provident Society, Roebuck described the 
Turks as "a gentle, a prudent, and a sober people,,,4 and in October, Leader was complaining of the 
"monstrous philo-Turkism" created by the Tories in Sheffield, the on'ly consolation being, he told Wilson, 
that it "should stir up all the better elements of Liberalism.',5 

Anti-Russian feeling increased as the Russian armies approached Constantinople, to the point that 
British intervention in the war on the Turkish side seemed likely. On 20 December, 1877, Mundella con
sidered that "we are drifting, and the position may become dangerous and lead to war.',6 The Liberals 
saw their task now as influencing the Government and public opinion in favour of continued non·intervention 
and neutrality. They denied that "any danger to any single British interest has arisen , or is likely to arise,,,7 
and they stressed how damaging a war would be in the present state of trade.s Mundella addressed a large 
meeting in Sheffield on 7 January, 1878, in favour of continued British neutrality in the Russo-Turkish war.9 
However, it was widely believed that British interests in the Near East depended upon the maintenance of 
Turkey as a barrier to Russia and that at all costs the Russians must be prevented from occupying Con
stantinople and the Straits. Thus public opinion enabled Beaconsfield to overcome the opposition in his 
own Cabinet to a more vigorous policy from the Earl of Carnarvon, the Colonial Secretary, and the For· 
eign Secretary, Lord Derby. Beaconsfield then proceeded, with the backing of a united Cabinet and Party, 
the Queen and a large and influential section of public opinion, to put pressure on Russia, to make it 
plain that Britain was prepared to go to war to prevent the dismemberment of the Turkish Empire. He 
asked Parliament for a war grant of (6M. 

It was in this final phase of the Eastern crisis in the early months of 1878 that the extent of the 
support for the Government in Sheffield became really apparent. A meeting convened by the Liberal Assoc
iation on 29 January, to consider the demand for a war grant, ended in a great Conservative triumph, when 
an amendment in favour of the policy of the Government was carried.1o H.J. Wilson had tried to put a 
motion against the vote of (6M, "believing that armed intervention in the East is unjustifiable", but he spoke 
amidst uproar and frequent interruptions and it was reported that "as he was finishing a part of the meeting 
was singing with unooncealed enjoyment 'Rule Britannia,.,,11 The seconder, the Rev. J. Lewis, We leyan 
Methodist, was not even allowed to finish: "we are not going to war in support of fraud, and oppression, 
and wrong; we are not going to war to withold from the subject races of Turkey the liberty, the dear liberty 
.... (interruptions and 'Rule Britannia,) .,,12 Mundella described the news that a meeting in Sheffield had 
carried an amendment in favour of the Government as "the worst news that has reached me since I have been 
member for Sheffield. It is utterly discouraging to our side, and damaging to my influence on the Eastern 
Question.,,13 There is no doubt that in Sheffield the Conservatives beat the patriotic drum most effective ly . 
They influenced public opinion through a highly efficient oroanization and by means of an influential and 
violently Russophobe newspaper, the Telegraph. Mundella believed that it supplied the current demand for 
"scandal and personalities" and that it was totally unscrupulous in its misrepresentation of events, so much 
so that "it has been more powerful for evil than all other Tory influences with which we have to contend 
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in Sheffield,',l "There is a very large anti-Russian feeling in Sheffield consequent upon the vigorous 
and persistent lying of the Telegraph,,,2 he told H_J. Wilson. The prevalence of anti-Russian and pro
Government feeling in Sheffield meant that electoral prospects for the Liberals were gloomy. "I think 
there is no doubt that Sheffield is in a bad way," Mundella remarked. "The old supporters of Roe
buck now avow themselves Tories and have got Mark Firth as their Chairman . They have money, in 
fluence and organization, and if Beaconsfield should take advantage of the Anti-Russian feeling which 
he and his colleagues and Lying Press have provoked and dissolve Parliament, we shall have a f:ight of 
unusual bitterness and difficulty .,,3 Of course, in fanning anti-Russian feeling, the Conservatives could 
take advantage of a long tradition of Russophobia in Sheffield, the most conspicuous expression of 
which was the Urquhart movement durin!l the Crimean War and the Foreign Affairs Committee estab
lished by Isaac Ironside. Hatred of Russia, often associated with sympathy for Poland, was deeply 
ingrained in the Sheffield mind and the Liberals trod very thin ice when they suggested co-operation 
with En!lland's traditional enemy. The Liberals were ahead of their time in seeing that stron~ Balkan 
states would be a far more effective check to Russia than to bolster up a rotten and corrupt Ottoman 
Empire, but to many people at the time their plea for co-operation with, rather than opposition to, 
Russia savoured too much of friendship with the foreigner, and as the town was swept by a wave of 
Jingoism, there was little room for rational ar!lument. 

The support wh ich the Conservative Government enjoyed in "Radical" Sheffield was of the 
greatest political importance. "Sheffield was the first large town in the United Kingdom to vote by so 
large a majority in favour of the Government. Sheffield was the first town to strike the key note, 
'Rule Britannia', "declared W.R. Groves, vice-president of the Nether Hallam Conservative Club.4 At 
a meeting addressed by Roebuck in June, 1878, Mark Firth said that "Sheffield is one of the great 
towns which has supported the policy of the Government, and it has done so in a more decided 
manner than any other town.',5 Mundella complained to Leader that "the Conservative meetings are 
numerous and enthusiastic in Sheffield" and he added "I don 't hear of other Constituencies being aff
ected by the war cry:,6 Many reasons can be put forward to explain the success of the Conservative 
campaign . There was the strong anti-Russian tradition, fully exploited by efficient organization and the 
Telegraph. Important also was the influence of Roebuck who refused to believe in "that story of the 
Bulgarian atrocities,,,7 stood by the Government throughout the crisis and at the request of the Queen 
was made a Privy Councillor to mark his " 'truly patriotic conduct' ... 8 Of course, Roebuck had long 
been a Conservative in practice, as had his principal supporters in Sheffield, such as William Fisher, 
Thomas Jessop and Mark Firth, though there is no doubt that the Eastern crisis confirmed their tran
sition ilnd deepened their commitment to Toryism. In December, 1877, for example, James Stuart, the 
promoter of the University Extension movement, declined to become a Liberal candidate for Sheffield 
because it would probably lead to a break with Mark Firth and so wreck the scheme for Firth College. 
He explained to H.J. Wilson : "it is of importance to say that I am fully persuaded that Mr. Firth is 
a strong pro-Turk and in favour of war, and I have no doubt he means to take a strongly conservative 
side in politics henceforth, making that question an excuse.',9 Mundella complained of the faith lessness 
to principle of the "Tory Unitarians" such as Fisher, Jessop, Bramley and Hunter,10 but it seems also 
from enquiries which Leader made that many Wesleyans were on the Turkish side.11 It might be argu d 
that the Whigs or Roebuckites, as they were variously described, were lost to Liberalism long before th 
Eastern crisis and this merely strengthened their attachment to Conservatism. With reference to Herbert 
Bramley, who had supported Chamberlain in 1874, Mundella noted as early as January, 1876, that he 
"seems to me always to be cynical and insincere. I quite believe him to be a friend of Leng's, and a 
very doubtful friend of ours:,12 and several months earlier he had told Leader that "the sooner you 
regard Firth as hopeless for the Liberal Party the better,',13 The problem for the Liberals wa~ that 
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these men possessed the wealth and social prestige to influence public opinion in Sheffield in favour of a 
policy which was in itself more " popular" than the Liberal alternat ive. because the Conservatives could 
pose as upholders of the national honour. while branding their opponents as "Friends of the Foreigner." 

This "popular" aspect of the Conservative campaign and the prestige which Beaconsfield gained 
when he successfully forced Russia. by an exercise in Palmerstonian brinkmanship. to agree to the reo 
vision of the Treaty of San Stefano, which had created a large independent Bulgar ia stretch ing to the 
Aegean Sea and under Russian protection, attracted much working class support in Sheffield . Mundella 
complained that the working men "are demoralised by the sensational lies of the Telegraph, and the 
Conservative Association are working on them while the fever lasts.,,1 William Smith was shocked by 
the "readiness with which the working classes join in any 'Jingo' cry.,,2 Sheffield was swept by 
Ji"goism, which in itself bred an uncritical and superficial approach to politics. At a Liberal meeting 
In August, 1878. when the prestige of the Government was at its zenith, Ald. R. Searle, who had had 
close contact with the working classes in Sheffield, having been a prominent member of the Reform 
League, underlined this very point when he "observed that of late years the working men of Sheffield 
had been going backward instead of forward:·3 It did not matter that at the Congress of Berlin 
Beaconsfield in effect abandoned his principle of Turkish territorial integrity, or that England become 
Involved in wars of "vulgar aggression,,4 in Afghanistan and Zululand, or that domestic reform was 
neglected in favour of a "high foreign policy.,,6 Beaconsfield 's foreign and imperial policy was glamor· 
ous but superficial. The Congress of Berlin was not the great success it appeared at the time and the 
Independent was correct when it observed that "Turkey, under the process of d ismemberment. which 
Lord Beaconsfield calls consolidation. is rapidly falling to pieces. and we have before us not the prospect 
of 'peace with honour' but a series of complications compared with which the difficulties of the past are 
but as a children's puzzle.,,6 The wars in Afghanistan and South Africa brought England nothing but 
tarnished prestige and future problems. Yet in Sheffield the Liberals. whose approach to foreign policy 
WlS more mature and sound. could make little or no headway in face of the support for " Beaconsfield· 
ism" among all classes of societY . Mundella observed that "the way the Liberals are ignored in every 
public gathering is abominable. and has no parallel in any other town in England:·7 The Liberal problem 
In Sheffield was summed up by the Baptist minister, Giles Hester, commenting on a Tory demonstration 
In June, 1879, at which the principal speaker was Lord Cranbrook.8 He thought that Cranbrook's speech 
had had an impact on the public. especially "the unthinking part:',g 

"The masses are not swayed by sound logic so much as by plausible representations. . . . the 
tingle of the ear determines the judgement of the multitude more than any intelligent decision of the 
mind.',10 He believed that "the party throughout the country is still in a disjoint d state and there 
seems no master mind to gather up and concentrate the Liberal forces of the country," but even more 
serious was the position in Sheffield where "unless counteracting tendencies are brought to bear on the 
present state of things there may be danger to Liberal ideas:,11 The problem was that the Liberals, 
with an inadequate ward organization and an insolvent Association, were not strong enough to bring 
counteracting tendencies to bear. The Liberal position in Sheffield had been seriously wakened between 
1876 and 1879 because of the support for Beaconsfield's foreign policy. Waddy predicted that "there 
will be no contest in the United Kingdom more important and interesting to the party and to the country 
than the battle at Sheffield.,,12 As the time for an election approached, the Conservatives were confident 
that they would do well in Sheffield. and they "pointed to it as a radical borough soundly con v rted -
'a very fugleman of borough jingoism'. ,,13 
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CH APTE R X VIII 

THE ELECTIONS OF 1879 and 1880. 

The strength of Conservatism in Sheffield can be clearly seen from a study of the elections of 
December, 1879, and April, 1880, Both elections were fought on the question of foreign policy and the 
past record of the Conservative Government, and since "Beaconsfieldism" had been very popular in Shef
field among all classes of society, it is not surprising that the Tories did well and even succeeded in 
winning one of the seats in the General Election of 1880. The task facing the Liberals was indeed very 
formidable in the face of a Conservative party which possessed a highly efficient organization, operated 
by J .C. Shaw, perhaps the ablest political agent of the day, an influential newspaper, wealth and social 
prestige, all of which enabled it to exploit to the full the current taste in Sheffield for Jingoism and 
imperialism. By contrast, the Liberals had an inadequate organization and a heavy debt, while the 
Independent, not the equal of the Telegraph in influence or circulation, advocated a foreign policy for 
which at best there was little sympathy in Sheffield and which at worst could be interpreted as truckling 
to England's enemies. The Telegraph was not slow to point out that "men who defend the Russian, the 
Afghan and the Zulu abroad , and who court the support of the Home Ruler, and accept 'hints from 
Clerkenwell' for domestic leg islation, are not the men to be trusted again with the destin ies of England 
in their keeping. Russian Despotism relies on the sympathy and the help of English 'Liberals'.'" Such 
words were especially meaningful to a public which remembered the Urquhart movement and the Foreilln 
Affairs Committee of Isaac Ironside. Russophobia was common to both, but the great difference was 
that "Beaconsfieldism" counted among its supporters the cream of Sheffield society, the men of wea lth 
and influence ; thus its political significance was far greater and, in any case, a fren zied and eccentric out
burst of anti-Russian feeling cannot be compared with the support for Beaconsfield's foreign and imperial 
policy, though the tradition of Russophobia and the popularity which Palmerston's foreign policy of 
British interests before all else excited in Sheffield, no doubt help to explain it. 

The Liberals had at least one advantage that when a by-election was necessitated by the death of 
John Arthur Roebuck on 30 November, 1879, they were ready with their candidate, S.D . Waddy, who 
was well known to the constituency. The son of the famous Dr. Waddy, former principal of Wesley 
College, Waddy was a barrister and had been M.P. for Barnstaple. A prominent Wesleyan Methodist, he 
was by this time completely sound on the Liberation question.2 His campaign was based upon a complete 
rejection of the policy of the Government. "The mischief this Government has done will live long after 
it is dead, buried and gone," he told a meeting in the Albert Hall on 6 December, 1879.3 He stressed 
the "extravagant expenditure" of the Government, claiming that in 1879 "the ordinary expenditure only 
is 8Y2M in advance of the ordinary expenditure in the last year of Mr . Gladstone's Government,,,4 and he 
dwelt upon the disasters in Afghanistan. About the future, Waddy said little; he stood for progress in 
education, Free Trade and "a more equal distribution of the e lectora l franchise and the voting power of 
the country.,,6 Essentially, however, the Liberals were content to fight the e lection on the record of the 
Government, and the Independent put the issue quite simply : "Is Sheffield for the Libera l or for the 
Conservative cause, for Gladstone or for Beaconsfield?,,6 It was a question of U 'Reform, Retrenchment, 
Peace' against wicked wars, deceitful diplomacy, blundering finance, augmented taxes and trade-destroying 
perplexities. ,,7 

The Conservatives, on the other hand, did not have a predetermined candidate. They were anxiou 
to have a local man,a someone of wealth and prestige who would attract the support of th uncommitted 
voters. At the annual meeting of the Sheffield Conservative Association in November, 1879, H.E. Watson, 
whom the Independent described as " the most popular member of the party in Sheffield:09 declared that 
"there is a large mass of electors in this town of no particular political bias, and when it came to a contest 
they would probably support the most popular man and the man who was most respected in the town:,'0 
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This explains why strenuous efforts were made to persuade Mark Firth to become the Conservative can
didate. Firth was held in great esteem for the time and money he had devoted to philanthropic and 
educational work and, as a leading Roebuckite, his candidature would have firmly cemented the Whig
Tory alliance in Sheffield, although this is perhaps academic since the Roebuckites had long been Tories 
in fact if not in name. On 6 December, Firth was visited at his residence, Oakbrook, by the Earl of 
Wharncliffe and Rowland Winn, a Conservative Whip,1 but he declined to become a candidate,2 probably 
because he did not feel fitted to be an M.p.3 It was reported that another Roebuckite, Thomas Jessop, 
was next asked but he too refused on the grounds of age.4 The Conservative choice finally fell upon 

. C.S. Wortley, the 28 year old cousin of the Earl of Wharncliffe . At a meeting of the Executive Comm
ittee of the Conservative Association on 8 December, he announced : " I come before you as a Liberal
Conservative:,5 though he made it clear that "I shall primarily in every question support the present 
Government." Like Roebuck, whose "independence" he promised to imitate, Wortley gave his full 
backing to Beaconsfield's foreign policy and ar!lued that the wars in Afghanistan and South Africa were 
necessary. On domestic questions, he supported the maintenance of the connection between Church and 
State and was in favour of "secure" progress, with due regard for "the value of the historical continuity 
of our institutions.',6 As to finance, he maintained that expenditure had been high and available revenue 
low. But like Waddy, Wortley was prepared to contest the election on the foreign policy of the Govern
ment, and he told his supporters : " the foreign policy of the country, I take it, is the great question upon 
which this and many other elections will turn .' ,7 

Wortley could count upon the support which Roebuck had enjoyed because, on 9 December, Roe
buck's Executive Committee resolved to support his candidature .8 This marked a final and complete 
break with Liberalism by the Whi!ls in Sheffield, who had been moving towards Conservatism steadily 
since Mundella challenged Roebuck in 1868. Roebuck had relied upon the support of Conservatives, Pub
licans and what Mundella described as "all the timid politicians,,,9 the erstwhile Liberals who distrusted 
Gladstone and were searching for a "safe" party, those who saw in Beaconsfield's foreinn policy the 
Palmerstonian spirit, and in addition he had "a large workin!l class following.,,'0 Even so, not every Roe
buckite supported Wortley . John Wilson, a grinder who opposed the principle of trade unionism and for 
this reason had supported Roebuck in 1868, and a member of the School Board since 1876," declared 
himself in favour of Waddy and the policy of "Peace, Retrenchment and Reform.',12 But such returns 
to Liberalism appear to have been rare, though in Wilson's case it was probably Roebuck's "independence" 
and not his Toryism which he had admired. 

Wortley had the support of most of the principal manufacturers in the town who had been by 
this time converted to Conservatism, usually by way of their adhesion to Roebuck . These included men 
such as Firth, Fisher and Jessop, upon whom the Conservatives had been working liard throughout the 
1870's. What finally put their conversion to Toryism beyond any doubt was the great issue of foreign 
policy and their support for Beaconsfield. At the same time, this was accompani d by a politic I con
version, an aversion to radicalism and the search for political "safety." At a meeting on 18 December, 
1879, chaired by Thomas Jessop, to support the foreign policy of the Government and call d by th 
London Patriotic Association ,'3 B.P. Broomhead, a solicitor and the Tory wire-puller in Sheffield,a 
declared : "The names of Firth, Fisher and Jessop were amongst the leaders of the national party in 
Sheffield - a party which should drive out of Sheffield, so far as its political power was conc rned, 
that bastard Radicalism - the hybrid creature brought from between Birmingham and America . That 
was an ism which had no room for patriotism; and, as sure as they were there that night, it would n ver 
prosper in Sheffield.,,'5 
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Wortley could count, therefore, on the support of "the wealth and influence of the constituency," 
re-inforced by the Wharncliffe and Norfolk influence.' The importance of the latter is difficult to assess 
but it probably took the form not of di rect intervention but of persuading the lukewarm and uncommit
ted to vote for Wortley as he enjoyed ducal support. Another powerful interest which backed Wortley 
was the Drink Trade, though it was not nearly so militant as it had been in 1874. Nonetheless confer
ences of the Licensed Victuallers' National Defence League and the Beer and Wine Trade National Defence 
League were held in Sheffield in January, 1877,2 and several members of the Trade, such as Moore, 
Skinner and Jackson, were prominent local Conservatives. On 15 December, 1879, Ald. Moore presided 
over a meeting of the Drink trade which pledged its support for Wortley.3 Their support mattered be
cause they were wealthy and could contribute to the costs of an election, but even more so because 
they could exercise an influence on the ir customers. As Moore put it, "there were about 1,500 of them 
and it was a poor do if they could not take eight or ten more voters besides themselves.,,4 In addition, 
the Conservatives had an excellent ward organisation5 and a highly competent agent, as well as the most 
influential newspaper in Sheffield, to conduct their campaign . 

Yet the fact that Sheffield was thought by the Tories to be "a very fugleman of borough jingoism,,6 
strengthened the determination of Liberals to prove that this assumption was wrong and to expose the 
superficiality of"Beaconsfieldism". The Liberals knew that the fight would be hard but they were con
vinced that their cause was morally right. Spurred on by Gladstone's crusade against the foreign policy 
of the Government in the first Midlothian campaign of November, 1879, the party workers in Sheffield 
conducted the campaiQn with enthusiasm and an absolute belief that right was on their side. After the 
election, the Rev. J . Calvert analysed the Liberal strength : "May I call attention to a leading feature 
of character in the rank and file of the workers who won our recent victory . It is an undeniable fact 
that the bulk of them were men of religious principle, who judge of political questions from a moral 
standpoint. Moral principle has been the centre of our strength, and this fact ought to nerve us with 
heart and hope in the prospect of a future struggle. The most dangerous element in the policy of the 
present Government has been its utterly unchristian character . The quantity and quality of its moral 
principles has been a constant humiliation to those who believe that Bible laws are applicable ali ke to 
Governments and individuals.,,7 

The importance of zealous party workers is shown in a letter of Mundella to Leader about a 
certain Rose: "this man Rose has no claim upon me, because I laid the stone of his Chapel some time 
ago, but I suppose he works extensively among the working men and will be a good worker at the 
Election when it comes.',8 The moral arguments against "Beaconsfield ism" appealed especially to Non
conformists who believed that "Bible laws are applicable alike to Governments and individuals" and who 
disliked the crude bombast of jingoism and the "vulgar aggression" of the wars in Afghanistan and Zulu
land. The exception seems to have been the Wesleyan Methodists ,9 in view of which Waddy's candidature 
assumed special importance. H.J . Wilson was disappointed at their response to Waddy,10 though the latter 
told him: "I believe the fact to be that the mass of them will be with us from all that I hear.,,11 
The leading Wesleyans, such as W.K . Peace and the confectioner George Bassett, had been Tories too 
long and, Waddy believed , "we shall never do any good with them. It is possi ble they may give me a 
vote but I doubt it.,,12 From this point of view, Waddy was a wise selection, because if anyone could 
attract Wes leyan support, it was he. The problem was that Wesleyan Methodism was particularly strong 
among the middle classes, the very people who in the 1870's were defecting to Toryism. This, com-
bined with the traditional links between Wesleyanism and Conservatism, made them the least re ll ble for 
Liberalism of all the Nonconformist sects in Sheffield. 

The Irish vote in Sheffield was not as important as in some other Northern industrial towns be
cause the Irish community was not very large. In 1861 the Irish-born amounted to 3.3% of the popu
lation and this had sunk to 1.2% by 1891 .13 The Independent considered that the Ir ish electors "are 
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not a numerous, or in any sense a powerful body; and in an immense constituency like this, their small 
vote does not constitute a very important factor.',1 The political significance of the Irish vote was re
duced by the division of the Home Rule party into moderates and extremist!;. The extremists, represented 
in Sheffield by such men as M.J. Dunn, Downey and Donovan, were supporters of Charles Stuart Parnell 
and against the "weak-kneed policy,,2 of Isaac Butt, who had started the Home Rule movement. Parnell 
was anxious to link the Home Rule party in the House of Commons directly with agrarian protest in 
Ireland and he was ready to use extreme methods because, as he told a Sheffield audience in September, 
1877, "the Irish people had been conciliatory towards England, and they had got nothing by it ; all that 
they had got had been obtained by a reverse course - not conciliation, but retaliation.,,3 At his annual 
address to his constituents in September, 1876, Mundella was faced with an amendment, put by Dunn 
and Donovan, that he had forfeited a pledge made during the election of 1874 to vote for Home Rule .4 

Mundella denied that he had ever made such a pledge and he stressed: " I am not a Home Ruler in the 
sense of being wishful for a separation, and I never will give my consent to the separation of the two 
countries.',5 Nevertheless, between 50 and 100 people voted for the amendment. The other and pro
bably more numerous group were the moderate Home Rulers, led by John Barry, smoke inspector for 
the borough, who was physically ejected from the meeting of 13 September, 1877, by supporters of 
Parnell,6 and John Delaney, a leading member of the Sheffield Temperance Association.7 Mundella was 
anxious that the Liberals should harness their support; the problem was that Waddy had distinct and out
spoken views against Home Rule. "Nothing can induce me to 'trim' or to coquet with these people," 
he told Leader.8 Mundella, however, considered that the Irish vote was not unimportant : "let Waddy 
confer with me and I will tell him how to deal with Home Rulers. I will not crinlle, but I am not 
sure that they cannot largely influence the coming elections in towns like Sheffield. There is no need 
to be uncivil to them, and there is much that we can and ought to do for the Irish.,,9 In November, 
1879, he wrote to Leader: "I see the Home Rulers are going against Waddy, I think it would be well 
not to notice this ... . I shall try and put Waddy right before the election.,,10 He must have succeeded 
because on 17 December, the Sheffield Irish Electoral Committee decided on complete support for Waddy.11 
The Home Rule Confederation resolved to send Arthur O'Connor and its secretary, W.J. Oliver, to Sheffield 
to help Barry and the Sheffield committee during the election.12 Even more important, a "special £100" 
was supplied from Liberal party headquarters for the Sheffield Irish Committee.13 Obviously the Liberals 
were determined to secure as many Irish votes as possible because the contest was likely to be so close 
that even a few votes might make the difference between success and defeat. The Irish Committee de
cided to support Waddy partly because they believed that the Liberal party would do most for Ireland. 
"Lord Beaconsfield has been the persistent and never-tiring opponent of everything that could give liberty 
or advancement to Ireland," Justin M'Carthy, M.P., told a meeting of Irish voters in the Temperance Hall 
on 20 December, 1879.14 More specifically, enquiries by the Committee had shown that while Waddy 
"was prepared to vote that Ir ishmen should dispose of Irish business in Dublin," Wortley would vote for 
an enquiry only on condition that Irish "obstruction" in Parliament ceased and that similar legislation 
should be passed for England and Scotland, and that Waddy was in favour of sweeping changes in the 
land laws and electoral reform, to which Wortley was opposed. 15 In fact, Barry declared, "not upon a 
single question did Mr. Wortley come up to the level of I rish popular opinion.',16 Although Waddy 
secured the support of the moderates, it is extremely unlikely that the extremists voted for him and so it is 
impossible to say that he received the whole Irish vote. Moreover, to secure the moderate Home Rule 
votes Waddy had been forced to make certain promises which associated his candidature with Home Rule. 
This might have cost him as much support as he gained because the Ir ish community was not particularly 
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liked in Sheffield. The promises which Waddy made were moderate and stopped far short of Home Rule, 
as the Parnellites interpreted it. Nevertheless, they laid the Liberals open to the charge of courting the 
Home Rulers, accept ing "hints from Clerkenwell",1 lOa bartering away of honour for the Fenian vote".2 
Like the support of the temperance movement, the Irish might be as much a source of weakness as 
strength to the Liberal party. 

Waddy also received some outside assistance in his campaign . A sum of £1,000, in addition to 
the "special £100" for the I rish Committee, was supplied from Liberal headquarters, "entirely from 
private sources, viz friends to the Cause.,,3 Help was also sent from Birmingham. Schnadhorst sent 
Nuttall to Sheffield and told Wilson to "give him the largest and most difficult ward you have,,,4 and 
other "strangers" who were involved in the election included Green, Haseldine and HalL6 Mundella also 
played an important part in the campaign. Mundella was popular with those sections of the electorate, 
the lower middle and working classes, upon whose support the Liberals most depended. His links with 
the working classes were far closer than Waddy's. I n fact, after the election, Broadhurst of the Labour 
Representation League told Mundella that he had heard that Waddy was not popular with working men -
"he is too 'cocky' and off hand with them, does not answer their questions, and has not got hold of 
them, that Wortley would have gone in with a big majority if I had not gone down.,,6 Perhaps Broad
hurst was not an impartial observer because he was anxious that a Labour candidate should contest 
Sheffield,7 though Mundella appears to have accepted his views about Waddy as being substantially 
correct.8 The election of 1874 had shown that a purely working class candidate could not be carried in 
association with Mundella , but at the same time the chosen candidate had to be acceptable to the work
ing men. Waddy was fo rtunate that Mundella was able to use his great influence with them on his be
half.9 Mundella's links with the lower middle class were also valuable. For a number of years he had 
done good work for the Grocers' Association 10 and in April, 1879, after attending a meeting, he re
ported to Leader: "I gauged the feeling of the tradesmen class, and found it entirely with us . I never 
returned from Sheffield more satisfied with the outlook than this time.,,1 1 So Waddy had the benefit 
of Mundella's influence among the lower middle and working classes. 

The election, which was held on 22 December, 1879, was the first straight fight between 8 

Liberal and a Conservative in Sheff ie ld . As there were no splits, the voting 12 gives a fair indication of 
the relative strengths of the two parties. The Liberals regained13 the seat but the majority was a mere 478 
votes. The Conservatives were delighted because, as Wortley told his supporters: "we have shaken an 
ancient stronghold to its foundation and before long that stronghold will fall .,,14 Indeed, in view of 
the strength of Conservatism in Sheffield, the Liberals did very well to win. W.P. Adam, the Liberal 
Whip, thought the result was all the more commendable considering "with what tremendous energy and 
at what expense and with what organisation the Tories worked for victory in this election.,,16 The 
odds were certainly stacked against the Liberals. Waddy was opposed by a formidable coalition of 
Conservatives, Roebuckites and "many Liberals - far too large a number - who are stili fascinated by 
the foreign policy of Lord Beaconsfield .,,16 The last were the greatest loss, men who now voted Tory 
because they disagreed with the Liberal view of foreign policy. On the other hand, hatred of"Beacons
field ism" spurred the ' true Liberals to campaign with greater earnestness. The Conservatives had the 
backing of the Drink interest and the support of two minority groups, the Jews and the Tichbornltes.17 
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The Jews had supported Beaconsf ield's pro-Turkish policy because they had financial interests in the 
Ottoman Empire and because they were attracted by the flamboyance of imperialism. The Tichbornites 
supported the Government because it had issued a fiat for a Writ of Error in the case of the Tichborne 
Claimant.1 The Liberal task was made harder by the timing of the election in "bull-week", the busiest 
week of the year in Sheffield, an old and imperfect register containing many "removals" owing to the 
depression, and by the excellence of the Conservative organisation, operated by J.C. Shaw, with unlimIt
ed financial resources which enabled paid agents and canvassers to be employed. Waddy was convinced 
that there was some corruption; he believed that 2,000 voters were personated.2 It seems also that 
some pressure was placed upon the men to vote in accordance with their employers' wishes. Mundella 
mentioned a man alleged to have been discharged by Vickers' for voting for Waddy.3 Full use was 
made of the popularity and influence of the Wortley name and the walls of the town were daubed with 
jingoistic slogans. 

The Liberals were not slow to learn from the narrowness of their victory. One lesson they 
already knew - the inadequacy of their organization . Mundella remarked, "our organization is wretchedly 
defective, and this must be remedied,,;4 in many districts the canvassing was "not half done .,,6 Early in 
January, 1880, Waddy urged that a house to house canvass of the whole borough should be begun at 
once, to get at the removals and to be able to purge the register at the next revision .6 Canvass books 
should be at once prepared and a paid agent and clerk engaged. The matter was especially urgent be
cause "the new register, though somewhat better than the old, contains shoals of those 'removals' which 
were our peril last time and will be so again.,,7 Indeed Waddy believed that "the whole thing was in 
such a state of hopeless chaos when we began our battle that the marvel is that we won at all" .8 "The 
fact is that our friends have been living in a 'fool's paradise'. They have thought that the battle could 
always be won in Liberal Sheffield by a struggle at the last and there has been little or no organization 
on either side. This cannot last . The other side have put things in order and we shall be beaten by 
superior discipline.',9 The greatest obstacle to improved Liberal organization was the financial insolvency 
of the Liberal Association, which in January, 1880, owed debts amounting to £480 and had no assets.10 

It could not afford to meet its expenditure for 1880, which was made up of £460 ordinary expenses and 
£300 for a superior agent, as well as contribute to the costs of Waddy's election.11 Waddy was not a 
rich man and he believed that "the party ought to be prepared to contribute reasonably to the heavy 
and exceptional cost of the elections when they occur.,,12 His request for assistance was ill-received. 
Wilson contemplated telling him that "Mr. Mundella never got helped from London to the extent of a 
shilling. So you are favoured, and he never got any help worth mentioning from Sheffield.,,13 On 19 
January, Mundella wrote to Leader : "Your Expenses' Budget looks formidable. Surely, with the con
siderable sum I supplied from London, Mr. Waddy will pay the balance of his election?,,14 However, it 
became quite apparent that Waddy did not possess the necessary financial resources to contest Sheffield . 
"Waddy tells me in confidence that he does not know where to raise the money to pay the expenses 
of the next contest, and is not sure that he will stand," reported Mundella. "From what I am told of 
his circumstances, he never ought to have been a candidate. ,,16 

It was not merely Waddy's financial limitations which gave rise to doubts about his suitability 
as a candidate. Broadhurst had told Mundella that Waddy was not popular with the working men 16 
and, although his candidature might have attracted Wesleyan Methodist support, Mundella was convinced 
that "we should have won easier with Mappin and held our position with greater strength .'" 7 Mappin 
possessed wealth and social position in the town and his Liberalism had about it a moderation which 
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would have appealed to the lukewarm middle class electors who, in the event, probably voted Tory. 
Mappin "had no record against him and would not have set up the backs of the Catholics,1 the Publicans 
and the Church.,,2 Moreover, Waddy's usefulness was reduced by what Mundella described as his "fussi. 
ness". "I expect Waddy will put himself (and us) into some trouble some day, with this fussiness of 
his. He is just the same in the House, and it really makes against him.,,3 An example of his fussiness 
and lack of tact is a letter which he wrote to the Manchester Courier on the subject of Home Rule . It 

antagonized the Irish and it was felt that it led to Home Rule pressure on Lord Ramsay and contributed 
to his defeat at Liverpool .4 Mundella was very annoyed - " keep Waddy out of print; he has made a 
mess of that Irish business after it had been beautifully settled," he told Leader.6 His cockiness and off
handed manner with working men6 provides a further instance of lack of political discretion . At the 
same time, it must be remembered that Mundella's criticisms of Waddy were to some extent coloured by 
his personal preference for Mappin as a candidate,7 and had Mappin stood, it is possible that the ad
vanced Radicals might not have supported him. 

As in the by-election , the issue before the electors at the General Election of 1880 was whether 
or not they approved of the foreign policy of the Government. In fact, the Conservatives we re in a 
stronger position in the spring of 1880 than they had been in the previous December. Mundella re
marked: "we shall have to work very hard. The populace are bitter with vaingloriousness and bombast, 
and I fear it is getting a firmer hold on them.',8 The Conservatives were very confident. At the annual 
dinner of the Ecclesall Conservative Club in February, 1880, a letter was read from B.P. Broomhead in 
which he said that "the new national party in Sheffield, comprising, as it does, the Liberal-Conservatives 
and the Conservative-Liberals . ... with reasonable effort it will be strong enough at the next election 
to prevent the members for Sheffield being returned by the Birmingham caucus and the Home Rulers.,,9 
Unlike the Liberals whose financial resources had been strained to the hilt by the bY'election, the Con
servatives had unlimited resources and an organization strengthened by the formation of the Junior Con 
servative Association,1 0 which, by harnessing the enerQies of young Conservatives, assured the party of a 

plentiful supply of enthusiastic workers. The Liberals, by contrast, were hampered by linoering doubts 
about the suitability of Waddy as a candidate, financial insolvency and insufficient time to improve their 
inadequate orQanization. The usefulness of the Junior Liberal Association 11 was reduced by dissension 
within. Benjamin Bagshawe, a solicitor and a member of a leading local family, withdrew on the grounds 
that the teetotallers were in a majority on the Executive, a complaint which Robert Eadon Leader 
thought groundless. 12 This is important because it showed that beneath the surface of an apparently 
united Liberal party there were tensions which seriously weakened it. The Liberals decided to conduct 
the election by means of a Committee of Three - H.J. Wilson, chairman, J .W. Pye-Smith and W.J . Clegg.13 

J.C. Shaw acted as Wortley's legal agent and it was wisely resolved to run him alone, rather than in 
association with H. E. Watson, thus concentrating the entire Conservative strength on one candidate.14 

It is not necessary to examine the issues in great detail as they were similar to those In the 
December election, that is foreign policy and the past record of Beaconsfield 's Government. Wo rtley 
charged the Liberals with "want of patriotism" and refused to have anything to do with Home R ule,115 
while Mundella described Afghanistan as "the greatest failure that ever disgraced an English Government", 
refuted Beaconsfield's assertion that the Liberals were attempting to enfeeble the colonies by a " policy 
of decomposition" and denounced his references to Ireland as "an appeal to race hatred.',16 The 
Liberals denounced the profligate expenditure of the Government, which had turned a £6M surplus into 
a deficit amounting to £8, 1 OO,OOO~ 7 The Liberals were encouraged by a large meeting 18 in Parad ise 
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Square on 20 March,1 at which an amendment in favour of Wortley was defeated by more than two to 
one,2 an indication of just how misleading the vote of a public meeting could be in an era of mass 
politics. 

Beaconsfield's references to Home Rule as "worse than pestilence and famine" were no doubt 
sufficient to keep the Irish in Sheffield loyal to the liberals, despite Waddy's injudicious letter to the 
Manchester Courier. On 22 March, John Delaney presided over a meeting of the Sheffield Irish Com
mittee, at which it was carried unanimously "that this Committee resolve itself forthwith into an Elec
tion Committee, for the furtherance of the candidature of Messrs. Mundella and Waddy.,,3 A week 
later, a very large meeting of Irish electors pledged its unanimous support for Mundella and Waddy.4 
Mundella made it clear in his Election Address that he was opposed to "any attempt having for 
its object 'the disintegration of the United Kingdom' ,"s but this did not work against him. Even an 
extreme Home Ruler such as John Donovan admitted that "Home Rule was not now the question 
in this election. The only question that was at issue was that of Liberalism - which was more in 
keeping with the interests of the Irish people," although he added that "the Home Rule feeling was 
in the heart of every Irishman.',6 C. Leonard declared that "though he himself was in favour of Home 
Rule, he was sure they would all be glad that Irishmen were no longer obliged to hamper Liberal can
didates with Home Rule questions.',7 In 1880 Home Rule was not the burning issue it had been in 
1874 or would be in 1886. The Irish voted Liberal because they believed that the Liberal party would 
do more for the ills of Ireland than the Conservatives who had done nothing. On the other hand, 
Wortley could take advantage of what anti-Irish feeling there was in Sheffield. 

Wortley also received support from what was perhaps an unexpected source. The railway workers, 
who were campaigning for change in the law concerning company liability for injury, were active in 
Sheffield. A special Sheffield edition of The Railwav Service Gazette and Weekly News appeared on 27 
March, which reported "in Sheffield the candidate we know of as favourable to the compensation move
ment is Mr. Wortley. Railway Servants will do well, therefore, to Plump for him.',8 This announcement, 
almost certainly the product of some misunderstanding, may well have tilted the election in Wortley's 
favour as he defeated Waddy by a mere 40 votes.9 

It is clear from the analysis of the voting that the split votes cost the Liberals the election. There 
were 844 split between Mundella and Wortley and 152 between Waddy and Wortley, in addition to 134 
plumpers for Mundella. Without the split votes Wortley could not have won because his plumpers totalled 
16,660, while 16,238 votes were cast for Mundella and Waddy. He therefore owed his election to the 
fact that it was a three-cornered fight because in a straight contest, such 8S the previous December, there 
were no splits. In December, 1879, the unpolled voters amounted to 11,431 ; in April, 1880, they were 

S.I., 22 .3.1880. 

2 The Indtlpendtmt believed at least 4 to 1. 

3 S.I., 23.3 .1880. 

4 S.I., 30.3.1880. 

15 S.I., 13.3.1880. 

6 S.I., 30.3.1880. 

7 Ibid. 

8 Copy In WillOn MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6971 . 

9 The voting WII.: 

AnalYIII : 

S.I., 2 .4.1880. 

Mundella . 
Wortley . 
Waddy 

Mundalla and Waddy 
Mundella and Wortley 
Plumper. for Mundella . 
Plumpe,. for Waddy 
Plumpe,. for Wortley 
Waddy and Wortley 
Spoilt Vot • • 

TOTAL 
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9,696 and the size of the electorate had increased by 3,524.1 The table below gives the pure Liberal 
and Conservative vote: 

1879 1880 GAIN 

LIBERAL 14,062 16,238 2,176 
CONSERVATIVE: 13,584 15,550 1,966 

This shows that the pure Liberal vote made a slight gain (210) over the Tories and that what cost them 
the election was not further Liberal defections to Toryism but rather split votes. The Independent con
sidered that one vote cast for Wortley was a defection , though more accurately to split a vote between 
Liberal and Conservative was a contradiction . No doubt it represented the strong support for "Beacons
fieldism" in Sheffield. "There have been but too many, sadly too many instances of Liberals goinQ over 
to the Tory side on the question of foreign policy. the store of disaster and misfortune is not 
yet large enough, it seems, to stagger the faith of the supporters of imperialism in Sheffield.,,2 The 
Conservatives worked very hard: "From lady district visitors, who dispensed spiritual consolation with 
strong recommendations to vote for Mr. Wortley, to customers who gave notice that their custom would 
cease if votes were not given according to their wishes - not to mention the screw put upon workmen 
by some employers . inmates of the workhouse, whose names happened to be on the register, 
patients from the Infirmary, and sick persons barely able to undergo the fatigue of a journey from their 
bed rooms to the polling stations, were brought to swell Mr. Wortley's ranks.,,3 Employers drove work
men to the polls in their carriages; both sides used cabs but "whilst the Liberals had not enough, the 
Conservatives laboured under the apparent disadvantage of having too many.,,4 The Telegraph was ex
ultant and declared: "Yesterday's victory was the work of the Junior Conservatives, aided by young 
working men, whose unbought services were invaluable."s Nonetheless the victory was a very narrow 
one and some Liberals were convinced that it had not been won honestly. The Attercliffe Liberal 

Council passed a resolution demanding a scruti ny6 and the forceful Charles Boler wrote to H.J. Wilson : 
"1 thought you only required sufficient evidence to convince you that organized personation took place 
- you surely don't expect evidence to drop from the clouds - If you don't petition, you will regret It .,,7 
Wilson also received a letter from Sargent Smith offering to subscribe 1 guinea to the expenses of a 
scrutiny.8 But such action could prove very costly and F.T. Mappln, now M.P. for East Retford, advised 
against it.9 Wi lson concluded that the grounds were insufficient to warrant a scrutiny.1 0 However, the 

The following tab'" ,how the number of electort In .. ch district .nd the number of lIote, polled. 
5.1., 1 and 2.4.1880. 

DECEMBER 1879 

District · Ward No. of E lectort 
St. Peter'. 3,081 
St. Philip" 2,702 
St. George', 4,271 
Tha P.rk 3,374 
Ecclltall 8,641 
8rlght,'d. 7,411 
Upper H.llam 324 
Nethar H.II.m 5,798 
HH'ey 
Attercllffa 3,688 
TOTAL 39,270 

APRIl.. 18aO 

St. Peter', 3,324 
St. Philip', 2,806 
St. George', 4,648 
The Park 3,673 
Eccle .. 11 9,028 
Brlghtalde 8,388 
Upper Hallem 340 
Nether Hellam 6,1570 
Attercllffe 4,017 
TOTAL 42,794 

2 5.1., 2.4.1880. 
3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid. The ConMrllatllle, probably had .. many .. 1,000. 
15 S.D. T., 2.4.1880. 

8 A. Fulford to H.J . Willon, 18.4.1880, WII,on MSS., S.U.L. 
7 C. Boler to H.J. WlllOn, 16.4.1880, Wllion MSS. , S.U.L. 
8 S. Smith to H.J . WlllOn, 20.4.1880. Wllion MSS .• S.U.L. 
9 F.T. Mappln to H.J. Willon, 8.4.1880, Willon MSS., S.U.L. 
10 Note by H.J. Wilson. 4.1.1904, Wilson MSS., S.U.L. 
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defeat did spur the Executive Committee of the Liberal Association to ask for the resignation of the 
Liberal agent, J.C. Whiteley, and to appoint Skinner in his place,1 a tacit realization that Liberal organi
zation in Sheffield had to be brought up to the level of that of the Tories. 

It was a great blow to Liberalism in Sheffield that Wortley should succeed when "everywhere 
else the cause of Liberalism is in the ascendant.,,2 But their disappointment was somewhat mollified 
by the grea~ victory won by the liberals in the Southern Division of the West Riding, where both seats 
had been occupied by the Tories since 1874. The Liberal candidates were H.W. Fitzwilliam and W.H. 
Leatham. Mundella was delighted that a Fitzwilliam was contesting the county, as he remembered that, 
in 1874, on the one occasion when a Fitzwilliam did not stand both seats were lost, which would seem 
to indicate that the Earl's influence operated only when a member of the family was a candidate. The 
fact that H.W. Fitzwilliam was standing was considered sufficient to sustain Leatham's candidature. As 
early as July, 1879, Mundella had written to Leader: "You cannot shake off Leatham for the S.W. 
Ridin!!, and you must now make up your minds to fight with him, and make the best of him. I hope 
you will win one if not both seats. There is, happily, nothing against Leatham, and he may make a 
better fight than we expect with Fitzwilliam in association with him.,,3 As in the Sheffield borough 
election, foreign policy was the central issue of the election. H.W. Fitzwilliam accused the Conservative 
Government of involving England in "unnecessary wars and unnecessary expenditure" and he maintained 
that England's influence abroad "should be a moral one and that it is not alone by a display of arms 
that we seek to enforce our views upon foreign nations.,,4 Indeed, the Fitzwilliams had come round 
from a support for Beaconsfield's anti-Russian and pro-Turkish policy in the autumn of 18765 to oppo
sition to Conservative imperialism as manifested in Afghanistan and Zululand. Thus H.W. Fitzwilliam 
encountered opposition from supporters of "Beaconsfieldism" in the county, one of the most influential 
of whom was Alfred Gatty, Vicar of Ecclesfield and a distinguished local historian. A staunch Tory, 
Gatty declared: "1 must own that I believe the Ministry have been right in their foreign policy."e 
Domestic questions, on the other hand, were less important. The liberals criticized the "weak and meagre 
Home Legislation" of the Government, and H.W. Fitzwilliam declared himself in favour of county franchise, 
reform of the Burial Laws, amendment of the land laws and the establishment of County Boards,7 and 
Leatham also supported an amendment of the Licensing Laws.8 

The election, held on 9 April, 1880, resulted in a Liberal victory.9 The poll was remarkably 
high - 21,587 out of 23,239 on the register. The Liberal vote (10,970) was higher than that of the 
Conservatives (9,911) and plumpers and splits were not large enough to matter.10 Two main reasons 
can be put forward to explain the Liberal success. The agricultural depression of the late 1870's had 
undermined the farmers' faith in Toryism and it is probable that many farmers voted Liberal as a protest 
aAiinst worsening economic conditions, which the Conservatives, traditionally the party of the landed in· 
terest, had done nothing to alleviate.11 If, as seems likely, this was so, the county forms a sharp con
trast to the borough of Sheffield where the return of C.S. Wortley shows that the electors did not blame 
the Government for the depression. Secondly, the ballot enabled the farmers to vote according to their 
convictions without fear of landlord reprisals and eviction.12 That this happened looks certain because 

G. Ridge to H.J. Willon, 4.6.1880, Wilion MSS., S .C.L.. M.D. 15971 . 
2 5.1., 12.4.1880. 

3 A.J . Mundelll to R. LNdlr, 10.7.1879, Mundelll MSS., S.U.L. 

4 Election Addre", S.I., 7.4.1880. Wlillem Henry Wentworth Fltzwlllllm, 1840 · 1920: 1868 · 74 M.P. for County 
Wick low, 1880 - 815 S.W. Riding, 1888 . 92 Llberll Unlonllt for Doncuter. 

S S.I., 23.10.1876. 
II A. Gltty to H.W. Fltzwlllllm, 27.3.1880, pubilihed In S.I., 31 .3.1880. 

7 Election Addre .. , S.I., 7.4.1880. 

8 Ibid. 

9 The \lotlng w .. : 

11 S.I., 13.4.1880. 

12 Ibid. 
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Lelthlm • 
Stlnhope . 
Sterkey . 

Plumpe,. for Fltzwllilim 
Plumperl for LNthem . 
Plumper. for Stlnhope 
Plumpe,. for Sterkey . 
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Fltzwllilim end Stenhope 
Fltzwllilim Ind Stlrkey 
LNthem end Stanhope 
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the Conservative canvass had put them in a winn ing position. At Heeley, on 6 April, Stanhope had 
confidently declared that "if the electors polled according to their promises he and Mr. Starkey would 
be perfectly safe:'1 It is clear that they did not poll according to their promises and this, coupled 
with the active operation of the Fitzwilliam influence, explains the Liberal success. 

5.1., 7.4.1880. 
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PART FOUR 
1880 - 1886 

CHAPTER X IX 

THE NATIONAL SCENE 

The election of 1880 was the culmination of Gladstone's great moral crusade against 
"Beaconsfieldism". It had been fought on the past record of the Conservative Government, which Gladstone 
had denounced so emphatically and eloquently in the Midlothian campaigns. Yet when he became Prime 
Minister, he was unsure about the future, in marked contrast to 1868 when he had taken office with a clear 
policy in mind . - The Whig - Radical tensions within the party were reflected in the frequent and bitter 
disagreements within the Cabinet. In 1880 it was divided over Coercion for Ireland.1 In February, 1882, 
Hartington wanted the expulsion from Parliament of the atheist Bradlaugh, a step which was opposed by 
Gladstone, Bright and Chamberlain. 2 But the most serious disagreements were over foreign policy and 
especially the invasion of Egypt, which resulted in Bright's resignation in August, 1882. In the parliamentary 
Liberal party Whig - Radical divisions were equally clear. The Whigs were alienated by what they considered 
to be attacks upon the rights of property. They saw the Irish Land Act of 1881 as the prelude to interference 
with landlords' rights in England , the kind of sweeping changes in the land laws for which the Radicals were 
agitating. The Whigs became convinced that it was, in Lord Dufferin's words, "towards a social rather than 
a political revolution that we are tend ing".3 The Radicals were dissatisfied with the lack of legislative 
achievement by the Gladstone ministry. Irish and imperia l affairs, Whig inertia and the bitter and intransigent 
spirit of the House of Commons ensured that, with the exception of the extension of household suffrage to 
the counties and the Corrupt Practices Act, which limited election expenses, few measures of domestic 
importance were passed before the fall of the Government on a budget matter in June, 1885. 

The Radicals resented the strength of the Whigs in the Cabinet and in the parliamentary party . 
Joseph Chamberlain was anxious to refash ion the party on rea lly radical lines. This was seen by Mundella as 
"a bid for the leadersh ip by the Birmingham section .,,4 Many Gladstonians believed that Chamberlain was 
moved by personal ambition , but more accurately the purpose of the " Unauthorized Programme,,6 was to 
redress the balance within the party and to obtain for the Radicals "a parliamentary status derived from a 
'mandatory' verdict of a democratic electorate".6 This would ensure that the Liberal party would advance 
in a decidedly radical direction . Chamberlain's policy since the 1870's had been to co-operate with the 
Whigs so long as they were prepared to advance. He had no intention of deliberately provoking a split or 
"dishing" the Whigs . The Whigs were certainly alarmed by h is Radicalism, but a split in the party was by no 
means inevitable. 

There appeared to be more tension in the parliamentary Liberal party because Gladstone's 
leadership was less effective in the years 1880 - 85. In part this was due to ill health , but even more to the 
lack of a "mission". Gladstone was not really in sympathy with the aims of the Radicals . He needed 
some great moral issue, such as the Bulgarian Atrocities, upon which he could unite the party and through 
which he cou ld work for a noble cause. Just as he had effectively united the party in the late 1870's in 
opposition to "Beaconsfieldism", so now a great moral crusade would elevate the Liberal party. As a 
result of the election of 1885 the 86 Irish Nationalists held the balance between the two parties, which 
necessitated some kind of political solution to the Irish problem. Gladstone was convinced that the on ly 
acceptable solution was Home Rule. But he encountered opposition to his policy from both the Right 
and the Left within the party. Some Whigs - Granville, Spencer, Harcourt, Kimberley and Ripon - did jOin 
the Cabinet in January, 1886, but the majority, led by Lord Hartington, were resolutely opposed to Hom 
Rule. Like the Conservatives, they saw it as a breaking up of the Empire, a desertion of Protestantism 
and a surrender to Parnell. Joseph Chamberlain also opposed Home Rule. He had an ardent belief in 
the imperial idea and considered that Home Ru le would weaken the Empire. Supporters of Gladstone, 
such as Mundella, interpreted his action In terms of personal ambition : " he hates Gladstone. He has no 
sense of gratitude or loyalty; he cannot serve or wait. He hopes this time to give the old man a mortal 
stab.,,7 But there is no doubt that Chamberlain believed sincerely in the Empire. Also, he regarded Hom 
Rule as a side issue which might divert Liberalism from what he saw as its true course, the carrying out of 
radical social reform . The direct result of the Liberal split was that the Home Rule Bill was defeated in 
the Commons by 30 votes, with 93 Liberals voting against it. In the ensuing election the electorate pronounc d 
against Home Rule, returning a Conservative and Unionist majority of 118. 

The Lords Salborne, Argvll and Hartington ware In favour of Coercion . Gladstone, Bright end Chamberlain w re against It . 
A .J. Mundella to A. Leader, 26.11.1880, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 

2 w. L . Arnstaln , The 8rad/augh Case, Oxford, 1966, p. 132. 
3 Quoted In D. Southgate, The Passing of the Whigs 1832 - 86, 1962, p. 376. 
4 A .J. Mundella to R. Leader, 27.6.1886, Mundella MSS., S.U. L. 
5 This Included popular county government, land for labourer., the protection of t he poor In commons and endowmentt, 

free education and e revision of taxation. 

6 Southgate, op. cit., p . 396. 
7 A.J. Mundella to ~ .E. Leadar, 13.6.1886, Mundella MSS., S.U. L. 
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Sheffield: Economy and Society 

In the decade 1881 - 91 there was a slowing down in the rate of population growth in Sheffield , 
the increase of just over 39,000 being the lowest since the years 1841 - 51. 1 

Townships 1801 1821 1831 1841 1851 1861 1871 1881 

Sheffield 31,314 42,157 59,011 67,967 83,447 87,7 18 91,358 91,805 

Ecclesall 5,362 9,1 13 14,279 20,003 24,552 38,771 49,674 58,788 

Brightside 4,030 6,615 8,968 10,089 12,042 29,818 48,556 56,721 

Attercliffe 2,281 3,172 3,741 4,156 4,873 7,464 16,574 26,968 

Nether Hallam 1,974 3,200 4,658 7,275 8,897 19,758 31,810 38,868 

Upper Hallam 764 1,018 1,035 1,396 1,499 1,643 1,974 2,515 

Heeley - - - - - - - 8,745 

TOTAL 45,725 65,275 91,702 110,886 135,310 185,172 239,946 284,410 

The following table, compiled from the Census, shows the distribution of population in the town 
in 1881 .2 

1881 1871 1881 1881 1881 
Townships Males Females 

Total Total 
Increase Houses Unin- Building 

Inhbtd. habited 

Sheffield 45,870 45,935 91,805 91,358 447 18,682 1,702 46 

Ecclesall 27,523 31,265 58,788 49,674 9,114 11,911 716 94 

Brightside 29,114 27,607 56,72 1 48,556 8,165 11 ,560 921 152 

Attercliffe 13,866 13,102 26,968 16,574 10,394 5,328 790 45 

Nether Hallam 19,167 19,701 38,868 27,950 10,918 7,724 795 63 

Upper Hallam 1,162 1,353 2,515 1,974 541 574 72 6 

Heeley 4,422 4,323 8,745 3,860 4,885 1,7 14 254 22 

TOTAL 141,124 143,286 284,410 239,946 44,464 57,493 5,260 428 

There is some evidence in the fall in the Crude Death-rate (per 1,000 popu lation) from 24.2 in the 
period 1876-80 to 21 .6 in the years 1880-853 that the town was becoming a slightly he Ith ier pi ce in which 
to live, but the mortality rate was still above the national average .4 The survey of December, 1883, comp red 
with previous surveys, showed an improvement in conditions in working class areas, and most significantly 
that the unhealthy areas "no longer extended over the whole of the working class residential quarters, but 
had been driven back to a few districts only : the Crofts, Smithfield, Cotton Mill Walk, Pond Hill, the Park, 
Westbar and Green Lane.,,5 The programme of street widening and paving, begun by the Town Council in the 
late 1870's, continued, but the most tangible sign of an increasing health-consciousness was e n w sew ge works 
built in 1886 at a cost of £195,000.6 But this was only a beginning and much remained to b done in the 
way of sanitary improvements. 

1 S.L.R., 3 .4 .1881 . 

2 Ibid. 

3 S. Pollard, A History of Labour in Shafflald, Liverpool, 1959, p . 99. 

4 Ibid. Taking 100 a. an Index, Shaffleld .tood lit 124 In 1874 lind 110 In 1886. 

B Pollard , op. cit., p . 96. 

e Ibid., p . 95 
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Together with improved living conditions, it seems that workmen in full employment were 
enjoying a better standard of living, as can be seen from the steady growth of the co-operative movement 
and the increased deposits in the Sheffield Savings' Bank.1 John Wilson told a House of Lords Select 
Committee on SWeating in 1889: "1 believe the workmen as a whole ..... were never better fed, 
better clothed or better housed than they are at present; and that is exemplified by an improved 
death-rate more than anything else.,,2 

Between 1880 and 1883 there was a distinct improvement in both the light and heavy trades. 
In December, 1880, the Independent reported that "considerable advances have been made during the 
year towards a more healthy and prosperous condition of trade",3 and a year later it was even more 
optimistic: "we have more than recovered from the long and wearying depression in regard to the 
bulk of our trade; we are, in fact, shooting far ahead of what the town has ever done before".4 
Early in 1883, prospects were good : "provided nothing happens to interfere with the ordinary course 
of events, we anticipate a fairly prosperous year",6 but trade proved disappointing and in January, 1884, 
there was little to look forward to but "another year of languishing trade, small profits and low wages".6 
So severe was the depression that in November, 1884, "upwards of 10,000 people in Sheffield were in 
receipt of parish relief".7 The year 1885 was "the slackest of the present decade",B and the prospects 
for 1886 were equally black. The effect of the depression was to stimulate interest among local 
manufacturers in Reciprocity or Fair Trade, but it was not a major political issue and there is no 
evidence that the employers convinced the working men in any large numbers that they would benefit 
by the abandonment of Free Trade. More important was that it produced an increasing demand for 
direct political representation among the most politically articulate workmen, though they remained 
loyal to the Liberal party and were anxious not to cause division . But there is no doubt that 
economic distress contributed to the growing working class political consciousness. 

Ibid., p. 109. The .. rOle from £3156,000 In 18150 to £1,161,000 In 1890, with e high proportion of ertl .. nl 
.mong the depolltorl. 

2 QUOted In Pollard, op. cit., PP. 106·107 footnote. 

3 5.1.,28.12.1880. 

4 5.1.,31 .12.1881 . 

15 S.I.,1 .1.1883. 

6 S.I., 1.1.1884. 

7 S.L. R., 26.11.1884. 

8 S.I., 31.12.18815. 
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CHAPTER XX 

THE LIBERAL PARTY IN SHEFFielD 

1880 - 85 

In contrast to Liberalism, Conservatism in Sheffield drew most of its strength from the middle 
classes. Mundella was convinced that the declining influence of the Liberal party in the town and 
the strength of Toryism and Jingoism was "due to the ignorance and brutality of the middle class."1 
"The natural leaders of Liberalism (the middle class) have very largely deserted the working men and 
instead of strengthening and upholding political truth, they are the ardent advocates and dupes of the 
worst form of Toryism:,2 he complained to Robert Eadon Leader in January, 1886. He told 
H. J. Wilson: "I have a poor opinion of Tories generally, but there are honest traditional Tories for whom 
I have a respect. Your Sheffield Tory however is as a rule a snob. He is ignorant, vulgar, purseproud 
and anxious to toady the Tory Peers and Squires who condescend to patronise him . Moreover, he 
thinks it is not respectable to be on the side of the people:,3 Allowing for political bias, this 
description of Sheffield Toryism - bombastic, jingoistic and snobbish - seems substantially correct. 

The Independent declared that "the Democratic Toryism of Lord Randolph Churchill is the 
popular creed of Sheffield Tories,,4 and it was certainly no co·incidence that it was at the Sheffield 
Conference of the National Union of Conservative Associations that Churchill was re-elected chairman, 
a triumph over the growing opposition to him within his own party.5 In 1885 he was strongly urged 
to contest one of the Divisions, a request which he declined as he was already committed elsewhere. 
The central feature of "Tory Democracy" was political opportunism and this was certainly a keynote of 
Sheffield Toryism under the direction of W. C. Leng, whom Mundella described as "an accomplished 
blackguard, - a finished master of envenomed scurrility:,6 Leng was the real power behind the 
scenes in the '80's, as he had been in the '70's. Through the Telegraph he manipulated opinion in the 
town and beyond with such effect that "the Tories regard it as their ablest ally in the Provinces, and 
regard the Yorkshire Post and all such party papers as very inferior in influence and effectiveness,,,7 
and Mundella admitted with regret that " I constantly hear our own organ contrasted most unfavourably 
by the editors of Liberal newspapers and by Liberal M.p'S:,8 Why was the Telegraph so influenti81? 
In part, it was owing to Leng's outstanding ability which produced journalism which the Independent 
could not match (and which prompted Mundella to muse, " I wish our old friend Leader was 30 ye rs 
younger," 9) but more because the Telegraph appealed to the most influential class. As Mundella 
explained : "Leng's outrageous lying and brag has told upon an ignorant and bigoted middle class. 
He has fooled them to the top of their bent. They like his vulgar flattery and impudent swagger, and 
they have completely surrendered themselves to his wiles : as a consequence, we are inferior to them 
in mendacity, influence and wealth, and they are superior to us in organization, and probably in 
numbers.,,10 

Leng's brand of Conservatism, with its bounce and swagger, appealed to the snobbery of the 
Sheffield middle class so that "Sheffield is the metropolis of every exaggeration, of Toryism, Jingoism, 
Reciprocity, and every new phrase that the Telegraph can devise finds a following of fools to shout 
for it, to pay and organize for it. We must keep the working men right or the Constituency will 
become a laughing stock .,,11 But it was not only the middle classes who read the Telegraph. Its 
sensational tone had an appeal among the workmen. "There is a taste amongst the working men for 
highly-spiced reading, and it has pandered to it and profited by it,,,12 Mundella observed . 

1 A.J. Mundella to R. Leadar, 23.5.1885, Mundella MSS., S.U. L. 
2 A.J . Mundella to R. E. Laader, 4.1.1886, Leader MSS., S.C.L., I..C.18S. 
3 A,J . Mundella to H.J . Wilson, 15.9.1881, Wilson MSS., S.U.L. 
4 501.,5.7.1 884 . 

6 It II Interesting that C. S. Wortlev , the Conservative M.P. for Sheffield, oppoled Lord Randolph Churchlll'l 
r ... lectlon . S. I., 5.7.1884. 

6 A.J . Mundella to R. Leader, 14.4.1881, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
7 A.J . Mundella to R. Leeder,31.5.1884, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
8 A.J . Mundella to H.J. Wil lon, 1.8.1884, Wilson MSS., S.C.I.., M.D, 5932, 
9 Ibid. 

10 A.J . Mundell. to R. Leader, 12.7 .1882, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
11 A,J. Mundella to H.J . Willon, 15.9.1881 , Wilson MSS., S.U.I., 
12 A.J. Mundella to R. Leader, 3.12.1884, Mund.lla MSS., S.U.L. 
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Through the Telegraph, Leng controlled local Conservatism . Mundella believed that real power 
rested not with men such as H. E. Watson but with him. Watson had told him that "it was not their 
policy to bring out two Tory candidates, but he could not tell what might happen," all of which 
convinced Mundella that "the decision rests with Leng and Co., and not with him ."l Leng's influence 
was far-reaching : "the fact is, Leng and Co., pull the strings for the Cutlers' Company, the Chamber 
of Commerce etc. and work their institutions in the interests of the Tories.',2 This was of course the 
real strength of Conservatism in Sheffield - it was supported by men of high social standing and of 
wealth . They were ready not only to give money but to work themselves to improve organization . 
At the annual meeting of the Junior Conservative Association in October, 1882, the president, Samuel 
Roberts, Junr., said: "I wish especially to mention the work which Mr. Huntsman has organized and is 
carrying on at Attercliffe, in Brightside and in Darnall.,,3 The Junior Conservative Association was 
particularly energetic in the wor~ of canvassing, registration4 and the organization of lectures and 
meetings. The Liberal agent, J . C. Skinner, was forced to admit that the Liberals were "not near so 
well organized as our opponents" and he attributed this to the fact that the leading Tories set an 
example and that "there is now a permanent Tory committee at nearly every public house:,5 an 
indication of how important to the Conservatives was the support of the Drink interest . Skinner 
complained that he had not got what Porrett, the Conservative agent, had - " three paid and efficient 
assistants continually employed - the active interest of the leaders of the party with few exceptions 
and nearly every publican and public house in the borough .,,6 Samuel Roberts was able to report in 
October, 1882, that due to the efforts of the secretaries, Muir Wilson and Peirce Dix, and the Executive 
Committee of the Junior Conservative Association , " the town has been divided into polling districts,each 
with its branch of the Sheffield Conservative Association with their staff of officers."7 In addition, 
there was the National Catholic Conservative Association, the first branch of which was established in 
Sheffield in August, 1882, on the assumption that "the Liberalism of the present day is so permeated 
with and levelled down to Radicalism that a Liberal Catholic Association would be an enigma and 
absolutely unworkable" and that "the normal natural instinct of Catholicity is Conservatism plain and 
simple.',8 The circular announcing its formation declared that it would attend to registration of 
Catholics. So the Conservative organization in Sheffield was very thorough and presented a real 
cha llenge to the Liberal party . 

Indeed , it presented a cha llenge which Sheffield Liberals were not altogether prepared to meet. 
Within the Sheffield Liberal Association there were frequent differences of opinion and tensions, a 
revival of the old division between moderates and extremists, although neither section was prepared to go 
so far as to split the party and to repeat the mistakes of 1874. Among the leadership, the moderate 
Liberals were represented by the Leader family, while the Radicals looked to H. J . Wilson. The relations 
between Robert Leader, the elder statesman of Sheffield Liberalism , and H. J. Wilson , representative of 
the "new leadership" of the '70's, had never been completely smooth, though Wilson had come to realize 
that the Radicals could not do without the moderate Liberals and therefore disagreements must nev r be 
a llowed to become open divisions. However d ifferences of opinion were no less real. As early as 
February, 1881, for example, Wilson was writing to W. J. Clegg : "I want to consult you and Mr. Castle, 
private ly , on the very 'strained' relations between Mr . Leader and myself, not personally I hope, for I 
will not allow it to be personal, but important I think in the interests of the 'party,."g Leader and 
Wilson disagreed about Irish policy and Bradlaugh and especially about the invasion of Egypt and later 
of the Sudan . This resembled what had happened between 1868 and 1874 and what always seem d to 
happen when the Liberals were in office - the moderates supported the Government without qu stion 
but the Radicals were at times highly critical of Government policy . In Sheffield, Radicalism w still 
closely linked with militant Nonconformity and especially teetotalism , which Mundella considered a 
weakness : " I wish our own friends were more united and better organized," he remarked in February, 
1884, "but this can never be till there is more toleration . I think the Temp rance question has be n 

A .J. Mundella to R. Leader , 15.2.1884, Mundelia MSS., S. U . L . 

2 A .J. Mundella to H .J. Wilson, 26.8.1885, W ilson MSS., S.U . L . 

3 S. I., 14.10.1882. 
4 E.g. St. George's Ward, where a number of lodgers were put on the list. S. I., 14 .10.1882 . 

5 J.e. Sk inner to H .J. Wilson, 8.3.1884, Wilson MSS., S.U. L . John Crossl and Skinner, b . 1860: &duc ted Milk Street 
School ; Liberal agent in Sheffield 1880 _ 1920; member of Carver Street Wesley an M thodlst Chap I. 

6 Ibid. 

7 S. I., 14.10.1882. 
8 Circular, 16.8.1882. G. Waterton Prest Organizing Sec retary . W ilson MSS., S.C. L ., M .D . 5911 . 
9 H.J . Wilson to W.J. C legg, 23.2.1881, Wilson MSS., S.U . L . 
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pushed to extremes and has done harm not only to the Libe ral cause but to the Temperance cause al so ,',1 
H. J . Wilson did not see it in this light, believing t hat the Radicals and teetotallers were being shunted, 
a view which he expressed in a draft letter to Leader, which however was never sent : 

"You can do nothing if you cannot get up some enthusiasm, and the backbone of the Liberal 
Party is more and more teetotal and philanthropic in its sympathies .... if this present minority is going 
to ignore these truths and to think that the Nonconformists and Radicals and Teetotallers who won the 
elections in 1880 will be satisfied with killing the Egyptians and attending to Electric Lighting and 
Bankruptcy Bills, I am afraid they will ere long be repeating the history of 1873 - 74:,2 

H. J. Wil son believed that, just as the Radical section of the party was insufficiently represented 
in the Government, so at the local level insufficient regard was being paid to Radical views. The 
temperance question was a particularly thorny issue and Robert Leader's attitude as a magistrate to 
licensing was especially resented . Wilson told him plainly : 

"I feel bound to warn you that politically you are greatly increasing our difficulties by 
irritating our best friends. While you are doing so much for the drink-shops at the Town Hall, half the 
fighting strength of our party is spending its best energies in this Temperance Mission, and in the 
other half not one single person will say that the public houses you are labouring to save would not be 
better left to the Mayor's policy of restriction and suppression:,3 

Yet Wilson was not prepared to push teetotalism to the point where it might produce a schism in 
the party . Although he was very concerned about the drink question in the new Sheffield Reform Club , 
opened in January, 1885 and wanted those members who wished to consume alcohol to make special 
arrangements among themselves and be specially registered,4 he accepted the decision of a large majority 
of members to "appoint a sub-committee for regulating the supply of alcoholic beverages,' ,5 in preference 
to his own rule and agreed to serve on the Committee of the Reform Club.6 So although Teetotalism was 
no longer an issue to divide the party, nevertheless it cou Id still give rise to tensions beneath the su rface. 

It is clear that some of the Radicals were impatient with the President of the Liberal Association, 
Robert Leader. His moderate politics, lack of sympathy with teetotalism and what seemed at times his 
rather dictatorial behaviour often annoyed them. F. P. Rawson, who had long believed that the Leaders 
had "by their incapacity and lack of courage made a really good radical paper necessary",? urged that 
the sub-committee should consider interviewing George Dixon with a view to adopting him as a candidate. 
"Of course," he added, "Leader will oppose it and be nasty about it too but we must do something.,,8 
Although the connections between Sheffield and Birmingham Radicalism were not so close as they had 
been in the 1870's, Leader shared Mundella's dislike of the Birmingham Liberals. "These people want 
everything for themselves and give nothing in return,',9 he complained when faced with a request from 
Schnadhorst to attend a demonstration, after his own suggestion to hold a National Liberal Federation 
meeting in Sheffield had not been taken up . But Radical dissatisfaction with Leader reached its height 
early in 1885 when the problems of organization, posed by the division of Sheffield into five single
member constituencies, were being discussed . It was a question of whether there should be a strong 
central authority (as the labour leaders and others who wished to run a working class candidate wanted) 
or "Home Rule", that is complete control of their own affairs by the five Divisions.1o H. J. Wilson 
believed that "the difficulty and ill feeling there has been is attributable entirely to his [R . Leader's] 
impatience, bad tactics and desire to dictate.,,11 

A . J . Mundella to R. Leader, 16.2.1884, Mundella MSS., S.U. L. 
2 H. J . WII.on to R. Leader, 13.12.1882, not s nt, WII.on MSS., 5 . U. L. 
3 H . J . WII.on to R. Leader, 20.9.1882, WII.on MSS., S.U.L. 
4 H. J . WII.on to G. W. Knox, 11 .1.1886, not lent, WII.on MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6908. 
IS 8.1.,13.1.1886. 

6 H. J. WII.on to G. W. Knox . 23.1.1885, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6908. George Walter Knox, b . 1842: 
B.Sc. Unlv . of London ; accountant; married a daughter of H. O. Will. of Brl.tol . 

7 F . P. Rew.on to H. J. WII.on, 28.2.1B81, WII.on MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6009 A. 

8 F. P. Raw.on to H. J . WII.on, 19.6.1883, Wilton MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6938. 
9 A . J . Mundella to H. J . WII.on, 16.8.1884, WII.on MSS .. S.C. L., M. D. 5932. 

10 H . J . WII.on to Hon. B. Coleridge, 2.2 .1885, WII.on MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6940. 
11 Ibid. 
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While the underlYing divisions between moderates and Radicals persisted, so too did local, 
almost parochial , tensions, often between Radicals themselves. They can be clearly seen in Brightside, 
the ward in which H. J. Wilson took most interest and where Liberal unity was not enforced by a strong 
Tory challenge. In October, 1881, George Ridge commented to H. J. Wilson : "1 do wish you could do 
something to unite us again in Brightside as we are getting more disunited day by day.,,1 Ironically, 
Ridge was probably the man who did most in the next few years to disunite the party in Brightside. 
He opposed the candidature of Edwin Richmond in the municipal contest of 1883 and, when Richmond 
was adopted, he wrote menacingly to J. C. Skinner: "the 1 November may find that the Liberals will 
not have it their own way" and he warned of a possible Radical candidate for the borough. He added: 
"1 have not yet forgotten the attack the same party made upon one of the best men who ever contested 
Sheffield, viz. Chamberlain, and it seems to me that same spirit is alive still.,,2 Although Ridge did not 
adhere to his intention to have nothing further to do with the Liberal party in Sheffield,3 he maintained 
that the split occasioned by the adoption of Richmond had done harm in Brightside. "Had the Council 
not been split upon Richmond we should have been stronger than we are today and more united,,,4 he 
insisted in July, 1885. But by this time Ridge had found another cause for complaint - he objected to 
what he described as "wire-pulling" not only in Brightside but elsewhere. He told H. J. Wilson: "1 
also know that by all means possible three or four men are making every effort to hinder Rolley for the 
Central.,,15 He took exception to the way offices in the Brightside Liberal Association were filled up. 
"1 am sorry," he wrote to the honorary secretary, T. B. Senior, "that your Committee should do all you 
can to annoy and offend Brightside men - why has John Wilson been shunted and others and Batty 
Langley who does no work brought in? I have over and over protested against outside interference. 
With Hunter6 to oppose we ought to be united.',7 Although Senior considered Ridge to be "essentially 
a rebel/,8 whose "vanity is wounded, so he is going about damaging to the utmost of his ability the 
Brightside Liberal Association and its officers,,,9 he was forced to admit that "he has a following who 
think as he does and are as inconsistent.,,10 It seems that exclusion from office underlay their 
criticism of wire-pulling. "1 do think," Ridge informed H. J. Wilson, "you have shown to me that 
if possible you mean to crush me politically . . .. it appears to me the leaders of the party in 
Brightside only want myself and others to be their drudges~11 The disgruntled Liberals in the ward 
Included Radicals such as Field, Hall, Hildick and Snowdon and even John Wilson considered that "In 
the management of our various institutions, Town Councils, School Boards and other elective bodies 
'there was in my opinion more string pulling than was generally imagined.' ,,12 

It is probable that the election of November, 1885, and the retum of Mundella for Brightside, 
helped to heal the wounds and restore unity. Ridge was most apologetic and promised H. J.WlIson 
" 1 will never again break up the Liberal Party.,,13 But Ridge seems to heve been a born rebel and to 
the surprise of Wilson, who was by this time M.P. for Holmfirth, at a meeting of the Council of the 
Brightside Liberal Association on 13 March, 1886, convened to discuss a Guardians' Election, h put 
a resolution, which was supported by Foster, Senior and H. J . Wilson's son Oliver C. Wilson, 
expressing regret at Mundella's votes on the House of Lords (Labouchere's motion) and Welsh 
Dlsestablishment.14 Mundella's votes were quite understandable for, as H. J . Wilson explained to 
Senior, "the ministers of the Crown are in an entirely different position .,,16 Of course, it would 
be wrong to read too much into these incidents or to suggest that the Liberal party was ever In 
danger of losing its hold over Brightside where, as will appear, Its organization was better than In ome 
of the other Wards. But a detailed survey of the history of the party In Brightside between 1880 and 
1886 reveals tensions, rivalries and even potential divisions which could not but undermine the strength 
of the party and reduce its total political impact. 
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2 Q. Rldgl to J.C. Sklnnlr, 2.10.1883, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 15972. 
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The period was also marked by the emergence of three new pressure groups within the Sheffield 
Liberal party. The most important in terms of influence and future importance was the Sheffield Labour 
Association, established in 1883, "the objects being to promote the return of qualified Working Men to 
Parliament, School Board, Town Council and other representative bodies." l It was officered by the 
most respected and politically articulate working men - Edward Memmott, William Rolley, Joseph 
Mallinson and Stuart Uttley, all of whom were Liberals. An indication of the influence of the Labour 
Association was that on the death of the chairman of the School Board, Charles Doncaster, in December, 
1884, the nominee of the Association, W. H. Smith, was elected in his place, over two other candidates 
nominated by other members of the Board. 2 Yet, influential as it was, the Labour Association accepted 
without question the decisions of the elected divisional Liberal Associations. Much more intransigent, 
but of far less importance was the Central Radical Club in Paradise Square, founded in December, 1883, 
the aims of which included manhood suffrage, the abolition of the House of Lords, Home Rule and Land 
Nationalisation .3 Closely linked to the Central Radical Club, but a separate body, was the Working 
Men's Radical Association which, according to a Mr . Hillard , numbered about two hundred members in 
February, 1884.4 Its aims were similar to those of the Centra l Radical Club and in loca l politics it 
co-operated closely with it . However, the small numbers of people attending the meetings (for instance 
a meeting of the Working Men's Radical Association in June, 1884, chaired by Edward Carpenter and 
at which the Marxist H. M. Hyndman, founder of the Democratic Federation, spoke, attracted an audience 
of between fifty and one hundred people5) and the small number of votes recorded for their candidate, 
Mervyn Hawkes, in the Central Division in November, 1885, in defiance of the Liberal Association, wou ld 
suggest that they were politically unimportant. But these pressure groups were nonetheless potential 
sources of weakness. In Mundella's words, "the action of these smal" separate Associations, may 
become not only embarrassing, but mischievous. The leaders, however well -meaning, are ignorant 
and new to their work, and they will require very patient handling, and much tact and temper.,,6 At 
the same time, the leaders had to be as sympathetic as possible with Liberals whose views differed from 
their own, for, as Mundella also reali zed, "unless we make the Liberal Party catholic so as to comprehend 
all shades· of Liberalism, we shal l simply put the Tories in power for the next ten years.,,7 

Sheffield Liberals were at any rate aware of their own weaknesses and of the strength of the 
Conservatives. "Sheffield must do something to save its own soul or else be content to fall a prey to 
Toryism," Mundella told H. J. Wilson in November, 1880. "It is twelve years today since I was first 
elected. What a fine Radical Constituency it was then and what a contrast now.,,8 Mundella never 
ceased to urge the need for improved organization: "I believe more and more in organization, and less 
and less in public meetings:,g he told Leader . Organization included creating enthusiasm for the party, 
especially among the socially influential and wealthy middle classes, in addition to the more mechanical 
work such as registration . It was in the former work that the Liberals lagged behind the Conservatives, 
at least before 1884. 

Unlike the Tories, the leading Liberals were reluctant to take part in meetings which seem d 
non -political but which were of the greatest value in stimulating interest. Mundella observed : " I 
may be mistaken, but I think I do as much for the Liberal Party in Sheffield when I strengthen my hold 
on the Constituency by attending non -political meetings, as when I give a purely political address. The 
fact is, nothing will atone for lack of organisation, and I fear it is in this that the Tories are beating us 
in Sheffield . They have unlimited funds , and they make great loca l effort in the way of public-hou e 
meetings, clubs, suppers, etc., which our friends, for various reasons, wi ll not condescend to dO.',10 
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The most obvious example of this was the failure of the Junior Libera l Association. While 
Wortley was elected in 1880 largely owing to the efforts of the Junior Conservatives, W. Graville, 
the honorary secretary of the Junior Liberals, was forced to admit that "the appeals to the members to 
render assistance as workers during the election in March, were not so readily responded to as they 
expected, and as was needed," and Robert Eadon Leader put it more bluntly: "there was not the 
enthusiasm there should have been, nor was there the' organisation which was desirable and necessary .,,1 
The Junior Liberal Association numbered 520 members in January, 1881,2 but by the end of 1883 it 
is clear that it had become almost defunct because Mundella suggested that the Hon . Bernard Coleridge be 
invited to address the Junior Liberals, "with a view to the revival of that organ ization .,,3 This was all 
the more serious as the Junior Conservative Association was "in a thriv ing and prosperous condition,,4 
and "in every good Liberal town it is the Juniors that are doing the work. I am told they had much 
to do with the success at Ipswich';5 Mundella observed . 

Leader was most discouraged by the very poor attendance at the St. Philip's Ward meeting in 
January, 1883, to elect representatives to the Council of the Sheffield Liberal Association . "There 
we had to talk to less than 100 where there was room for 500. It is a great mistake to have an 
insignificant meeting in a big place. ,,6 Even allowing for the fact that St. Philip's was a Tory Ward, 
such a low attendance reflects the state of Liberal organization in Sheffield in 1883, though the 
Liberal agent, J .C. Skinner, always optimistic, thought that "the Association is rapidly growing in 
favour as the Ward meetings on the whole have been extremely well attended with few exceptions, 
far better than the year before,',7 However, other evidence does not altogether support Skinner's 
optimism . In March, 1884, for example, he told H.J . Wilson that "there is now considerably more 
[organization] than at any previous period since I have had any connection with the Association 
(6 years) as volunteer or otherwise, except whilst the last election was in progress:,B whereas a few 
days earlier Mundella reported to Leader : "Merrill has been with me to·night. He is very pessimistic, 
says we have no organization and hints that we shall lose both seats."9 

Yet it is clear that from 1884 Liberal organization did improve steadily . This can be 
attributed partly to the fresh interest stimulated by the choice of the Hon. Bernard Coleridge as the 
second parliamentary candidate. Coleridge, a thorough Radical , was far more popular with the 
working men than Waddy, and his candidature re·invigorated the party, so much so that Ald . Leader 
was able to declare at a meeting of the Cou neil of the Sheffield Liberal Association in May, 1884, 
that : "the reports furnished ample indications that more work was being now done amongst the Liberals 
in Sheffield than for some years past."l0 Percy Rawson, always a critical observer, informed Mundella 
severa l months later that "there is much reason to be satisfied with the improvement in our local 
organization .,,11 The improved organization was reflected in the financial condition of the Sheffield 
Liberal Association. In March, 1881 , H.J . Wilson reported a balance on the right side: "they were in a 
better position by more than £200 at the end of 1880 than they were at the end of 1879," due "to 
large and handsome subscriptions from their friends".12 But 1880 was an extraordinary year in that 
it was easier to raise money during election times and the friends who had given generously could not 
be called upon to do so every year . In February, 1882, H. J . Wilson reported a debt of £162. 9s. 2d ., 
which had risen by the following year to £256. 15s. 2d .13 But in 1884 there seemed to be a big 
improvement. The following figures are extracted from the Subscription Cash Book: 14 
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Robert Leader £200. O. O. 
F. T . Mappin £100. O. O. 
J.D. and R.E. Leader 30. O. O. 
Samuel Osborn 25. 5. O. 
Thos. Turner 20. O. O. 
W.J. Clegg 10. 10. O. 
J .C. and W.E. Clegg 8. 8 . O. 
Abraham Sharman 5. O. O. 

TOTAL £399. 3. O. 

Total Subs for 1884 £656. 14. 9. 
Tickets for Public Meetings £53. 5. 6. 
Cash Receipts for Newspapers £11 . O. O%d. 

Total Receipts for 1884 £721 . O. 3%d. 

It will be seen that well over half of the total receipts consisted of subscriptions from ten men, but the 
fact that over £250 was raised from a large number of small subscribers, most of whom gave only a 
few shillings, taken in conjunction with what wou Id seem to be large receipts from tickets sold for 
public meetings, points to a rev ival of interest in the Liberal Association and therefore a much 
healthier financial position in 1884. Unfortunately this is the only year for which a Cash Book 
survives but it is clear that the finances of the Sheffield Liberal Association were stronger in 1884 
than in any year since 1880. 

In registration, which was the main task of the Liberal agent, J .C. Skinner, the Liberals 
appear to have held their own . The Conservatives made a definite gain in the revision of October, 
1880, successfu lIy objecting to 1,018 Liberal voters against 405 Liberal objections, sustaining 448 
claims against 627 by the Liberals and having 71 lodger claims allowed against 28 by the Liberals.1 

But in September, 1881 , the total Liberal gain was 621 against 195 by the Tories,2 and a year later 
the Conservatives placed the Liberal gain at 291 .3 The number of parliamentary voters was as 
follows :4 

1880 42,402 
1881 43,352 
1882 43,336 
1883 43,297 
1884 44,496 

The greatest Liberal success occurred in the South West Riding revision in 'October, 1881 , when the 
Sheffield district accounted for 117 out of a total Liberal gain of 171 and in Sheffield the Conservative 
gain stood at 0.5 The Liberal position in the Sheffield district of the S. W. Riding appears to have 
improved steadily for they netted a gain of 77 in September, 1883.6 Such progress in a strongly 
Tory district shows that J :C. Skinner was a most efficient registration agent and it shows also that 
the Liberals at last considered attention to the register as a vital part of the work of organization . 

The revitalization of Liberal organization co-incided with the appointment of H. J . Wil on 
as election agent in place of J. W. Pye Smith, who was forced to retire through ill health .7 Mundella 
was sure that Wilson was the best choice as "he will work like a horse, and will perfect the machinery 
better than any agent we can obtain .,,8 "I feel , and have long felt that in Sheffield the Liberal Party 
wants a General to organize a victory,,,9 he told Wilson . Of Wilson's ability as an organizer ther 
was no doubt - "there isn't an H.J.w. in every division, which is a good deal the reason why all the 
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2 S.L.R., 19 .9 .1881 . 
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4 Compiled from S.L.R. 

6 S.I., 16.10.1881. 
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others are behind Brightside:,l Skinner remarked a few months later. The only danger was, as 
Mundella saw, that he might be too extreme for some Liberals and he asked Leader: "will H.J.W. be 
too difficult for some of our friends? Will he offend people, or keep people away?,,2 Mundella 
was thinking especially of the moderates, who always seemed to be in danger of drifting towards 
Conservatism but who were valuable for their wealth, although it should be noted that none of the 
large subscribers to the funds of the Liberal Association in 1884 could be described as a lukewarm 
Libera l,3 but more for their social prestige. While they remained attached, however loosely, to the 
party, Liberalism remained respectable - it was 110t altogether a lower class political party. 
Munde lla stressed : "The first difficulty will be to secure the timid politicians. Unhappily , owing 
to social and other influences they are a very large class in Sheffield and require delicate handling. 
There are so many men of the William Smith and Stephenson type to say nothing of the Hunters 
and others who possess influence and who are difficult to get to the front.,,4 

At the same time, the selection of Coleridge was an indication that the party could not 
afford to pander to the moderates, as it had attempted to do over Waddy, at the expense of working 
class support, which was by now the backbone of the party. Mundella realized that they must be 
humoured and if at all possible kept in the Liberal fold, but at the same time "our real strength after 
all must be with the working men.,,5 

The division of Sheffield into five single-member constituencies brought about a 
decentralization of Liberal organization. Reference has already been made to the debate as to whether 
there shou Id be a strong central authority or "home ru Ie", for the five Associations. The labou r 
leaders urged the former,6 believing that it was the best way of securing a working class candidature, 
but the difficulties of interfering with local autonomy were too formidable and likely to give rise to 
ill fee ling and divisions, and it is clear that H. J . Wilson preferred decentralization: "you have quite 
converted me to the view that Local Option is the preferable indeed the only solution of the difficulty 
of the selection of candidates:,7 wrote Coleridge. All power resided with the Divisional Associations, 
each of which sent two representatives to form the Executive Committee of the Sheffield United 
Liberal Committee,8 the purpose of which was to conduct registration9 and to "take steps when 
occasion requires to initiate common action or consultation of the Five Divisions" . This plan was 
adopted in preference to a scheme for the formation of a Sheffield Liberal Federation, a more 
centralized power structure.10 Although this scheme of organization antagonized some Liberals who 
were exc luded from power, such as Ridge and his supporters in Brightside and the members of the 
Central Radical Club in the Central Division, local autonomy produced some solid advantages. It 
has been remarked that Sheffield was an amalgam of separate and relatively distinct communities 11 
within which local spirit ran high. Local men wanted to control local affairs - Ridge protested 
strongly, for example, against what he considered to be "outside interference,,12 in Brightside. A 
centralized structure of organisation was more productive of division than one in which local 
autonomy was recognized. 

The decentralization of Liberal organization and the move towards local autonomy was 
assisted by the formation of Liberal Clubs in the Wards. Liberals fully appreciated the importance 
of these clubs. As J_ W. pye-Smith observed in a letter read at the opening of the Attercliffe Liberal 
Club in July, 1881 : "a good strong club in every ward is a thing the Liberal cause very much ne ds 
in Sheffield, and I hope those that exist will be increased in vigour, and where they don 't exist, 
that they wi ll soon be brought into being through the good example of Attercliffe.,,13 In the same 
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year a Liberal Club was formed in Nether Hallam 1 and one was established at Heeley in 0 cember, 
1884.2 These clubs differed from the Sheffield Reform Club, where subscriptions were high3 so 
that it was in effect a gentleman's club, "entirely social and not in any way politically aggressive,,,4 

and were intended to attract working men and to stimulate political interest. There is no doubt 
that they were especially effective in Brightside and Attercliffe, in the former even providing a place 
where discontent could be expressed about the Brightside Liberal Association . But they also had a 
localizing influence on politics - they focussed attention on local affairs and no doubt the members 
considered themselves the properly qualified people to decide what should be done in their areas. 

More important than the clubs in stimulating local interest was the growing tendency for 
politics to creep into local elections, which had hitherto been non-political. H. J. Wilson observed 
in April, 1881, that "our recent local affairs have indicated an increasing tendency towards making 
local elections (parochial and others) more political than formerly, with Liberal success in Attercliffe 
and Brightside and defeat in some other districts.',5 Politics had always figured in School Board 
elections and, although there was no official Liberal intervention in 1882 or 1885, as there had been 
in 1876, Liberals took a keen interest in the contests and in 1882 the "Church and Conservative 
Eight" were backed by the Sheffield Conservative and Constitutional Central Municipal Association .6 

But politics were now the dominant factor in other local contests - Guardians, Burial Board and Town 
Council elections, which in the past had been fought on purely local electioneering issues. Such a 

development necessitated an improvement in local organization, especially in those Wards where Liberalism 

was weak. In March, 1882, Batty Langley urged the burgesses of St. Philip's to "redeem its character" 
since "all their municipal contests were now fought on party lines.,,7 Just as bad from the Liberal 
point of view was St. Peter's, which W. J. Clegg described as "one of the deadest wards in the town," 
although he felt sure it contained many Liberals who, he hoped, "would be before long stirred up and 
brought together in organised form ." He believed the Liberal problem was the result of lethargy and 
he wanted "to see more interest taken by the residents of the ward in municipal questions.',8 Both 

these wards, however, remained Tory strongholds throughout the period. In November, 1883, the 
Conservatives triumphed in St. Peter's and St. Philip's, where their organization was strongest, but also 
gained seats in Ecclesall and Nether Hallam,9 giving them 36 seats in the Town Council to 28 held by 
Liberals. The results prompted Mundella to remark :- "if Sheffield Liberals will not do better in 
the way of organisation, they will have to pass under the yoke. I am losing heart in them, - they 
are so lacking in tolerance and comprehensiveness.,,10 Even worse was to come as Liberal organization 

was at Its nadir in the early months of 1884. A vacancy arose in Ecclesall and, after some 
deliberation,11 R. E. Leader decided to contest it for the Liberals, despite "the not very tisfactory 
Committee that at present exists in Ecclesall.,,12 Ecclesa ll wa a marginal ward, not quit Tory 

stronghold but on the way to being so. The result was disastrous for the Liber Is a R. E. L ad r w 
defeated by 564 votes13 and the fact that 4,00014 did not vote would sugg st a lack of politic I 
interest in Ecclesall . Mundella rightly regarded the result as a sign that "Sheffleld is in a v ry b d way, 
especially that we are beaten by money and superior organlzation .,,15 In a I tter to R. E. L der his 

tone was even more depressed : "everybody gives me very bad accounts of the state of politics In 
Sheffield . Schnadhorst is the last croaker. I am really sick of it. It is very hard work to dvocate 
principles which are not backed up by the Constituency. I fe I it apr onal refl ctlon th t I hav don 
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so little to keep Sheffield true to its old politi cs, and I am willing others shou ld try their hands." l 
However, 1884 was a turning-point and Liberal organization began slowly to improve. This 

was reflected in the better results which the Liberals obtained in the municipal elections. The Liberals 
were triumphant in Brightside, Attercliffe and the Park and even succeeded in winning a seat in St. 
Philip's, so that there were now 34 Conservatives and 30 Liberals in the Town Council. 2 "I think;' 
J.C. Skinner wrote to H.J. Wilson, "the large Polls made on Saturday are largely due to our improved 
organization which worked well in the Park , Attercliffe, Neepsend and Grimesthorpe and I think if 
Burngreave had been as well up as Neepsend the majority in Brightside would have been still larger.,,3 
But he was equally quick to point out that "our organization also in some districts needs earnest atten
tion - such as St. Philip's and Burngreave.,,4 Of course, the municipal elections could be used to 
gauge the relative strengths of the parties only when large polls were recorded . Skinner warned: 
"The municipal elections are very little to judge by, except in the Attercliffe and Brightside Divisions, 
where, especially in Attercliffe, the large totals polled last November shew a certain Liberal majority. 
In the Central, the aggregate numbers polled for the same years, have been so small as to leave future 
results altogether uncertain. In Ecclesa II , Leader polled 2,800 against Harrison's 3,300 leav ing 4,000 
unpolled. In Hallam - 1883 - Muir WilsonS got 2,400 against Bartlett 1,700 (leaving 4,000 who 
did not vote), but Bartlett was very unpopular and there was little organization _ The improvement 
in organization shewed last November in the Park and Attercliffe which polled larger aggregate numbers 
than ever previously and better results may be expected in consequence of improved organization in 
both Hallam and Ecclesall."s 

The intrusion of politics into municipal elections in the 1880's forced Liberals to come to 
grips with the problem of organization at its roots - the polling district. Directives from above were 
use less unless men could be found to devote time to canvassing and organizing meetings at the loca l 
level and it was here that Sheffield Liberalism found its real vitality . Decentralization tapped this even 
more and, although much still remained to be done, the prospects of Sheffield Liberalism were much 
brighter at the beginning ?f 1885 than they had been twelve months earlier. 
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CHAPTER XXI 

THE SHEFFIELD LIBERALS AND GOVERNMENT POLICY, 1880 . 85 

Domestic Questions 

The domestic issue which caused the Government most trouble in these years was the case of 
Charles Bradlaugh. An advocate of secularism, republicanism and birth control, he was elected for 
Northampton in 1880. The Conservatives, given the lead by Lord Randolph Churchill who denounced 
Bradlaugh as "an avowed Atheist and a professedly disloyal person,'" decided to block his entry to the 
House of Commons and attempted to discredit Liberalism by identifying it with atheism.2 Thus the 
root of the question was not religious scruples but political advantage. The young Tories, the Fourth 
Party as they became known , saw it as a means not only of attacking Gladstone but of capturing the 
Conservative leadership in the Commons from the indecisive Northcote. 

In Sheffield, as elsewhere, the Liberals, with one notable exception, supported the Government 
in its efforts to enable Bradlaugh to take his seat, while making it quite clear that they had no sympathy 
whatsoever with his personal opinions. In Mundella's words, " I thoroughly detest the man's opinions 
on religious matters, but I regard it as unconstitutional and unwise to attempt to keep him out of the 
House.',3 Equally, they were convinced that politics dictated the Conservative position : " no doubt the 
Tories hope to identify the Liberal party with Bradlaugh and Atheism . . . . it is not Christians who 
are opposing in this case; it is tricky politicians, who would use any stick that came to hand to beat 
the Government with.',4 

The only prominent Liberal in Sheffield who did not support the Government over Bradlaugh 
was the draper, G. H. Hovey. At a meeting of the Council of the Sheffield Liberal Association in May, 
1881, he voted against doing anything for Bradlaugh whom he described as " an enemy to society.',5 
But he appears to have been alone in this view because subsequent Liberal Council meetings passed 
reso lutions in support of Government policy .6 It is clear, however, that many Liberals found the 
question most distasteful and it is probable that the Liberal Association did not call a meeting on the 
subject, as H. J. Wilson obviously wished / because Leader and other leading Liberals disliked any mention 
of it. But those Liberals who did speak out made it clear that they had no sympathy with Bradlaugh's 
religious and other views. H. J. Wilson, speaking at a meeting "of persons who think civil and religious 
liberty have been violated by the House of Commons in refusing admission to Mr. Bradlaugh", held four 
days after he had been confined in the Clock Tower for refusing to withdraw from the House, maintained 
that it was purely a political question: Bradlaugh "was the pivot on which the question of liberty 
turned .' ,a He was the duly elected M.P. for Northampton and " the opposition came from a spiri t of 
Intolerance and of injustice, which seemed to be so rampant in the House of Commons.,,9 That Bradlaugh 's 
own views were not part of the issue is shown by the fact that prominent Nonconformists - H.J. Wilson 
and the Rev . J. Bailey of the Glossop Road Baptist Church - spoke at the meeting in favour of Bradlaugh's 
admission to the Commons. 

Even more active In their support for Bradlaugh were a number of Liberals who, though prominent 
Radicals, were certainly not part of the Liberal leadership. They included John Wilson , an opponent of 
trade unions in the 1860's, who had continued to support Roebuck after 1868 but had not, like almost 
every other Roebuckite, transferred his allegiance to Wortley in 1879; instead he had condemned Tory 
imperialism. Another supporter of Bradlaugh was Jonathan Taylor, an ultra Radical, who favoured Land 
Nationalisation and who was the leading figure in the foundation of the Central Radical Club. A branch 
was established in Sheffield of the League for the Defence of Constitutional Rights, wh ich w s supported 
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also by the veteran Chartist, Michael Beal, who had always resisted the attempts of teetotallers to curtail 
individual liberty and by George Ridge of Brightside. Ridge was convinced that much of the hostility 
to Bradlaugh was the result of his attacks on perpetual pensions.' Edward Carpenter, the socialist, 
attended a branch meeting in July, 1881,2 though it is impossible to discover whether he had any active 
connection with the movement. 3 The meetings which the Branch held were always well attended,4 
an indication of solid working class support for Bradlaugh. The meetings also attracted middle class 
Liberals such as Charles Harding Firth5 and Charles Castle~ Bradlaugh himself made fairly frequent 
visits to Sheffield,7 which he probably would not have done had he been unpopular. Indeed, so deep 
was their belief in the cause that four members of the Sheffield Branch of the League for the Defence 
of Constitutional Rights - John Wilson, George Ridge, J .A. Swift and Langton - went to Northampton 
on 27 February, 1882, to campaign for the re-election of Bradlaugh after he had been expelled from 
Parliament.8 

The Bradlaugh case also helped to bring to a head the dissatisfaction felt by Sheffield Liberals 
with the political position of the Fitzwilliams. H. W. Fitzwilliam, one of the Liberal members for the 
South West Riding, was opposed to the Affirmation Bill, which would have enabled Bradlaugh to affirm 
rather than swear the Oath of Allegiance. After the Bill had been defeated by three votes in the House 
of Commons, a large meeting of the Council of the Sheffield Liberal Association was called to discuss 
the question .9 It was clear that Fitzwilliam's opposition to the Bill was seen by Liberals as yet another 
proof that, in Percy Rawson's words, "he was out of sympathy with this great constituency with regard 
to many questions that had been brought forward ."'o Like many Whigs, the Fitzwilliams were finding 
it increasingly difficult even to keep up a semblance of loyalty to Gladstone. The year before, for 
example, Earl Fitzwilliam had condemned the Government's Irish policy on the very day before the 
Phoenix Park murders." The Fitzwilliams were appalled by the lack of "resolute government,,12 in 
Ireland, the lack of coercion and the failure to defend property rights, and the truckling to Atheism 
implicit in the Affirmation Bill. In these respects, they were out of sympathy with Sheffield Liberals 
and on the Affirmation Bill the only Liberal to support H. W. Fitzwilliam was G. H. Hovey, who 
expressed "dissent from the general feelings of Liberals on this question,,,13 no doubt because of his 
dislike of Bradlaugh. 

Indeed, so opposed was H. W. Fitzwilliam to the general trend of Liberal policy that he wrote 

to Benjamin Bagshawe, himself a very moderate Liberal : "I do feel that it is impossible for me to 
continue to give a steady support to Mr. Gladstone after the legislation of the past few years:,14 The 
F:tzwilliams had been tolerated for so long because of their influence in South Yorkshire where, prior 
to the Reform Act of 1884, the Tories were very strong. As Mundella put it, "if we had not one 
Fitzwilliam we should have two Tories,',16 The Liberals needed the Fitzwilliams and Mundella was at 
pains to warn Percy Rawson about the dangers of driving them "into the opposite camp .,,16 But, while 
he had more time for Whigs than most other Radicals had, Mundella was exasperated by the Fitzwilliams: 
"my contempt for those Fitzwilliams is more than I can tell you. They invariably do the wrong thing. 
Ever since I have been M.P. for Sheffield they have been a disintegrating force,',17 

The movement of the Fitzwilliams towards Toryism was accelerated during 1884. On 23 July, 
1884, H. W. Fitzwilliam announced his retirement as Liberal member for the South West Riding.'8 A 
few months later there was an interesting correspondence between Earl Fitzwilliam and W. Spencer 
Stanhope, the Tory who had been defeated by H. W. Fitzwilliam in 1880. This shows quite clearly 
that Fitzwilliam was moving towards a rapprochement with the Tories in the county. Stanhope knew how 
to play upon his fears of the Radical section of the Liberal party. 
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"The great advance of Radical tyranny," he wrote in October, 1884, "the attacks upon property 
and religion, and the mis-management of affairs at home and abroad by the present Government must 
have rapidly widened the interval between the followers of the policy of Earl Russell and Lord Palmerston 
and those who uphold the Birmingham Caucus."1 

It seems that Lord Fitzwilliam was disposed to support Stanhope as a possible candidate in the 
next county election and that an alliance with the Tories had already been worked out by the early 
months of 1885. In January, Stanhope wrote: "I think I may add that the views I expressed in my 
last letter as to the policy of giving Conservative support to liberals of moderate constitutional opinions 
in opposition to extreme politicians are shared by the leading conservatives."2 But by this time the 
Liberals had dismissed the Fitzwilliams as nothing but Tories. As to Lord Fitzwilliam, Mundella 
declared, "I constantly look for his avowal of Toryism. I am a little surprised he has not made it 
before.,,3 He did not have to wait long, for in the election of November, 1885, the Fitzwilliams backed 
the Tories and Captain Fitzwilliam opposed F. T. Mappin in Hallamshire. 

Before 1885, the loss of the Fitzwilliam influence would have been disastrous to the Liberals 
because they needed "the prestige of the Fitzwilliam name,,4 to defeat the Tories in the county. But 
the Third Reform Act, by extending household suffrage to the county and dividing the South West 
Riding into six single member constituencies, destroyed the Fitzwilliam influence which could only 
operate over a restricted electorate, composed mainly of tenant farmers . In effect, the Act strengthened 
the Liberal position to such an extent that in 1885 and 1886 they succeeded in winn ing all six 
Divisions in South Yorkshire . 

In these circumstances, it is not surprising that the Franchise question was a political issue of 
paramount importance. Benjamin Bagshawe informed the Liberal Whip, Lord Richard Grosvenor, that, 
in the villages near Sheffield, Liberals cared little about Egypt and foreign policy ("the people have 
absolute faith in the statesmanship of Mr. Gladstone") but intensely about the franchise question and 
the obstructive tactics of the House of Lords. 5 The Whigs and Tories were anxious that a scheme of 
Redistribution should accompany the Franchise Bill rather than have it worked out by a more 
"democratic" House of Commons, and they blocked the Franchise Bill throughout the summer and 
autumn of 1884. The Sheffield Liberals demonstrated their support for the Government at a meeting 
in March, when the resolution was carried "by the grandest show of hands ever seen in Paradise Square,,6 
and at a Reform Demonstration held in the Drill Hall on 26 July, at which Mundella, Coleridge and 
Lord Edward Cavendish spoke,7 and the expenses of which totalled more than £70.8 The Liberals 
saw the extension of household suffrage to the counties as the prelude to further reforms and 
especially reform of the land laws. So the landlords seemed to be faced not only by a political but 
a social revolution, the beginnings of which they had seen in the Ir ish Land Act of 1881 . The land 
law reformers did not conceal their demands; at a meeting of the Park Ward branch of the Sheffield 
Liberal Association in January, 1882, for example, Joseph Arch called for measures to facilitate the 
sale and transfer of land, including the abolition of entail and primogeniture, tenant right and eventual 
tenant ownership of a portion of the land .9 These suggestions alone must have alarmed landlords 
without the demands of ultra Radicals for Land Nationalisation, and it is easy to understand why 
great landowners such as the Fltzwilliams, faced with the loss of political and social power, gravitated 
towards Toryism and away from Liberalism, which seemed to threaten the sanctity of property. 
Equally, in the counties the Liberals could expect the support of the newly enfranchised agricultural 
labourers and of the tenant farmers who, now freed from electoral pressure by landlords, looked to 
Liberalism to accomplish the much needed reforms of the land laws. 

Conservatism became even more closely identified with the landlord interest and property in 
general when leading Tory landlords such as James Lowther and Henry Chaplin advocated Fair Tred 
or Reciprocity, a return to a modified form of Protection. In griculture, the Independent was 
convinced that "the success of Reciprocity means the restoration of the Corn Laws", 10 and in Sh ffi Id 
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the Liberals were opposed to any departure from the principles of Free Trade. However, the "Reciprocity 
Craze" found support among some Sheffield Tories who believed, with Sir John Brown, that "the so-called 
Free Trade theory will no longer save us in the altered circumstances in which we find ourselves.',l Other 
prominent industrialists such as George H. Cammell and David Ward supported the National Fair Trade 
League, a branch of which was established in Sheffield in September, 1881 ? The movement was confined 
to Tories despite the plea of the secretary, J. Hardy, "that the question should be kept clear of party politics, 
as it was one affecting the commercial prosperity of the country.,,3 The Fair Trade cry was taken up by 
W. C. Leng in the Telegraph and no doubt attained some popularity in certain Conservative circles in 
Sheffield and two of the Conservative candidates in 1885, Ashmead Bartlett and Howard Vincent 
championed it, but not all Tories in Sheffield supported it. In his annual address, in January, 1882, 
Wortley declared unequivocally : "I cannot be a party to any departure from the principles of Free Trade.,,4 
Moreover, although they may have convinced themselves that Reciprocity was a good idea, the Fair Traders 
appear to have had little success in convincing anyone else. At Walkley, in May, 1884, for example, in a 
Fair Trade meeting addressed by Henry Turner, the Protectionists were defeated by 23 votes to 20. 5 The 
location is significant - Walkley was a predominantly working class area and it seems certain that Reciprocity 
made little headway among the working classes in Sheffield, and Free Trade lecturers, such as Charles Harding 
Firth,6 had little difficulty in convincing them that for them prosperity was best secured through adherence 
to Free Trade. From a political point of view, it did not matter what issue confirmed Tories took up; 
the question was: could they convert the uncommitted electors and those with vague attachments to 
Liberalism? It is clear, however, that they did not succeed in doing this with Fair Trade and the Liberals 
had little to worry about on this score. "The Fair Trade 'duffers', as you rightly calf them," Mundella told 
Leader, "are more ridiculous than mischievous, and I think we may regard them with contempt, but it is 
deplorable that our leading citizens in Sheffield shou ld be such political ignoramuses as they have shewn 
themselves in these latter days.,,7 To Mundella it was yet another middle class aberration, a further proof 

of their unfitness for social or political leadership in Sheffie ld . 
Social questions were not in the forefront of po litics in these years but Liberals continued to take 

a keen interest in them without seeking to impose them upon the Liberal party as a whole. Agitation was 
continued by the separate organizations - the Liberation Society, the United Kingdom Alliance and the 
Society for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts - within the Liberal party, but these were not 
the burning issues they had been in the 1870's, because, if the Liberal party were to be held together, they 
simply could not be pressed too hard . Yet the social conscience of Liberalism remained very acute, and 
on those questions where politics was not involved, Liberals were joined by Conservatives such as W. C. 
Leng and Arthur Thomas. Both took an interest in the Society for the Suppression of the Opium Trade,8 
and Leng spoke at a meeting to protest against the treatment of Jews in Russia.9 The Sunday Closing 
movement was still well supported in Sheffield; it presented a petition in August, 1882, signed by 26,000 
people, including 8 magistrates, 32 aldermen and town counci llors and 100 clergy and Nonconformist 
ministers .10 With the exception of the campaign for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, which 
reached a successful conclusion in 1886, these campaigns were conducted in the 1880's less with a view 
to direct political action and more with the aim of influencing public opinion, thereby preparing the way 
for generally accepted reform . Such was also the case with W. T. Stead's campaign for "Social Purity" 
which received hearty support in Sheffield,11 especially from the Wilsons who worked hard in every 
good cause. But these questions had no political effect upon Liberalism in Sheffield or upon the policy 
of the Government at this time. 

Letter published in 5.1., 6.10.1881 . 
2 5.1., 7.9 .1881 . 

3 Ibid. 

4 5.1.,6.1.1882 . 

6 5. L.R., 16.6.1884. 

6 E.g. his lecture on "The Fair Trade Programme" to tho St . George 's Ward L lbor I Asso c i t lon . S. LR., 22.11 .1881 . 

7 A . J . Mundell to R. Leador, 17.9.1884. Mundell. MSS .• S. U .L . 

8 E.g. 8 meeting ddressed by H nry Richard and ch i red bv the A rchb ishop of York . 5.1., 9.12.1881 . 

9 5.1.,17 .2.1882. 

10 5.1., 12.8.1882 . 

11 S.L.R., 28.7.1886, 14.10.1885. 
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The Empire 

Imperial affairs posed a great problem for the Liberal party in the 1880's. On the one hand, 
the Government was entrusted with the duty of mainta ini ng British interests and of solving some of 
the problems created by Beaconsfield's foreign and imperial policy, especially in South Africa, Afghanistan 
and Egypt. At the same time, imperialism was distasteful to many liberals, particularly Radicals. Their 
ideas on foreign policy were based on a belief in nationalism and that England should not interfere in 
the internal affairs of other countries - the "Little England" spirit of John Bright and, above all, that 

foreign policy should be guided by moral principles. H. J . Wilson declared at a meeting to support the 
independence of the Transvaal in February, 1881, that "he had yet to learn that that which was morally 
wrong in private life was right for them to do as a nation .'" To such Liberals the whole conception 
of imperialism was anathema. There were other liberals who realized that Britain had commitments in 
various parts of the world, for good or ill, which she simply could not afford to abandon and respons
ibilities which could not be neglected . Gladstone's Government tried to steer a middle course between 
the demands made by the Tories that national honour be upheld and the non-interventionism of the 
"Peace Radicals". But imperial questions not only alienated those electors who believed the Tory 
accusations that the Liberals always neglected vital British interests overseas, but even more important 
divided the Liberals themselves. 

Jingoism had been an important element in Sheffield Toryism since the 1870's and it was 

cleverly exploited by Leng and by speakers such as E. Ashmead Bartlett, whom the Independent described 
as "a sort of youthful Urquhart.,,2 Their brash and bombastic appeals to British honour and prestige 
were remarkably successful. After they had organized a successful meeting to protest against the 
Government's evacuation of Candahar in March , 1881, Mundella wrote : "1 am ashamed of Sheffield 
allowing itself to be befooled by Leng and Ashmead Bartlett .,,3 Leng's tactics could be quite 

unscrupulous. While he complained bitterly about the withdrawal from Afghanistan,4 a year later 

when the Government decided to crush Arabi Bey's revolt in Egypt, he told the Junior Conservative 
Association that "a most generous nationality had risen in arms and had been stifled in their own blood.,,6 

So the Government was wrong, as far as Leng was concerned, whether it withdrew, as it did in South 
Africa and Afghanistan, or took firm and decisive action as it did at Tel-el-Kebir. 

It was, however, in Egypt that Gladstone's ministry encountered its most serious problems 
because the decision to occupy Egypt split the Liberal party. The need to protect the British invest

ment in the Suez Canal and the refusal of the French to accept the consequences of their responsibi li ties 
under the Dual Control forced the Government to act alone and to invade Egypt. In Sheffield, the 
party was split between those Liberals who supported the Government but agreed with Mundella, who 
told Leader: "1 shall be glad when we are well out of this Egyptian business. I am clear we could not 
have avoided it, but, after all, it is a'hateful necessity' and the work is not congenial to US:,6 and those 
who were opposed to any kind of intervention. The first group was represented by the Leaders and 
the Independent and the second by H. J . Wilson . Wilson considered "the tone of the Ino 'Pendent is 

very deplorable; so little argument and so much contempt for the 'Peace Radicals'''? He wrote a 
letter to the paper, which appeared on the 29 July, 1882, in which he described the war in Egypt as 
"unjustifiable" and in which he protested against "the manner in which you have for the last ten days 
assailed and misrepresented all Liberals who do not agree with your views on the Egyptian question," 
especially Henry Richard, Alfred Illingworth and Wilfrid Lawson . In reply, the editors, J . D. and 
R. E. Leader declared "we think them mistaken in their attitude on this question: ,s It Is impos ible 
to discover the numerical strengths of the supporters and op!,>onents of the Egyptian policy as avid nce 
is contradictory. John Daniel Leader believed that "so far as I can gather the p rty h re a els where 
is all but unanimous in favour of the Government,,,9 but H. J . Wilson was equally sure that "the 

thanks I have received for my letter convince me that if the party is to b kept tog th r my letter was 
required.,,10 No serious split, however, developed in the Liberal party in Sheffield , partly b c u th 

S.I., 23 .2. 1881 . 

2 S,1.,24 .3 .1881 . Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, 1849 - 1902 : barrltter; prominent In tho P trlotlc Alsocletlon; 
1880 - 86 M.P. for Eya (Suffolk), 1886 - 1902 Ecclelall; 18a5 - 86, 1886 - 92 Civil I.ord of the Admiralty ; 
1892 KnighthoOd ; 1900 served In South Africa . 

3 A. J . Mundella to R. I.eader, 26.3.18Bl, Mundella MSS., S.U.I.. 
4 S.D. T., 24.3.1881 . 
5 S. I.,14.10.1882. 

6 A. J . Mundella to R. Leader, 3.9.1B82, Mundella MSS., S.U.I.. 
7 H. J . Wilson to R . I.eader, 21.7.18B2, not sent, Wilson MSS., S.U.I.. 
8 S.1.,29 .7 .1882. 

9 J . D. I.eadar to H . J . Willon, 27.7.1882, Wilson MSS., S.C.L.. M.D. 6009 B. 
10 H.J . Willon to J . D. Leader, August 1882, not sent, Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6009 B. 
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"Peace Radicals" were in a minority, as they were in the party as a whole. This can be seen from an 
interesting letter from the Rev. C. H. Collyns, an Anglican and secretary of the British Temperance 
League,1 to H. J . Wilson in September, 1882: "Mrs. Howard of Castle Howard writes to me in 
mighty indignation against the whole war business and says what I believe to be true that Gladstone 
by his great power and popularity has blinded folk. It is melancholy but then you know the Liberal 
Party has never really been a peace party. All that we have ever done has been to inoculate the party 
a bit.',2 

The "Peace Radicals", therefore, were not sufficiently numerous to effect any change in 
Government policy on Egypt; indeed, H. J. Wilson believed that its Egyptian policy had strengthened 
its position : "the Government is becoming more popular because it is now approved by so many 
Jingoes".3 But the main reason why no serious split occurred in the party was that all Liberals 

were determined to avoid one. Robert Leader reminded Wilson that "the greater the difficulties of 
our chiefs the stronger should be our support",4 and the fact that Wilson contented himself with 
expressing disagreement and made no attempt to organize an agitation to secure the evacuation of 
Egypt, as he wou Id almost certainly have done ten years earlier, and that a number of letters wh ich 
he wrote on the subject were not sent, shows quite clearly that he considered Liberal unity of prime 
importance. 

The difficulties in the Sudan in 1884 and 1885 were a direct result of the British occupation 
of Egypt. When a revolt broke out in the Sudan under the inspiration of a religious leader, the 
Mahdi, the Government was faced with the choice of either reconquering it or evacuating some stranded 
Egyptian garrisons. It decided upon the latter course and entrusted the task to General Gordon, whom 
Mundella described as "brave as a Paladin, and as devout as a Puritan, but, I suspect - a little? - mad.',6 
For his part, Gladstone disliked any kind of involvement in the Sudan, though he believed that Britain 
had responsibilities there which could not be shirked. The Government's policy was defended in the 
Independent but it was by no means unanimously supported by Sheffield Liberals. J. H. Barber, the 
Friend who had long since ceased to playa prominent part in local politics, spoke out against it at the 
annual meeting of the Sheffield Liberal Association in March, 1884.6 On the same day he wrote to 
H. J. Wilson : "what in the world we have to do in the Sudan, I cannot imagine .. . .. we seem to 
me to go on from one crime to another.'" Equally loud in their condemnation of Government policy 
were H. J . Wilson and William Rolley, vice-president of the Sheffield Labour Representation Association.8 

The policy of the Government in the Sudan was defended by Robert Leader, the Rev. Dr . Cocker and 
the Congregational minister, the Rev. T. W. Holmes.9 The Liberal outcry against intervention in the 
Sudan was bound to subside, as the Government's aims were strictly defensive . However, because the 
Government had decided to withdraw from the Sudan rather than reconquer it, it was op n to attacks 
from Jingoes who argued that national honour was at stake. A Conservative meeting in Sheffield in 
February, 1884, denounced Liberal policy as "vacillating and unstatesmanlike" and "not maintaining 
the national honour and prestige.',10 The Jingoes cou ld muster plenty of support because the Mayor 
deemed that an amendment in support of the Government, put by Henry Rowley and T. Shaw of the 
Central Radical Club, was lost by as many as ten to one. 11 

It is hard to determine how far the foreign and imperial policy of the Government cost the 
Liberal party votes in Sheffield. J. C. Skinner told Wilson that his nin8 paid canvassers reported that 
many voters said they did not intend to vote Liberal any more - "foreign policy of late Government 
having changed their opinions.,,12 But, as will appear, in the election of November, 1885, the Liberals 
polled more votes than the Tories, although they only managed to win two seats. Had the constituency 

1 Ita heedquerter. had been moved from Rochdale to Sheffield In September, 1880. S L R., 15.9.1880. 
2 Rev. C. H. ColIVnl to H . J . Wlllon, 4.9.1882, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6012. 
3 H . J . Wllion to R. Leader, 8.9.1882, Wilion MSS., S.U.L. 
4 R. Laader to H. J . Wilson , 8.8.1882, Wilion MSS., S.U.L. 
6 A. J . Mundella to R. Leader, 11.6.1884, Mundella MSS., S.U. L. 
6 SI., 19.3.1884. 
, J . H. Barber to H. J . Wilson, 1 B.3. 1 884, Wllion MSS .. S. U. L. 
8 S I., 22.2.1884. 
9 S.I., 19.3.1884. 

10 S.I., 115.2.1884. 
11 Ibid. 

12 J. C. Skinner to H . J . Wilson . 11 .' .1885, Wilson MSS., S.C. L., M.D. 591 1. 
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been undivided, they would have won both seats, 1 thus improving on their performance in 1880. This 
would not indicate a marked loss of support in the years 1880 - 85. It suggests rather that those who 
blamed the Government for the mismanagement of the Sudanese campaign and the death of Gordon 
were already Tories and would not have voted Liberal in any case. The large scale defections from the 
Liberal ranks had already taken place by 1880. So the true significance of the Government's imperial 
policy was that it helped to produce tensions within the Liberal party itself which threatened Liberal 
unity. 

Ireland 

The true importance of the Irish question in Sheffield politics lay in the influence which the 
Irish voters could exercise in an election. The Irish themselves certainly believed that they held the 
balance, as the two parties were almost equal in strength. At a meeting of the Irish Nationalist Society 
in July, 1884, Michael Conway said "he did not know any constituency in Great Britain where the Irish 
vote was such a potent factor as it was at Sheffield."2 The Irish were mainly concentrated in the 
Central Division and numbered about 800 voters, who were of considerable importance because of poor 
Liberal organization in the Central. 3 Their electoral importance lay not so much in numbers as in the 
fact that they constituted a block vote under the control of the Irish Parliamentary party. They could 
be relied upon to vote as instructed by the Irish leadership. They had links with Liberalism; Mundella 
and Waddy had been supported by the Irish vote in 1880. One of their leaders, Dr. T. O'Meara, a 
Radical, strove to maintain the connection. Speaking at the annual meeting of the Sheffield Liberal 
Association in March, 1884, he referred to the St. Patrick's Day meeting, at which Joseph Biggar, M.P .. 
called upon the Irishmen of Sheffield to vote against Mundella at the next election, but O'Meara "was 
confident that, as was the case at Liverpool, the Irish of this town would be found at the proper time 
on the side of reform and Liberalism,,,4 

If the Irish were to vote Tory, it could be nothing more than a political manoeuvre to 
embarrass the Liberals because the Conservatives in Sheffield made it quite clear that they had no 
sympathy with Irish problems. In January, 1881, C. S. Wortle'6 who in 1879 and 1880 had studiously 
refused to make any concessions to win Irish support, told his constituents: "whatever is done with 
Ireland in the way of remedial legislation - I for one do not deny that such is necessary - some 
measure of effective coercion should precede"~ However, when the Government did attempt remedial 
legislation, he branded it as "spoiling the fractious child".6 The circular of the National Catholic 
Conservative Association, founded in Sheffield in August, 1882, claimed that "it is to the Conservative 
party that Ireland can confidently look henceforth for beneficent legislation, but not for outlandish, 
subversive measures.,,7 But it was precisely these - Home Rulea and the establishment of an Irish 
peasant proprietary9 that the Irish wanted and they could hardly expect to get them from the Tories, 
who condemned such moderate measures as Gladstone's Government introduced. At a meeting 10 held 
a few days after the murder of Lord Frederick Cavendish in Phoenix Park, Arthur Thomas attacked 
the whole Irish policy of the Government, which sought to end the land war in Ireland by the 
abandonment of coercion and a pact with the Irish leaders, the "Kilmainham system." The differenc s 
between the attitudes of the two parties were summed up by the Independent: "The Issue now is 
between a policy of conciliation and a policy of exasperation. The Liberals have separated them elves, 
we hope finally, from the policy of coercion : while the Conservatives are pledging themselves to fr sh 
developments of the Bismarckian system of blood and iron,"" 

1 S. I" 26 .11.1886. 

2 5.1,,16.7.1884, 

3 J. C. Skinner to H. J . WlllOn,11.7.1886, Wilion MSS. , S.C. L., M.O, 591 1. 

4 S. I" 19.3.1884. 

6 S. I., 4.1 .1881. 

6 S.I., 6.1 .1882. 

7 Clrculer, 16.8 .1882, WlllOn MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6911. 

8 E.g. Sheffield brench of the Home Rule Confederetlon. S. I ., 23 .12 .1880. 

9 E.g. Sheffield branch of the Nulonel Lend LNgue of Greet 8rlteln. S.I., 13.7 .1881 . 
10 5.1,,10.6.1882. 

11 5. I., 6.5.1882. 
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Politically, the Conservatives were in a strong position insisting on a policy of " resolute 
government.,,1 They could play upon the deep-seated English dislike of the Irish. At a large meeting 
in Paradise Square in July, 1882, called to discuss Egypt2 and Ireland, they succeeded in defeating by a 
small majority a Liberal amendment expressing confidence in Gladstone's Government.3 Moreover, 
they could quote the strictures upon Irish policy of the great local Whig landowner, Earl Fitzwilliam.4 

Fitzwilliam's estates in County Wicklow comprised 91,748 acres, valued at £47,854.5 He was a 
benevolent landlord both in Ireland, where Parnell had praised the conditions on his estates and his 
tenants had refused to join the Land League,6 as well as on the Wentworth estates where tenants had 
cause to thank him in January, 1882, for remitting the % year rent.7 Nevertheless, he was appalled 
by the Land League, the aim of which (the Rev. Father Macdonald told a meeting of the Sheffield 
branch of the National Land League of Great Britain in July, 1881) was to "root the Irish farmer 
in the soil:,8 This was to be achieved by agrarian warfare against Irish landlordism,9 which meant 
an attack upon property rights which landlords, however progressive they were, could not tolerate . 
In December, 1881, Fitzwilliam subscribed £1,000, a measure of his concern, to the funds of the 
Irish Property Defence Association,lO which, he explained in a letter to the Magistrates of the West 
Riding, aimed "to protect honest tenants from the terrible losses and sufferings caused to them by 
the newly-invented system of Boycotting "and to force "dishonest tenants" to pay rent by bidding 
for property which others, under the threat of Land League reprisals, would fear to buy .11 It is 
not surprising, therefore, that he denounced the "Kilmainham Treaty", which the Government concluded 
with the very men who had encouraged the land war, and by which they promised to use their 
influence to bring it to an end, in return for an Arrears' Bill , clearing the arrears of debt before the Land 
Act came into operation, and an end to Coercion.12 To many people, this savoured of a surrender to 
outrage and illegalism. In fact, it put an end to these and made possible a political and constitutional 
settlement of Irish problems. 

The Liberals in Sheffield supported the Government's Irish policy and some Radicals, such as 
H. J. Wilson, were a good deal ahead of it. In February, 1881, Mundella complained that "friends like 
yourself seem unwilling either to trust us or to give us time to carry out our work.,,13 Wilson 
commented in the margin : "1 have not expressed any 'mistrust', but extreme regret that the Ministry 
has not adhered to its promises that redress of wrongs should go before or along with repression .,,14 
Wilson had expressed his views several months earlier at a large meeting convened by the Anti-Coercion 
Association, at which T. P. O'Connor, M.P., spoke. 15 A resolution was unanimously adopted 
expressing "strongest approbation of the conduct of that section of the Cabinet which has resisted the 
Tory clamour for coercion." But even more interesting is the attitude of the Sheffield Radicals to the 
Irish land question. Wilson condemned the Irish land system and a motion was put by William Rolley 
and John Wilson in favour of radical land reform : "without injustice 10 the existing interests, [to] 
make the tillers of the soil also owners of the soil. ,,16 But not all Liberals shared Wilson 's faith in the 
Irish. Leader wrote: "You spoke the other day of our Irish as of a good sort. I am afraid you are 
mistaken. You see they are bringing that O'Donnell.17 It seems to me that when they speak us fa ir 
they are utterly unreliable and are quite as likely as not to go against us. It is neither right in itself 
nor good policy to restrain our abhorrence of Irish crimes.,,18 

In the event, Leader proved quite correct about the political unreliability of the Irish , 8S was 
seen in the election of November, 1885, when, under orders from Parnell, they voted against the 
Liberals in Sheffield. 

InCluding Coercion. 
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C H APTE R X XII 

THE ELECTIONS OF 1885 and 1886 

The defeat in 1880 had shown that if the Liberals were to win back the seat they had lost, a 
more popular candidate than S. D. Waddy had to be found. The support which he secured from the 
Wesleyans and the moderate Liberals was more than counterbalanced by his failure with the working 

men . Indeed, far from gaining in popularity, he "seemed to lose his hold the more, the more speeches 
he made."1 His off-hand treatment of the workmen and his inability to excite enthusiasm made 
him an unsuitable candidate for Sheffield. Mappin confided to H. J. Wilson that he had "always 
considered the selection unwise",2 and it is clear that, with the exception of W. J. Clegg, the rest 
of the Liberal leadership in Sheffield agreed with him that another candidate should be chosen,3 as 
they were "unable to find now that Mr. Waddy's name evokes that general satisfaction for which they 
have hoped.,,4 Waddy sensed this: "it is impossible for me to have any doubt as to the state of 

feeling amongst some of the party. I am sure that if you are to win you must be hearty and united,',6 

he told Wilson in April, 1881 . He realized that the Liberals would be "more united on some other 
candidate" ,6 but their tardiness in reaching a decision about the future annoyed Waddy and he wrote 
angrily to W. J . Clegg: "it is impossible for me to stand for a place where the leaders of the party 
are opposed to me.',7 As a result, he severed his connections with Sheffield and in the following year 
was elected M.P. for Edinburgh with the support of H. J. Wilson's wife's family, the Cowans.8 

Waddy's successor, the Hon. Bernard Coleridge was a far stronger candidate. Unlike Waddy 
who had to think of his own career, Coleridge could afford to devote all his time to politics. As he 
explained to H. J . Wilson, "many lawyers don 't mind fighting a losing battle in order to have a 'c laim 
upon the party'. My ambition is in no way professional.',9 Moreover, Coleridge could afford to pay 

for his election and, in contrast to Waddy who had little money of his own, would not make heavy 

financial demands upon the party. His father, for example, promised him £1,000 towards the cost 
of the election.1o His popular appeal was far greater than that of Waddy; while Waddy was fussy 
and cocky, which caused Mundella to regard him as a humbug,11 Coleridge was "quiet, incisive and 
logical,,,12 young and a good speaker. These qualities, coupled with his thorough Radicalism (Percy 
Rawson described him as "the nearest representative to Mr. Chamberlain he had ever met,,13) made 

him acceptable to the working classes. He believed in manhood suffrage,14 radical reform of the land 
laws, reform of county government, popular control of the Drink traffic and, although he was married 
to a daughter of the Bishop of Oxford, who was also his uncle,16 the liberation of religion from State 

control and patronage.16 As he made clear to the Labour Representation Association, he would not 
support the payment of M.P.'s, though he approved of working men in Parliament. 17 
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3 The question wes dilculllld by R. Leader, F. T. Meppln, Wm. Smith, J. W. Pye-Smlth, H. J . Wilion and 

W. J. Clegg. H. J . Wil ion to S. D. Waddy, 28.6. 1881 , WII~on MSS .. S.C.L., M.D. 5937. 
4 Note by R. Leeder, Wilion MSS., S.C. L., M.D. 5937 . 
6 S.D. Weddy to H. J. Wilson, 28.4.1881 , Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6937. 
6 S. O. Waddy to R. E. Leeder, no dete but lete June 1881, Leader MSS., S.C. L., L.C. 188. 
7 S . D . Weddy to W. J. Clegg, 6.10.1881 , Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6937. 
8 The Cowan. were peper menufacturerlend very Influentlel In Edinburgh polltici. See J. Cowen to H.J. Willon, 

28.10.1982, Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 5937. 
9 Han. B. Coleridge to H. J . Willon, 10.4.1886. Willon MSS ., S.C.L., M.D. 6940. 

Bernard Coleridge, 1851 -1927 : berrlster, Ion of the Lord Chief JUl1lce; 1885-94 M.P. for Attercllffe; 1894 
lucceeded to the peerege; 1907-23 Judge of High Court of Justice (Klng'l Bench). 

10 Han. B. Coleridge to H. J. Willon, 20.4.1884, Wliion MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6939. 
11 A. J . Mundella to R. Leader, 22.2.1884, Mundella MSS., S.U.L. 
12 5. 1., 17.4.1 B84. 
13 5.1.,30 .1.1884. Chamberlain luggelted Colerldgeela candidate. J . Chamberleln to H. J . Wilson, 27.12.1883, 

Willon MSS., S.U.L. 
14 Reply to a deputation from tha Central Redlcel Club. 5.1.,22.2.1884. 
16 Han. B. Coleridge to H. J. WII,on, 21.1 .1885, Wilion MSS. , S.C.L., M.D. 6940. 
16 5.1., 21 .2.1884. 

17 5.1.,22.2 .1884. 

-181-



Coleridge's popularity among the working classes can be seen from the support his candidature 
received from the Labour Association 1 and the Central Radical Club.2 It is interesting, however, that 
at a Council meeting of the Sheffield Liberal Association in February, 1884, a Mr. Hillard of the 
Working Men's Radical Association expressed the hope "that on some future occasion the Liberal 
Association would seriously consider the question of having as a candidate one who would directly 
represent the working classes,,,3 as the constituency was largely composed of working men . This 
foreshadowed the attempts made some twelve months later to secure a working class candidate in 
the Central. But Coleridge was selected with the working class electors very much in view. He 
was, in Charles Castle's words, "just the man to go to the working classes in this town, and they 
were the class to whom they must gO.',4 The Liberals had to make up ground lost by Waddy's 
candidature and Conservative organization, but W. E. Clegg "was quite sure that a great many of 
the working men who had gone over to the Conservative side, not because of their political 
convictions, but upon other grounds, as soon as they saw and heard him would turn round.,,5 But 
from another point of view, Coleridge lacked some of Waddy's advantages. He was not politically 
acceptable, because of his Radicalism, to the lukewarm middle class Liberals. When, for example, 
it was suggested that he might contest Ecclesall, C. T. Skelton explained : "the Liberals of Ecclesall 
would rejoice in having Mr. Coleridge as a candidate but it was known that Mr. W. Smith and Mr. 
H. Stephenson would not support him."s But the selection of Coleridge as second Liberal candidate 
showed that the real strength of the party lay with the working classes and that Liberals were not 
prepared to jeopardize this, as they had done in 1880, to please the moderates, however much they 
may have wanted to keep them in the party. There was no place for them in a popular, radical 
Liberal party and, unless it was popular and radical, it had no future in Sheffield. 

The working class leadership was anxious to secure direct labour representation and when 
Sheffield received five members under the Redistribution scheme, they endeavoured to secure the 
nomination of at least one working class candidate. Their choice fell upon William Rolley, who was 
nominated in the "radical labou r interest" at a meeting of the joint committees of the Labour 
Association, the Central Radical Club and the Working Men's Radical Association on 6 March, 18857. 
Rolley's nomination excited very little enthusiasm among the middle class Liberal leadership and 
Mundella anticipated all kinds of difficulties. Rolley "can do nothing," he told Leader, "unless 
somebody finds him money. I doubt whether Sheffield workmen will do this."a However, the 
labour leaders were receiving encouragement from H. J. Wilson, obviously without Mundella's 
knowledge, because he felt "sure he has in no way encouraged the action of the Labour party in 
Sheffield.',9 In fact , Wilson promised Stuart Uttley, secretary of the Labour Association, that "in 
the event of Mr. Rolley being adopted as a candidate by the Liberal Association of any of the five 
divisions, I shall be glad to contribute one fifth part of the Election expenses,,10 and, if elected, 
"I will contribute towards his maintenance.',11 It is clear that most middle class Liberals disliked 
Rolley's candidature. W. J. Davis, a working man, wrote: 

1 Ibid. 

"For myself I confess that the labour party has met with scant encouragement 
from the liberals excepting from yourself and a few others . Notwithstanding I am 
of the opinion that all will turn out satisfactorily if the liberals will trust the workingmen 
to a moderate extent . If on the other hand an overbearing policy is persisted in I fear 
an unfortunate estrangement the consequences of which may be disappointing to both 
parties. ,,12 

2 J .... Helilwell to H. J . Willon, 6.3.1884, Wllion MSS., S.U. L. 

3 S.I., 29 .2.1884. 
4 S.I.,30 .1.1884. 

15 S.I., 29.2.1884. 
6 C. T. Sk.lton to H. J . Willon, 19.4.1886, Will on MSS., S .U. L. 

Cherl.1 Thoma. Skelton, 1833·1913: .ped. and .hol/.I mlnufact urer ; larv.d In Town Counc il for more thin 
30 year.; 1894-96 Mlyor; 1897 KnighthOOd ; member of the Unlt.d M.thodl.t Fr •• Church . 

7 S.I., 7.3.1886. 
8 A. J . Mund.lla to R. Leadar, 7.3.1885, Mundelle MSS .• S.U. L. 

9 Ibid. 
10 HI •• har. not to exceed £124. 
11 H. J. Wilion to S. Uttl.y , 6.4.18815, Wllion MSS .• S.U. L. 

12 W. J. Olvllto H. J . Wlllon, 9.3.1886. Wllion MSS., S .U.L. 
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Why was there such opposition to Rolley's candidature? Of course , direct labour representation 

was a novel conception and it was to be expected that many Liberals wou Id be suspicious of it at first . 
Also the manner in which the candidature was put forward savoured of dictating to the democratically 

elected Liberal Association. H. J. Wilson regretted that the Labour Association, the Radical Club and 
the Working Men's Radical Association "have done a good deal to alienate the sympathies of other 
sections of the Party of Progress, by combining together in an attitude which seemed to the other 
sections one of hostility, if not defiance.,,1 Moreover, it could be argued that the workingmen them· 

selves were not united behind Rolley's candidature. As early as April, 1885, the Labour Association 
had quarrelled with the Radical Club and the Working Men's Radical Association? The difference 
was that the Labour Association was prepared to work in close co-operation with and accept the 
decisions of the Liberal Association of the Central Division; they were, as Wilson informed Coleridge, 
"perfectly loyal to Mundella and yourself," though they considered they were entitled to the third 
seat.3 The other two bodies, which Wilson described as cliques,4 thereby implying that their influence 
was not great, were much more intransigent . As one of their leaders, Dr. Hardwicke, stated : "they 
wanted a Radical - not a Whig, or even a moderate Liberal:,5 They were determined to carry their 
candidate, Mervyn Hawkes,6 with or without the Liberal Association of the Central Division. Indeed , 
for them "the question was whether the Liberal caucus should rule eternally as a despotic tyrant .,,7 

But the effect of the action of these irreconcilables was to undermine Rolley's candidature . He 
explained the position to Stuart Uttley: "In respect to our position in Sheffield, as a labour 
association, seeking for direct representation in Parliament, it appears to me that circumstances for 
the present are not altogether favourable to such an end, in fact those from whom we expected our 
chief support have so far forgotten the first principles of labour representation as to sink altogether 
that aspect of the question, and simply concern themselves in striving to gain some ascendancy over 
the other organizations in the town .,,8 Although such bodies as the Central Radical Club, the 

Working Men's Radical Association and the Sheffield Labour and Democratic Federation, numbered 
few members9 and had a very limited influence , their defiant and intransigent conduct discredited, 

if it did not divide, the labour movement. They refused to support Rolley and chose instead 
Jonathan Taylor .1O After he had withdrawn,11 they backed Mervyn Hawkes, a radical journalist. 
Their actions not only torpedoed Rolley's candidature but created further difficulties in the Central 

for the Liberal party . 
The Central Division was a marginal seat in which the Liberals had a chance of success, 

despite the imperfection of their organization . It was, J . C. Skinner reported, well behind Ecclesall 
and Hallam but "may pull together if its chairman 12 pushes it.',13 The real problem was that "it is 
almost without party leaders ."14 By contrast, the Conservative position was very strong, especially 

in St. Philip 's and St . Peter's, which the Telegraph described as the "key-stone" of the Central 
Division and "which has over and over again in municipal contests exhibited its consistency on the 
Conservative side.',1 5 In Howard Vincent, described by Dilke as "the greatest ass out of the House,,,16 

t he Conservatives had a candidate in the Ashmead Bartlett vein, ideally suited to appea l to the 
Jingoistic sentiments of Sheffie ld Toryism . In addition , the Liberals had to contend with the 
vagaries of the Iri sh electors. 

In these circumstances the choice of candidate was all important. The man chosen was 
Samuel Plimsoll, who had been president of the Sheffield branch of the Reform League and later, as 
M.P. for Derby, had led the fight to improve the conditions of merchant seamen . As a veteran 
Radical, he was acceptable to the majority of the working men, who were influenced by the Labour 
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H. J . Wilson to S. Uttley , 6.4.1885, Wilion MSS., S.U. L. 

H. J . Wilion to Hon. B. Coleridge, 13.4.1886. Wilson MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6940. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 

S. I., 24.7.1886. 
B. 1860, a Radlc I Journalist , who had opposed the return of Ashmead 8artlett at Eye. 
S.I., 24.8.1886. 
Wm . Rolley to S. Uttley , 17 .8.1886, publi shed In S.I., 19 .8.1885. 
LeIS than 100 poopl. attended II jo int meeting on 22 August. S. I., 24.8.1885. 
S.I., 19 .6.1885. 
5.1., 14.7.1886. 
Percy Rawson. 
J.C. Skinner to H.J. Willon, 11 .7.1886, Wilson MSS ., S.C.L., M.D. 6911. 
Ibid. 
S.D. T., 9.4.1886. 
A. J . Mundella to R. Leader, 23.4.1886 Mundell. MSS., S.U.L. Charlos Edward Howard Vincent, 1849·1908 : 
after military care.r, became a barrister; 1878-84 Director of Criminal Investlg tlons, Metropolitan Police; 
1B86·1908 M.P. for Central DiviSion; 1891 a founder of United Empire Trade L. gu . ; 1896 Chairman of National 
Union of Conservative Alloclatlons; 1896 Knighthood ; 1899-1902 IOrv d In South Af rica. 
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Association, which, in Stuart Uttley's words, "numbered amongst its members the most earnest and 
the most influential of those connected with the various trades unions.'" The Labour leaders 
supported Plimsoll partly out of respect for him and loyalty to the Liberal party, partly because 
Rolley had no chance of success. Rolley withdrew on 18 August, 1885, when Plimsoll agreed to 
become the candidate,2 and for the moment the idea of direct labour representation was shelved. 
"Trade had been so long depressed," Rolley observed, "that circumstances did not seem altogether 
favourable for the development of their principles.,,3 But the Labour Association had made it 
clear that on a future occasion they expected the promotion of at least one working class candidate. 

The ultra Radicals in the Central, however, refused to support Plimsoll and described his 
candidature as a "miserable and contemptible conspiracy.,,4 For them it was not a case of securing 
a working class candidate, since Hawkes was a journalist by profession, nor is there any reason to 
believe that Hawkes was any more radical than Plimsoll. Rather it was a matter of rivalry, a refusal 
to accept the decisions of the Liberal Association. The leaders of the Central Radical Club -
Jonathan Taylor and Dr. Hardwicke - were not working men, though they drew such support as 
they received from the working classes, but middle class ultra Radicals who were excluded from the 
official Liberal leadership and whose power they sought to challenge at whatever cost. Hawkes 
himself wanted to resign - "he felt that he had no sort of right to come there and divide the party" -
but they refused to accept his resignation and made it clear that they intended to run their own 
candidate in the Central.5 They also ignored a letter from Bradlaugh advising them, as a minority, 
to accept the Plimsoll candidature.6 

It cannot be said that the actions of these few disgruntled Liberals were directly responsible 
for the Liberal defeat in the CentraL7 However, elections cannot be interpreted purely in numerical 
terms. The behaviour of the ultras and the loss of the Irish vote, which the Independent considered 
vital,a had their effect in a division where the Conservatives were already strong with "such hotbeds 
of Toryism as St. Peter's and St. Philip's Wards .',9 Moreover, the Liberals were badly organized 

in the Central, as Skinner had been forced to admit .'O 

The Liberals were undecided about their chances in Ecclesall . "What do you say as to 
Mappin standing for Ecclesall?" Mundella asked . "Is it not hopeless? After the recent Municipal 
contests in that ward, I fear he has no chance .",1 Mundella was referring to the severe defeat 
which R. E. Leader had suffered in Ecclesall in 1884, but Skinner pointed out that this was nothing 
to judge by since 4,000 votes were unpolled and Liberal organization in Ecclesall was "fairly good .',,2 
Ecclesall contained a large number of lukewarm Liberals who needed specia l handling and who would 
not support a Radical candidate. It was known, for example, that William Smith and Henry 
Stephenson would not support Coleridge as a candidate for Ecclesa ll. ' 3 Benjamin Bagshawe, 
himself a very moderate Liberal, described the type of candidate needed: "If a man like Goschen 
could be obtained to fight Ecclesall I believe he wou ld win easily. Cou ld Goschen be asked to stand? 
If he would do so, his influence over the non-descript politicians of Sheffield would be g~eatly to th 
advantage of Liberalism :,,4 

The choice of candidate was far from easy and Mundella told Leader: "I em as ured that , 
on both sides nothing is so scarce as good candidates.",5 In Ecclesall, the Liberal chos Cyri l Dodd, 
a barrister and a grandson of a former Vicar of Sheffield, Dr. Sutton. ' 6 It becam clear th t Skinner 
had been over-optimistic and that Ecc lesall was indeed " a Tory stronghold.",7 In the el ction, 
Ashmead Bartlett, the ultra Jingo who had been cultivating Sheffield for a number of years, urad 
comfortable majority of 692, which was a pure Conservative mejorlty as ther were no Lib ra l dlvi ion 
and no I rish defection as in the Central. 

5.1., 26 .8.1885 . 

2 5.1.,19.8.1885. 

3 S. I., 26 .8 .1886. 

4 S/., 24 .8 .1885 . 

6 5.1.,17 .9.18815. 
6 C. 8radlaugh to G . 8arber, 6.10.18815, publiShed In 5.1., 115 .10 .18815. 

7 The voting was; Vincent 4,633 - Pllm.o ll 3,484 - Hawke. 140. 
8 5.1., 26.11 .18815. 
9 Ibid. 

10 J.e . Skinner to H .J. Willon , 11 .7.18815, Wilion MSS., S.C.L.., M.D. 69 11 . 
11 A.J . Mundelle to R. L.eeder, 2.3.18815, Mundelle MSS., S.U. L.. 
12 J.e. Skinner to H.J. Wli lon , 11 .7.18815, Wilson MSS., S.C. L.., M.D. 159 11 . 
13 C.T. Skalton to H.J . Wlilon , 19 .4.1886, W on MSS .. S.U. L.. 
14 B. Bagshlwe to H.J. WII.on, 2.2.18815, WII. on MSS., S.C.L. ., M.D. 15940. 
115 A.J. Mundili. to R. Leeder, 27.15.1B86, Mundelle MSS., S.U.L. . 
16 SL.R., 20.7.1885. 
17 S/., 26.11 .1886. Th. voting wa. : A. hmllld Bart lett - 4,182 - Dodd - ,490. 
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In Hallam , where the sitting member, C. S. Wortley, was the Conservative candidate, Liberal 
prospects were so bleak that R. E. Leader had great difficu Ity in finding a candidate. Neither Mundella 1 
nor Coleridge2 was prepared to oppose Wortley. Indeed, Mundella was thinking about an agreement 
with the Tories: "1 should let Wortley alone - (I am told that there is no chance in the Hallams) -
but do so on condition that they leave us alone in Brightside, and, if possible, Attercliffe.',3 Coleridge 
told H.J . Wilson that he was determined to contest Attercliffe despite R. E. Leader's appeal to "my 
honour, my patriotism, my loyalty and every other conceivable thing to fight Wortley in Hallam.,,4 
The Liberals finally chose Sir Charles Warren, an eminent soldier, who, because the seat was such a 
forlorn hope, received assistance from the Liberal Whip, Lord Richard Grosvenor, towards his election 
expenses.5 As was expected, the Liberals lost, but Wortley's majority was limited to 609,6 owing 
perhaps to his inability as a platform orator. 7 

The real strength of Liberalism, indeed, lay in the working class areas and especially in 
Brightside and Attercliffe. Here the Tories had no chance. In Brightside, where Mundella was the 
Liberal candidate, they tried in vain to foment division by encouraging Michael Hunter, the Unitarian 
manufacturer, to stand as an independent.8 Mundella wrote : " I dare say Hunter is not so stupid 
as he seems. He is, to my mind, the very worst·mannered man I ever met. I am sure everything 
will be done by the Tories to encourage his weaknesses and to excite his ambition. They hate me.',9 
Hunter, however, could not be induced at this moment to play the Tory game and he withdrew. 
The election also appears to have healed the wounds caused by Ridge's criticisms of the Brightside 
Liberal Association . The Tories put one of their strongest candidates in the field, Lord Edmund 
Talbot, brother of the Duke of Norfolk, but Mundella won easily with a majority of 1,234 votes.10 

In Attercliffe, Coleridge secured a majority of 1,258 over the banker, E. Brodie Hoare.11 

The election showed that the Liberals were strong in the east end of the town but, while 
"the success of Liberalism in previous contests has been largely due to the help of Liberals residing 
in the east end of the town,,,12 this strength could no longer be used, now that the constituency 
was divided, to counteract Conservative majorities in the middle class areas of the west. Indeed, 
counting the votes for the five divisions, the Liberals had an overall majority - 19,776 against 
19,594 - so that, as was the case at Leeds, the Liberals would have won both seats in the old 
undivided constituency,13 the Independent argued. The size of the poll is evidence of much 
political interest. The following table shows the relative strengths of the parties, as well as the 
percentage pol1.14 

% Voters % Poll 

Division Libs. % Tories Libs. % Tories Total % 

Central 41 with Hawkes 57 35 with Hawkes 47 83 
43 36 

Ecclesall 45 55 39 47 86 

Hallam 45 55 40 48 88 

Brightside 57 43 49 37 86 

Attercliffe 57 43 50 37 87 

1 A. J . Mundelle to R. E. Leeder. 31 .3 .1886, Leader MSS., S .C. L., L.C. 188. 

2 Hon . B. Coleridge to R. E. Leeder, 19 .4.1 B85, Leader MSS., S .C .. , L.C. 188. 

3 A. J . Mundella to R. Leeder, 27.4 .1886, Mundella MSS., S .U. L. 

" Hon. B. COleridge to H.J . Willon, 22 .4 .1885, WII,on MSS., S.C. L., M. O. 5940. 

II R.E. Leeder to F rencll Wyllie, Liberal Centrel Office, 21 .12.1886, Leader MSS., S .C. L., L.C. 188. 

6 The voting wei ; Wortley · 3,764 Werren · 3,166. 
7 " WOrtley II e very poor telker" . A.J . Mundell e to R. Leader, 27 .4 .18811, Mundelle MS ., S.U.L. 
8 M. Hunter to H.J. Willon, 2.12.1884, Wllion MSS., S.U. L., decler ng th.t he wou ld stend "unl I e goOd h ffl .. d 

man I, brought forwlrd ." 
9 A.J . Mundelll to R. Llader, 21 .1.1B85, Mundelll MSS., S .U.L. 

10 The voting wei : Mundelle · 4,616 Telbot · 3,382. 
11 The voting wu; Coleridge - 4 ,891 - HOlre - 3,633. 
12 S. I., 26.11 .1886. 
13 S. I.,26.11 .18811. 
1" Wilion MSS., S.C.L., M,O. 6914. 
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The Conservatives did especially well in the Central, a clear 11% ahead of the Liberals, in the Division 
which had the lowest poll (83%). Indeed, in the event, the Liberals proved stronger in Ecclesall and 
Hallam, which would seem to vindicate Skinner's contention that they were better organized in these 
wards than in the Central. ' However, the result was that the Tories now had a majority of the 
seats in Sheffield. 

If Redistribution had the effect of damaging the electoral prospects of the Libera ls in the 
borough of Sheffield, it had the very opposite effect in the county. The extension of household 
suffrage to the counties increased the number of voters in the West Riding from 73,218 to 210,142 
and in the Southern Division from 27,431 to 92,694.2 The Southern division was divided into 
six single member constituencies. So the size of the electorate and the representation was trebled, 
and the result was to swing the electoral balance completely in favour of the Liberals. The Sheffield 
district, for instance, where the Tories had always been very strong,3 became part of the Hallamshire 
Division, which included such districts as Stannington and Loxley, Chapeltown, Stocksbridge, 
Ecclesfield, Intake and Wadsley Bridge, where, to judge by the letters of support for F. T. Mappin,4 
and the size of his majority over Charles Fitzwilliam (2,003), the Liberals were in a majority. The 
Liberals won all six seats,5 with landslide victories in Barnsley, Rotherham and Holmfirth. These 
compensated to some extent for the disappointments in Sheffield, where Mundella believed that the 
Liberal position was not irreparable: "Sheffield is surrounded with a broad belt of Liberal 
constituencies. Surely we shall now do something to reclaim it to its old allegiance? I can never 
believe but that this could be done,',6 

At the moment when the Liberals were thinking how to improve their position in Sheffield, 
the party was plunged into crisis by the announcement of Gladstone's conversion to Home Rule 
for Ireland. In January, 1886, Mundella, President of the Board of Trade, thought that there 
"never was such an impasse. It seems like a vicious circle from which there is no escape.,,7 The 
bulk of the Liberal party in Sheffield, however, loyally supported Gladstone and regarded the Home 
Rule Bill as "a grand, constructive and statesmanlike effort to solve that difficulty for the benefit 
of both nations, under existing conditions,',8 On 28 April, 1886, a Liberal meeting was held to 
support Gladstone's policy which, though "the attendance was not so large as might reasonably 
have been expected," "was eminently satisfactory as showing that amongst the bulk of the Liberal 
Party in Sheffield there is no difference of opinion in regard to Mr. Gladstone's proposals.,,9 The 
Radicals, such as Charles Castle,'o F. P. Rawson 11 and H. J. Wilson were enthusiastically on 
Gladstone's side and Wilson expressed "the deepest grief and disappointment at the attitude Mr. 
Chamberlain took up.",2 The Home Rule Bill also received support from the Labour League 
and Rolley declared at a meeting on 20 May : "in their desire to have the management of their 
own affairs they (the Irish) had his heartiest sympathy and his most cordial co-operation.",3 
The Liberals were greatly encouraged by the success of Stuart Uttley, who won a municipal cont t 

by twelve votes in that hotbed of Toryism, St. Philip's, on 28 April,'4 which gave a fi llip not only to 
the principle of labour representation, but also to Home Rule. '5 
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J.C. Skinner to H.J . Wll.on, 11 .7.1 885, Wll.on MSS ., S.C. I.., M.D. 591 1. 
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9 S.I., 29.4 .1886. 

10 C. Ce.tle to H. J . WlllOn, 9.4.1886, WlllOn MSS., S.C.L., M.D. 6911 . 
11 F. P. Rew.on to H. J. WlllOn, 9.4.1886, WII.on MSS., S .C. L., M.D. 6911 . 
12 5.1.,29 .4.1886. 

13 5. /., 21 .5.1886. Rolley latar changed his mind about Home Rul •. 
14 5.1., 29.4.1886. 
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There was, however, an important section of Liberals who refused to accept Home Rule 
because they believed that it would lead to the destruction of the union of England and Ireland. 
The Liberal Unionists were led, significantly, by those moderate middle class Liberals who had 
long been drifting towards Conservatism. They included J. H. Barber, the Quaker who had ceased 
some years earlier to play any active part in Liberal politics, Michael Hunter, who had almost 
opposed Mundella in Brightside in the election of the previous year, and the Anglicans, William 
Smith, Henry Stephenson and Benjamin Bagshawe.1 For these men, all of whom were prominent 
and highly respected, Home Rule was the final straw. They could no longer follow Gladstone and 
with their departure the middle class defection from Liberal ism, which had begun in 1868, was 
complete. For the moment, they scrupulously held aloof from the Tories. At a meeting of the 
Ecclesall branch of the Primrose League in May, 1886, for example, letters were read from Henry 
Stephenson, Michael Hunter and William Smith, expressing opposition to the Home Rule Bill but 
declining to appear at a Conservative meeting.2 The question was how numerous were the Liberal 
Unionists in Sheffield? Commenting on a meeting in June, 1886, to fu rther the candidature of 
the Liberal Unionist, F. W. Maude,3 at which Lord Hartington spoke, the Independent believed that 
Tories "formed the greater bulk of the audience," while " the apostate Liberals might all have found 
seats in an ordinary first-class railway carriage.,,4 But the results of the election were to show that 
although the Liberal Unionists in Sheffield may not have been very vocal , they were far from being 
an insignificant minority. 

The Conservatives in Sheffield were, of course, resolutely opposed to Home Rule .5 "The 
very integrity of the empire itself was threatened at this moment,,,6 the Duke of Norfolk told a 
meeting to inaugurate the Primrose League in Sheffield . The Primrose League was an important 
new development in Conservative organization. Habitations were fo rmed in each of the five 
Divisions with a General Habitation, of which the Duchess of Norfolk was Dame President and 
W. C. Leng, Ruling Counsellor. Surrounded by a medieval aura , its aims were, in the Hon. Claude 
Hay's words, "to maintain religion, the estates of the realm and the Imperial ascendancy of the 
British Empire:,7 It was lent prestige by the patronage of the Duke of Norfolk, and Ashmead 
Bartlett "knew no man in high position who devoted himself so actively to the Conservative cause 
before the late elections as the Duke of Norfolk ."s The second aspect about the Primrose League 
which is of interest, is that it made a special attempt to attract ladies because, as Samuel Roberts, 
Junr., told the Hallam Habitation, of+the undoubted influence which many ladies possessed in political 
matters.',9 "In municipal elections ladies were important factors, and he thought that should be 
equally the case in Parliamentary matters",10 Muir Wilson declared . The Liberals replied to this 
by setting up the Sheffield Women's Liberal Association, which formed committees to work in the 
five Divisions. 11 These developments were a reflection of the growing interest which women were 
taking in politics, an interest which was to culminate in the demand for female emancipation . 

After the defeat of the Home Rule Bill on 8 June, the Liberals had almost a month to 
prepare for the election and this time there were no disagreements about candidates. The sitting 
members, Mundella and Coleridge, contested Brightside and Attercliffe, where the Liberal Unionists 
ran their only candidate, F. W. Maude. In the Central all Liberals were agreed upon the candidature 
of Joshua Hawkins of Bedford, a former newspaper proprietor, who was supported by th Council 
of the Central Liberal Association and by the Central Radical Club.12 The demands, which th 
working classes had made for direct labour reprasentation, were recognized by the nomination of 
T. R. Threlfall of Southport, president of the Trades Congress, as Liberal candidate in Hall m 13 

and of William Owen of Hanley, also a working man, in Ecclesall,14 though their chances of ucc s 
in these wards were slim indeed. 

1 S.I., 29.6.1886. elglhllwa I cttd a. Llberlll Unlonln IIgent for HIII.m.hlra & Donc.n.r Dlv •. 18815·190 
2 S.I., 27 .15.1886. 
3 F. W. M.ud. Will lecratery of tha Llb.ral Unlonln Com mitt ... 
4 S.I.,29 .6.1886. 
15 E.g. Conaarv.thll m .. tlng chaired by Si r Henry WItton . S.I., 20.4.188 
6 s.I.,1e.2.1886. 

7 Ibid. 
8 IbId. 
9 S.I., 20 .15.1886. 

10 IbId. 
11 S. I., 21 .6.1886. 
12 S.I., 18.6.1886. 
13 S.I., 19 .6.1886. 
14 S.I., 28.S.1886. 
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The following table compares the results of the election of 6 July, 1886, with those of the 
previous November: 

VOTING / COMPARISON 

1885 1886 

Division/Cand. Lib. Cons. Maj. Lib. Cons. Maj . + -
Attercliffe: Coleridge 4,891 1,258 4,365 1,407 + 

Hoare 3,633 
Maude 2,958 

Brightside: Mundella 4,616 1,234 4,280 882 -
Talbot 3,382 3,398 

Central : Vincent 4,633 1,149 4,522 1,196 + 
Plimsoll 3,484 
Hawkes 140 
Hawkins 3,326 

Ecclesall : Bartlett 4,182 692 3,930 1,242 + 
Dodd 3,490 
Owen 2,688 

Hallam : Wortley 3,764 609 3,38 1 769 + 
Warren 3,155 
Threlfall 2,612 

TOTALS : 19,776 19,594 182 17,271 18,189 918 + 

The most noticeable feature is that in each Division fewer votes were polled than in November, 
1885. The size of the electorate was precisely the same (45,722) but in July, 1886, on ly 35,789 votes 
were polled against 39,361 in November, 1885. Moreover, the Liberals lost more vote than did the 
Conservatives, for, while the total Tory vote fell from 19,594 to 18,189, that of the Liberals f II from 
19,776 to 17,271, so that the overall Liberal majority of 182 in the previous November b cam a 
Conservative majority of 918 in July, 1886. The Liberals polled 2,605 fewer votes, compared with 
1,405 fewer for the Tories. To explain this, the Independent declared "there have n mor Lib ral 
abstentions than we anticipated and in some of the divisions not much enthusiasm w s shown for 
work.,,1 Allowing for deaths and removals, which cou ld have been quite numerous s tr de w v ry 
bad, it is clear that a fairly large number of Liberals abstained becau e they were unwi ll ing to support 
Home Rule. In one Division only, the Central, did the Tories receive "a large numb r of di ntl nt 
Liberal votes." Skinner had calculated that the Irish vote numbered 891 and the cretary of th 
Irish National League informed him that they had polled between 600 and 700 votes for Vine nt In 
November, 1885.2 With Irish support, Vincent had polled 4,633, but he man ed to poll 4,522 
votes without Irish support in July, 1886. Taking 309 as his real maJorlty,3 in November, h 
increased it to 1,196, in July. ClearlY,a fairly large number of dissentient Liber Is had vot d Tory 
In the Central, in order to prevent Hawkins being carried with Irish support. 

The Irish vote made the Central a special Division. In th other ward, It Is cle r that whll 
a large number of Liberal Unionists abstained, they did not vote Tory. In Eecle II , for )(ampl, 
the Independent reported that Ashmead 8artlett had been upported by Unionists, such J. H. B rb r 
and William Smith,4 but this support was not translated into votes. Ashm ad B rtl tt's majority In 
November of 692 was increased to 1,242, because 802 Liberals did not vote (comp red with 252 
Tories) . Similarly, in Brightside, the Tory vote remained almost con tant but Mund II 10 t 336 vot , 

1 

2 

3 

5.1. ,7.7.1886 . 

J .e . Sklnn.rto H.J . Wli lon, 1.6.1886, Wilion MSS., S.U. L. 

Thl. flgur. I •• pproxlmlt., cllcu l.t.d .. fo liowl : 4,633 
700 

3,624 
309 

4 5.1., 7 .7 .1886. 
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though here removals may have been as important as Libe ral abstentions. Yet in Brightside and 
Ecclesall it was not a case of a Tory gain but rather a Liberal loss. 

Hallam is interesting because here both the Libera ls and the Tories lost a large number of 
votes. Threlfall polled 543 votes fewer than Si r Charles Warren , which might be attributed to middle 
class dislike of a labour candidate or abstentions due to Home Rule, but this was evened out by 
Wortley's loss of 383 votes which is hard to explain. Possibly, some working men , who had 
previously voted for Wortley, switched their allegiance to the labou r candidate or perhaps it was 
due to over-confidence on the Conservative side. 

In Attercliffe, Coleridge succeeded in increasing his majority from 1,258 to 1,407, not 
because he gained more votes (indeed he lost 526) but because the Liberal Unionist,' F. W. Maude, 
polled 675 fewer than the Conservative, Brodie Hoare, in the previous November. In the county, 
Liberal Unionist candidates were run in three of the five Divisions contested .2 The evidence would 
suggest that, as was the case at Attercliffe, the Tories were somewhat reluctant to support Unionists . 
In Rotherham, A.H.D. Acland polled 1,146 fewer votes than in Novembe r and, assuming that a 
fairly large proportion of these were given to the Un ionist candidate, F.J .S. Foljambe, this would 
suggest that he received about half of the Tory votes given for Major Hoole in the previous November. 
The exception was Doncaster but there the candidate was the Hon . H. Fitzwilliam and the Fitzwilliams 
were by this time regarded as Tories. In Barnsley and Normanton, the Liberal majorities were 
reduced, the Tory vote remained more or less constant, which would point to a considerable number 
of Liberal abstentions. 

The reduced Liberal polls in the borough of Sheffield and surrounding districts, therefore, 
can be explained only in terms of the existence of a not inconsiderable body of Liberal Unionists 
who abstained but, with the exception of the Central Division where circumstances were special, 
did not vote Tory. It could be argued that in Ecclesall, for instance, they did not need to vote 
Tory, as abstention was sufficient to ensure a Liberal defeat in what was already a Tory stronghold, 
but the Central shows that they were prepared to vote Conservative in order to ensure the defeat 
of a Home Ruler. Either way, the Liberal Unionists could only help the Tories and damage the 
Liberal party. 

2 
At thll time the V wert labelled Peper Unlonllta. 

F. T . MapPln unopposed In Hallamlhlr.. Elsewhere: 
Rotherhem : A.H . O. Ac lllnd (L) 

F.J.S. FolJambe (PU) 
Normenton : B. Pickard (L ) 

Col . Ch riliworth (C ) 
Bernllav : C.S. Kennv (L) 

B.C. Wentworth (C) 
Holmflrth : H.J. Wilion ( L ) 

W. Armltege (PU ) 
Doncelter : W.S . Shlrlev (L) 

Hon . H . Fitzwilliam (PU) 
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CONCLUSION 

Leeds Liberalism has been described as "a major political force in Britain,,1 in the 1880's. Its 
Liberal Association took a keen interest in the National Liberal Federation. of which James Kitson of 
Leeds was president from 1884 to 1890.2 By contrast. the Liberal party in Sheffield had been on the 
defensive since the 1870's and the really decisive date for Sheffield Liberalism was not 18763 0r 1886, 
but 1868 when the rejection of Roebuck marked the beginning of the middle class defection to Toryism. 
which continued steadily throughout the next decade. 

The repudiation of Roebuck by the progressive Liberals was resented by many moderate middle 
class ex-Palmerstonians. "timid politicians". who shared Roebuck's dislike of Gladstone and were alarmed 
by the direction in which the Liberal party was moving under his leadership. They feared far-reaching 
constitutional change. which Gladstone's policy to disestablish the Irish Church seemed to herald. Toryism 
was congenial to them not only politically, but also socially. because'it was at this time that the social 
and economic gulf between the middle and working classes in Sheffield was becoming particularly marked. 
In the light trades there had never been a clear distinction between master and workman. but this was not 
the case in the rapidly growing steel industry. where there was not merely an economic but a very real 
social gap between the workmen and the masters and managers. Brightside and Attercliffe became almost 
exclusively working class residential areas. while the middle classes lived in the pleasant suburbs such as 
Endcliffe. Fulwood and Nether Edge. at a considerable distance from the centre of industry. The "separa
tion of classes .. 4 introduced an element of snobbery in that it was "not respectable to be on the side of 
the people"s in politics. The employers who supported Roebuck in 1868 did so because they regarded 
him as their candidate. while Mundella was the representative of the trade unions. The two forces of 
Capital and Labour were at enmity, or so it seemed to many of the middle classes who were alarmed by 
the rise of Organized Labour. This economic and social distrust of the workmen caused many of the 
middle classes to turn to Conservatism. a process which was not confined to Sheffield. It has been re
marked that "the business vote as a whole had been Liberal in the mid-Victorian period. In the big cities 
it clearly began tipping towards the Conservatives fr9m 1868.,,6 What is distinctive about Sheffield is that 
the middle class defection was on a large scale and presented very serious political problems for the Liberals 
at an early date. In Leeds. by contrast. the middle class movement towards Toryi$m in the residential areas 
north of the River Aire does not appear to have been marked until the 1880·s.' 

The year 1868 saw the end of an era for the Liberal party In Sheffield which had begun with the 
election of Roebuck in 1849. The direction and control of the party was in the hands of a group of 
middle class Liberals, whose influence was based upon their social standing in the town and upon the abl 
Journalism of Robert Leader in the Sheffield Independent. This Liberal leadership, composed mainly of 
Nonconformists, was similar to that which controlled Bradford Liberalism - Forbes. Salt. Milligan. Law and 
Byles - which had "the paramount share in the selection of c ndidates for the party".8 P rsonal Influ nc 
was sufficient because. when the electorate was small, an elaborate and professional organization was un
necessary. Within this group there were personal antipathies. such as Dunn's dislike of H. E. Hoole, as w 1/ 
as political differences of opinion. There were disagreements about ducatlon betw en the volunt rylsts and 
the supporters of a state system (which also reflected tensions between Congregationall ts and Unitarians) 
and about the extent of parliamentary reform that was necessary. But these w re not serious enough to 
cause a schism and there were many more questions upon which Liberals w re agreed. They w re as one 
in their support for the Crimean War. the China War and the caus of liberty and nation IIsm In Italy nd 
Poland. and they were staunch Palmerstonians. The bitter antagonism betwe n the Chartist and th mod
erate Liberals, a legacy of the 1840'5. ended with the disapp erance of the D mocr ts In 1864. This thr t 
to the middle class political predominance In Sheffield, which h d 5 emed real nough v ral y ars rl r. 
did not materialize as the Democratic party was torn by intern I divisions nd was unable to sust in Its ad· 
vanced Radicalism in a period of political calm. Economic pro perlty return d nd this h Ip to ncour 
an Indifference to political change. The attendance at a reform meting In 0 c mb r, 1868. w s mo dis· 
appolnting9 and Leader observed that "for a long period we h v nev r known a duln 5S so 9 neral and long 

A.W. Roberti. "L .. ch Liberlilim lind Lete·Vlctorlen Politic .... North rn History, Vol. 15, 1G70. p. 13 • 
2 Ibid •• pp. 138 - 139. 
3 R.T. Shannon. G.dston. ,nd th. Bulflllrien Alit,tion '876. 1 63 •• rgu.I th.t 1876 w .. the rllllily decilive 

Yllllr for the Libera' party at the national level. 

4 A.J. Mundell. to R. Lllllder. 3.11 .18715. Mundelill MSS .• S .U.L. 

15 A.J . Mundell. tQ H.J. Wilion. 15.9.1e81. Wilion MSS •• S.U.L. 

6 P.F. Clerke. "Electorll SoclologV of Modern Brltllln". History, Vol. 157. 1972. p. 48. 

7 ROberta. op. cit., p. 1154. 
8 A . MIIII. Lif. of Ed_rd Miel/, 1884. p . 276. 
G S.1.,11.12.1858. 
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continued".l I n contrast to the Chartists, the working class leadership which emerged in the 1860's was 
much more conciliatory and ready for political compromise. The Reform Leaguers in Sheffield were pre· 
pared to support household suffrage in 1867 and William Dronfield co-operated closely with the middle 
class opponents of Roebuck in the election of 1868. With the exception of the abortive opposition to 
Roebuck in 1865, the years 1849 to 1868 were a period of strength and success for the Liberal party in 
Sheffield. 

The election of 1868 split the middle class Liberals into the supporters of Gladstone, those who 
believed, with Samuel Plimsoll, that "we stand upon the threshold of a glorious political day, - its bright 
dawn is even now about US",2 and those who feared the form further change might take. To them the 
Conservative party appeared "safer"; it could be relied upon not to undermine the Constitution which 
had, in Roebuck's words, "been built up by the wisdom and gallantry of ages".3 They feared the growth 
of trade unions and disliked the way the Liberal party appeared to bow to Irish illegalism, English Radi
calism and later Russian imperialism. For these reasons many middle class ex-Palmerstonians moved, by 
way of support for Roebuck, towards Toryism in the next decade. They included most of the principal 
employers, such as Firth, Jessop and Fisher. In addition, the Drink Trade continued to support Roebuck 
and became further alienated from Liberalism after the Licensing Act of 1872. The majority of the men 
of wealth and social posi tion in Sheffield moved gradually towards Toryism, which ensured a plentiful 
supply of money to spend on organization and elections, as well as the means of exercising political in· 
fluence - pressure of employers upon workmen, customers upon tradesmen, landlords upon tenants and 
publicans upon the public house element. 

The middle class defection to Toryism was accelerated by divisions in the Liberal party caused by 
the militant' Nonconformist revolt. In Sheffield this was closely connected with the emergence of an 
advanced Radicalism and with it a "new" leadership, represented by the Wilsons, striving to assert itself, 
and impatient of the Leader influence. The Radical Nonconformists succeeded in securing the nomination 
of their candidate, Joseph Chamberlain, in 1874, but the effect of it was to frighten the moderates and 
let in Roebuck and the Tories.4 Leader was probably right in thinking that Allott, a moderate in politics 
and a well-respected local businessman, would have attracted support from the commercial classes and 
from those moderates who would not vote for an advanced Radica l such as Chamberlain. Allott might 
have significantly arrested the middle class drift towards Conservatism. The Liberals learnt the lesson of 
1874 and they hoped the nomination of S.D . Waddy would attract middle class votes. But by 1879 it 
was too late . 

After the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish war in April, 1877, the Tories in Sheffield seized the polit· 
ical initiative by successfully exploiting the strong Russophobe tradition . There was a great deal of upport 
for Beaconsfield's foreign policy among all classes in Sheffield , upon which the Tories were swift to capitalize. 
The leading Tories were ready not only to give money for, but also actively to assist in, the work of organ· 
ization. With a very able agent, J.C. Shaw, public house committees nd ward clubs, the Tories d veloped 
highly efficient organization, in marked contrast to the Sheffield Liberal Association Which failed to arouse 
much interest at ward level and was heavily in, debt.5 Jingoism was exploited to the full by W.C. L ng in 
the Sheffield Dally Telegraph, which had a circulation and Influenc in the 1870's which the Sheffield 
Independent could not match.6 In April, 1880, Mundella admitted "there Is no scapinR the conclusion that 
Leng has grown to be a power in the Constituency, and that worse results will follow unl 5S he is grappled 
with and beaten".7 

The middle class defection to Toryism was largely complete by 1880. In 1886 the Lib ral Unlonl s 
tended to abstain rather than vote Conservative except in the Central Division where th Irish vote was 
strong. Home Rule cost the Liberals the support of a number of influential m n - J.H . Barber, Willi m 
Smith, Benjamin Bagshawe and Henry Stephenson - whom up to that time the Liberals h d just m nag d 
to keep in the fold. It has been said that "after 1886 the working clas vote w s th la t best hop of 
Llberalism"e and certainly in Sheffield the Liberal party relied heavily, if not pred.omln ntly, on working 
class support in Brightside and Attercliffe. The future of Liberalism In Sheffi Id d p nded upon continued 

1 S.I., 1.1.18159. 

2 S.I., 27.3.1868. 

3 S.I.,18 .1.1872. 

.. In L.Hd. en extreme temperence cendldete w .. nomlneted . whl h r .. ulted In the d.fHt of Bdw.rd Iln ... nd thl 
Illctlon of I Con.erv.tlvi. A.W . Rob.rt., "L.Md. L.lber.II.m and ut.·Vlctorl.n PolitIc .... North"n HI 'V, Vol . 
6, 1970, p. 132. 

Cf. expen ... for tha electIon. of 1879 end 1880: 
1878 

L.lb.ral. £1,938 
Conllrvatlv.. £3,784 

1 80 
£2,1542 
£4,028 

S.L.R., 23.2 .1 O. 1.4,1 O. 

6 In thl. r .. pect Sheffield differed from L.eech wh .... the LHd M"cury contInued to .)(ercl .. gr .. t Influln • Rob ... tI. 
op. cit., p. 137. 

7 A.J . Mund.1I1 to R. L. .. d ... , 20.4.1880. Mund.lla MSS., S .U.I.. 

a P.F . Clarka, "ElfQtoral SoclolollY of Modern BrItain". Hlltory, Vol. 157.1972, p . 
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working class support and this was recognized in the election of 1886 by the selection of Threlfall and Owen 
as Lib.·Labs. in Hallam and Ecclesal!. The effect of Re-distribution was to weaken t he Liberal position be
cause no longer could the large Liberal majorities in the east end of the town offset the Toryism of the west.1 

As a result, the Central, Ecclessll and Hallam became Tory strongholds. 
The influence of Nonconformity was the most striking feature of liberalism in Sheffield in the years 

1849 to 1886. Indeed, from the 1790's Dissent had exercised a potent influence on all reform movemen-:s, 
political and humanitarian. The humanitarian reform tradition, of which the most important expression was 
the Anti-Slavery crusade, underlay the moral reform movements of the second half of the nineteenth century. 
These included temperance and sabbatarianism closely linked together in the Sunday Closing movement, the 
agitation for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts and W.T. Stead's campaign for Social Purity, all of 
which fOllnd enthusiastic support in Sheffield. And that support was not confined to the middle classes, for, 
85 Brian Harrison has shown, organizations such as the temperance movement were "pan-class".2 Also, in 
Sheffield, there was a long tradition of co·operation 6n moral questions, in wh ich politics were not involved, 
with evangelical Churchmen . Dr. Sale took a keen interest in the Sunday Closing movement and the agitation 
for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts, and Arthur Thomas was a leading member of the Society for 
the Suppression of the Opium Trade. 

Resentment at the priviledged position of the Established Church was at the root of Nonconformist 
grievances, but it is clear that in Sheffield there was an absence of tension between Anglicans and Dissentars. 
This was due in part to the Evangelical character of the Church in Sheffield, where High Church Ism never 
gained a foothold. Nonconformists gave hearty upport to Vicar Sutton when he refused to admit Mr. Trevor 
to his pulpit, and they did not criticize the Church as a spiritual Institution. It Is also apparent that the 
Church in Sheffield was very strong, as cen be seen from the "religious census" taken by the Sheff/eld Ind9-
pendent in November, 1881: 3 

Places 
DENOMINATIONS of Sittings 

Worsh ip 

Established Church 50 32,501 

Wesleyan 29 14,942 

Independent 22 11 ;248 

United Methodist 15 8,178 

Roman Catholic 6 2,965 

Primitive Methodist 25 8,604 

Salv8tion Army 4 2,800 

Baptist 6 3,200 

New Connexlon 12 5,342 

Wesleyan Reform 15 3,720 

Unitarian 2 1,1 00 

Presbyterian 2 540 

Minor Denominations 11 1,760 

TOTAL 199 96,900 

Morning 

13,385 

5,065 

3,012 

2,850 

3,852 

1,890 

679 

1,206 

1,034 

786 

421 

230 

886 

35,194 

PRESENT 

Afternoon 

2,028 

96 

1,381 

3,606 

TOTAL 
Evening 

18,739 34,162 

6,826 11,890 

4,714 7,726 

4,296 7,146 

1,871 6,723 

4,286 6,271 

2,156 4,116 

2,001 3,206 

1,692 2,726 

1,649 2,434 

767 1,188 

263 483 

1,230 2,1 16 

60,477 89,176 

Out of a total of 89,176 attendances at a place of worship, 34,162 w r at Angllc n Churoh •• , of which 
there were 60, While 66,024 were recorded at the 149 Non-Established Churches.· Mor over, th r8 w r 
no major changes from 1861 except Ita significant loss of the Wesl yans to oth r Methodists and th rlS8 
of the Salvation Army".5 There was a thriving Anglican community nd It was not confined to th mlddl 
classes. The Working Men', Church Defence and Reform Association could mustor IS mlny, If not mor • 
workmen to defend the Establishment as the Liberation Society could bring to vot for 01 stabllshm nt. 
The majority of Anglican. In Sheffield were inclined towards Cons rvatl5m, as w rll many W It Y na, The 
candidature of S.D. Waddy did not se m materially to rrest this. Th strong Tory bll. of An lie ns and 

Th. Iltu.tlon wei Ilmller In L.edl. Rob.rtl, Op. cit., p . 155. 

2 B. Herrllon, Drink .nd Th. Vlctorl.tnl. TIw T'mp".n~ Qu tlon In Eng"nd 1816 - 1872, 1D71. p . 27 . 

3 S.L.R., 20.11 .1881 . 

" Th. flgur .. mu.t b. tr .. ted with ~utlon b.e.uI. It II ImpoMlbl. to MY how m.ny p.opl •• tt.ndld mort th.n on 
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5 S. Polllrd, A HI.tor'l of '-'bour In Shtff/.Id, LiverpOOl, 1DIID, p. 117. 
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Wesleyans, who together accounted for over half the Church-going population in Sheffield, as well as the 
Catholics, many of whom no doubt joined the National Catholic Conservative Association, provided Con
servatism with a religious base at least as strong as that which Nonconformity gave to Liberalism. 

The impact of Nonconformity was reduced by lack of unity. The Methodists were divided into 
no fewer than five churches. The hostility between Independents and Unitarians, much of it the product 
of long years of legal strife for possession of chapels, was apparent in their disagreements about education. 
Most Congregationalists were voluntaryists, while many Unitarians supported a state system of education in 
the 1850's. In Sheffield, Unitarians, unlike the Congregationalists, were not prominent teetotallers or sab· 
batarians. A number of Unitarians who had been moderate Liberals in the 1850's and 1860's, such as 
William Fisher, Thomas Jessop and Robert Jackson, moved after 1868 towards Toryism by way of support 
for Roebuck. They were members of established Upper Chapel families and in the first half of the nine
teenth century Unitarians such as Thomas Asline Ward, William Fisher, Senr., and Edward Bramley had 
been prominent in the Liberal leadership. The Unitarian defection to Toryism in Sheffield is in marked 
contrast to Birmingham where the main Unitarian families provided the core of the Libera l leadership in 
the 1870's. It is also noticeable that no Nonconformist minister in Sheffield achieved the national repute 
of Dale, Dawson or Crosskey. Nonconformity in Sheffield was prevented from becoming too militant by 
the influence of moderates such as Robert leader, J.W. Pye-Smith, Alfred Allott and the Rev. Robert 
Stainton, and, though its influence upon Liberalism was very great, Sheffield was spared the type of bitter 
sectarian conflict such as occurred in Birmingham over the education question. 

So many Nonconformists were Liberals because it was the broad aim of liberalism to sure com· 
plete civil and religious equality. Liberalism meant progress and advancement, from which Dissenters stood 
to benefit because of the civil disabilities they suffered. In Chamberlain's words, liberalism stood for "the 
relief from every unnecessary restriction upon liberty, devised by priest or politician, the removal of every 
obstacle to the free development of the nation, the repeal of the last hindrance to its continued social, 
political, religious and intellectual progress and advancement".1 Change, progress, onward movement was the 
essence of liberalism. While the Tories stressed "the value of the historical continuity of our instltutlons",2 
the liberals were not concerned with the past. Hadfield declared: "Away with the past. There is noth ing 
done while anything remains to be done. The progress hitherto is not to guide and govern the pregres for 
the future". 3 Liberalism and Nonconformity aimed to achieve complete individual liberty . Rob rt leader 
expressed it thus: "What English Nonconformity has been struggling for during these two centuries past, 
consciously or unconsciously, has been to assert the inherent right of the human intellect to the most bso
lute freedom and the most perfect development of its capacities and powers, and to attain the practical 
realisation, in fullest completeness, of political, social and mora l Justice as between man and man".4 If 
liberal Nonconformists looked back at all, it was to Oliver Cromwell and the Commonwealth. I n the 1850'$ 
and 1860's most liberals believed that the liberty of the individual was best secured by keeping Stat Inter
ference to a minimum. There was a universal dread of centralization and centralizing leglsl tlon, which 
stemmed from a resentment of the aristocracy's control of governm nt. In time, the old r liberals In Shef
field saw the necessity for state intervention in certain spheres. Robert Leader had b n a strict voluntaryist, 
but by 1870 he admitted the need for a State system of education because "denomination I education had 
not done enough, and what it had done was not good enough".15 Of cour e, a section of Liberals, s bb t rlans 
and teetotallers, demanded legislation, though they tended to r g rd it as symbolic, an expression of public 
morality, rather than something to be rigidly enforced . Temperance advocates, how v r, had positive con ptlon 
of the role of the State, a belief that it had a duty to protect people ga lnst th ir worst Impul s nd th t com
pulsion was sometimes needed to make possible perfect Individual liberty, which was Impossible without phys cal 
well-being and moral contentment. 

Liberals believed that England was entrusted with a s cred task, that It h d "ml Ion" to 
liberal movements and liberal institution abroad. They were slnc r In th Ir symp thy for oppr IS 

such as HunQ8ry, Poland and Italy, which were struggling for fre dom. A number of Lib ra ls r d th C n-
. federacy in the same light, believing that the North was treating the South as Russ t r d P I nd, th u h his 

view was not shared by those Liberals who saw the American Civil War as an anti-sl v ry crus . Th m n 
were steeped In the humanitarian reform tradition and w ra abolitionists and often t tot II r . 1 o. No w 5 

this view shared by those Liberals who saw the war as a vindication of d mocr tic prine pi I. 

In the 1860's Russophobla was very trong alld Sh ffleld Lib r I wara un nimous In th Ir support for 
the Crimean War. However, twenty years later when Beaconsfield tried to pursue th traditional nti -Ru i n nd 
pro-Turkish policy in the Near East, Liberal condemne It as opportunist and Immor l. Th y b II v d th t 
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England should co-operate with the Concert of Europe and particularly A ussia. her old enemy, to secure 
self-government for the Balkan States. They repudiated diplomatic and political considerations (though it 
was a far sounder policy which the Liberals were advocating than to prop up a rotten Ottoman Empire) 
and insisted that moral considerations. questions of right and wronQ, should govern foreign policy. A 
nation should behave like any individual; H.J. Wilson said "he had yet to learn that that which was 
morally wrong in private life was right for them to do as a nation".1 This moralistic view of foreign 
policy owed much to Gladstone, but it was also a product of the impact upon Liberalism of the Non
conformist Conscience. Yet it presented the Liberals with serious political problems. Sheffield was probably 
the most important centre of the Urquhart movement. which affected a section of the working classes. and 
the Tories could exploit the Russophobe tradition which it had helped to nurture. Jingoism, though super
ficial. was nonetheless vote-catching. and it was easy, in the aftermath of the glamour of Beaconsfield's 
imperial policy. to accuse the Liberals of failing to uphold British honour and neglecting vital interests 
abroad. But the Liberals were not deterred by the fact that their foreign policy had less "popular" appeal. 
With Gladstone they believed that political party was "an instrument to be used for good ends. for ends 
higher than itself.,,2 No better example could be found of the influence of Nonconformity upon the devel
opment of Liberalism than the belief, expressed by the Rev. J .C. Calvert. that "Bible laws are applicable 
alike to Governments and individuals".3 

Sheffield Liberalism was not affected to any great extent by outside influences. In the 1860's the 
Manchester School did not make much impact. Roebuck disliked the Manchester reformers and although 
Hadfield's links with them were close. it must be remembered that he belonged to a prominent Sheffield 
family. The National Parliamentary and Financial Reform Association achieved very little success in Sheffield 
and Sheffield Liberals rejected Bright's views of the Crimean and China Wars. Edward Smith, who supported 
Cobden and Bright and upheld the doctrines of the Peace Society, found it impossible to continue to play an 
active part in Sheffield politics in the 1850'5. While the Maochester School was strongly pro-Federal in the 
American Civil War. in Sheffield there was a ggod deal of support for the Confederacy. The Manch ster-based 
National Reform Union. which was strong in Bradford,4 does not appear to have been active in Sheffield. 
However, the influence of the Manchester School can be detected in the emphasis Sheffield Liberals placed 
upon national economy and in the interest which they took in the Freehold Land movement. 

In the 1870's the militant Nonconformists in Sheffield were closely associated with Birmingham and 
the influence of Birmingham can be clearly seen in the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee, the Sheffield 
Reform Association and the Chamberlain candidature. as well as in the formation of the Sheffield Liberal 
Association. But Sheffield differed markedly from Birmingham In that Sheffield Liberalism never found ex
pression in civic pride or the formulation of a civic gospel.6 Moreover, there was opposition in Sheffield to 
what was seen as excessive interference by Birmingham. Birmingham's intervention In the affairs of th Shef
field Branch of the National EdUClltion League caused much resentment and to many Liberals the Chamberlain 
candidature savoured of Birmingham dictation . Leader and Mundella both disliked Chamb rla in~ and th 
National Liberal Federation. As was the case at Leeds.' the bulk of the Liberal leader hlp supported Glad tone 
over Home Rule in 1886 and H.J. Wilson, whose links with Birmingham Lib rail m h d b en very cia , x
pressed great regret at the course Chamberlain had taken on the question. 

The individual who exercised most influence upon Liberalism In Sheffield In this p rlod was Rob rt 
Leader. Describing a meeting in December. 1873. to support the candidatur of Alfred Allott. the SheffiBld 
Post declared : "there is not another gentleman on that platform who knows mor of th ins and out of 
Liberal tactics in Sheffield for the last decade. He knows all the crets of th party, and th y don't know 
all his - which is a great advantage."a Leader was actlv In Sheffl Id politics from t he R form Act of 1832 
until his death in 1885. He was editor of the Sheffield Independent for over forty years and pr sldent of 
the Sheffield Liberal Association from 1875 until 1885. He was unequ lied In his gr p of th Sh ffl Id 
political situation. He realized the Implications for the Lib ral party of the middle cl ss def etlon to Toryism 
and that defection might possibly have been arrested h d the Radicals ace ptcd Allott or Mappln s candid t $, 

as Leader suggested. His son described him as a man of "unfaillng activity, earnestn s of purpo nd 

S.I., 23.2.1881. 

2 S.I •• 1.6.1877. 

3 S.I., 6 .2.1880. 

4 D.G. Wright. PolltlcI lind Opinion In NlnlltHnth Century Bflldford, 1832 - 1880. (With *CIII "f.,.",clI to ~rl"· 
mllnt.ry IIll1ctlon,). L •• d. Ph.D . Th •• 'I. 15166. P. 661 . 

IS What Ilgnl th.r. w.rl of In ,wlk.nlng olvlc conlclouIn.,,'n h.ffl.,d In the 1870'. CIIm. from m n IU h .. Firth 
.nd J ... op who,. polltlol werl Tory. 

6 A. did T . Wlmy .. Rlld •• dltor of the LHdI M"cury, bictiUM of hi. Ittlok. on Glld.ton. It hltfilid In 1 4 . A.W. 
Roberta ... LHdl Llbiralilm Ind Lltl-Vletorlln politic .... North"n HI,tory, Vol. IS. '970. p . 1 "3. With rlferln e to 
the Brldford CIUCU •• Rlld wrote: "Ixperlinci .howl thlt thl r •• ult of thl II etlon. of .. tool.tlon. of hi. d orlptlon 
I. to pl.ctI pow.r Ilmoit .ntlrely In thl hand, of I .mlll body of lotivi min, for the malt pert holding. tram. vllw' 
on polltlctll qu •• tlon .... T . WlmVIl ""'d. Lif. of the Rt. Hon. W.E. Fortt", 1 8 • Vol . 2 . p . 207. 

7 Roberti. op. cIt .• p. 146. 

8 S.P •• 13.12.1873. 
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unimpeachable integrity",1 with a stern countenance, yet generous and warm-hearted. A.J. Mundella valued 
his friendship very highly. The Sheffield Illustrated considered that "his inexhaustible energy, his rare capa
city for work, his untiring perseverance, his clear knowledge of what he aimed at, and his determination to 
have it, made him invaluable as a party leader".2 On his death , the Sheffield Daily TelfJ(Jf'sph said that 
"Iooked at from whatever point of view, regarded in the light of a friend or an opponent, he was a man 
who played for half a century an important part in the history of his native town, and whose work and 
character loom large in the eyes of his fellows".3 

In 1886 the prospects for the Liberal party in Sheffield were not bright. The Tories held three of 
the five seats. They had a most influential newspaper, plenty of money and excellent organisation. Toryism 
had captured "Radical" Sheffield and its future was assured because it was now unassailab ly the party of the 
rich and influential. At all costs the Liberals had to keep the support of the working classes. 

1 A.E. LMder, "'-mo" of RolHrt L.d." S.c. I.., p . 2. 

2 Slwffl.1d lIIultr.ted, Vol. 2, p. 118. 

3 Quoted In W. Odom, ,.'ItJ""hlr. Worth,." Sheffield. 1028, p. HI. 



William Wi :0 Eliza Read 

APPENDIX A 

TH E PYE-SMITH« lEADE RAND WllSD N FAMILlES1 

John Pye-8mith 
bookseller , d . 1810 
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APPENDIX B 

THE IMPROVEMENT BILL, 1858 

There is no doubt that in the 1850's Sheffield was a very unhealthy place in which to live, 
Disease had been rife in the town in the autumn of 1857 and attention was fixed on sanitary conditions; 
the Sheffield Times commented: "Increased attention to sanitary regulations is a lesson brought home to 
us by every sickly season" .1 An important attempt was made in 1858 to introduce an Improvement Bill and 
the great opposition which it encountered illustrates the problems facing sanitary reformers in this period . 

On 5 May, 1858, at a meeting of the Improvement Commissioners, it was resolved, by a majority of 
16 to 7, that an Improvement Bill was necessary for the town .2 Robert Leader spoke in favour of the bill 
which was strongly opposed by the ex-Democrats, Ironside and Saunders, who argued that it was unnecessary . 
Their objections, substantially those which the Democrats had raised against the Improvement Bill of 1851, 
are contained in a report read by Saunders and adopted by the Sheffield Highway Board on 2 June;3 
it argued that "the bill will do away with time-honoured vestries, where the ratepayers have complete and 
effective control over the yearly expenditure, and will enlarge the powers of the corporation, which body, to 
a considerable extent, is beyond the control and supervision of the burgesses, and already proved to be 
ineffective where important improvements are concerned." The report stressed that Improvement should be 
left to the owners of property and not fall on the ratepayers, whose rates were already high enough. 
Finally, it considered tliat the proposed bill would give excessive powers to police and magistrates. Leader 
argued that the bill was not. concerned with laying new streets, as its opponents implied, but with the very 
serious problem of sewage disposar.4 He was supported by the veteran sanitary reformer , Dr. G. C. Holland, 
William Harvey, Ald. F . Hoole5 and Ald. Carr . A guarantee fund was founded to meet the cost of the 
proposed measure. 

But the bill met with almost universal opposition. The vestries and Highway Boards rejected itS 
and in the municipal elections in November, sanitary reformers were defeated in every contest.' The vestries 
and Highway Boards were unwilling to sanction any d iminution of their authority, while the majority of the 
ratepayers opposed the bill, partly, no doubt, because they feared for their property rights, partly because it 
would increase the rates. On 9 November, the Town Council resolved to abandon the Improvement BII1.8 

Sheffield was not yet prepared to pay the price of public health. 

1 s'I., 215.12.18157 

2 S.I., 8.1S.181S8 

3 S.I., 5.8.181S8 

4 s'I. , 1IU.1858 

5 8rother of H. E. Hoole. 

8 s'L. R., p ... lm 

7 s'I., 8.11 .1858 

8 s'L.R., 8.11.1858 
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APPENDIX C 

SCHOOL BOARD ELECTIONS, 1818-1885 

The three elections for the Sheffield School Board which took place between 1870 ard 1~79 were 
fought on de~lO inational lines, the candidates standing as representatives of particular cOm Inations.' This was 
encouraged by the cumulative system of voting, which gave to each voter a block of votes equivalent to the 
number of members to be elected. Since votes might be given to one candidate or split, this meant that 
the most 'popular' candidate did not top the poll, so that a man might be elected to the Board though his 
supporters might be few. In fact the entire Board was elected by a minority of the burgesses. In 1870 
there were 15,453 voters and in 1879 the number had dwindled to 13,132 out of a total of 48,000 
burgesses.2 In the election of 1876 the Liberal Association suggested a scheme of voting to secure the election 
of its candidates3 and the Conservative party organisation was active in 1879.4 But denominational and 
political considerations, important though they were, did not affect the quality of the Sheffield School 
Board to which its achievements bear ample testimony. 

Study of the analysis of the election ~ 1870, published in the Sheffield Independent on 30 
November, 1870, shows how the cumulative vote worked in practice. M. J. Ellison, a Roman Catholic and 
the steward of the Duke of Norfolk's estate in Sheffield, topped the poll with a total of 17,057 votes, but 
of these 13,485 were plumpers, as indication that most Roman Catholic voters gave him all their ' votes. 
It seems that the Primitive Methodists solidly supported R. W. Holden, a cattle dealer, who received 6,580 
plumpers out of a total of 9,303. On the Board there were 4 Churchmen, 1 United Methodist Free 
Churchman, 3 Wesleyans, 1 New Connexion Methodist, 1 Primitive Methodist, 1 Friend, 2 Unitarians, 
1 Independent and 1 Roman Catholic. Three successful candidates, Alfred Allott , R. T. Eadon and 
Charles Wardlow had been supported by the National Education League.6 The denominationallsts were In a 
majority but this did not prevent them from carrying out the Act with fairness and tact . 

A denominational majority on the School Board meant a sympathetic attitude to denominational 
schoolss and an enforcement of the 26th Clause of the Education Act . The militant Nonconformists w re 
determined to secure a majority in the election due to be held in 1873, although Mundella was unable to 
see "what possible advantage can accrue to Education or to Nonconformity from a virulent contest.,,7 
However, on 20 August, 1873, the Sheffield Nonconformist Committee resolved "that it is desirable In the 
prospect of a School Board election to put forth a number of candidates in the interests of 8 National 
system of unsectarian education.',8 A sub-committee was established,9 which conferred with th Sheffield 
Reform Association, the Trades' Council and the National Education League, and at a Joint meeting eight 
candidates were selected, the so·called "Undenominational Eight".'o These were Alfred Allott , Batty Langley, 
H. J. Wilson, Charles Doncaster, Thomas Fenton, R. W. Holden, William Rolley and the R v. Is I h Parton ." 
The policy of the "Undenominational Eight" was moderate: they favoured Bible te ching in the Bo rd Schools, 
more unsectarian schools and "the gradual absorption of denominational schools", 13 and It se mad though 
they would be successful, because Will iam Fisher, a member of the old Board, and S. H. Burrows, noth r 
prominent candidate, were also in favour of undenominational educatlon .'4 But th ir hop s wer fru tr ted 
because, owing to a confusion over nominations, no election took place on 20 November, 1873, nd th 
existing Board re-elected itself for a further three years ,'6 amidst a storm of protest .'8 

Exceptlonl were John Willon, en Eclectic, elected In 187e, end Jonlthln Tlylor, Undenomlnitlonilln, elected In 18711. 
2 S.I. , 24.11.18711 
3 S.I., 1.11 .1879 
4 A. J. Mundell. to R. Le.der, 26.11 .1879 Mund.lle MSS ., S .U.L. 

15 S.I., 11.11.1870 

., ct. Mlcheel Be.I'1 demlnd In 1870 for "e School Board who would put down denominetlon.lllm " S.I., 12 .11 .1 70 
7 A. J. Mundell. to R. Leld.r, 30.10.1873, Mundelle MSS., S .U.L. 

8 Minute Book , 20.8.1873, WII.on MSS., S.U.L. 

9 Conillting of H. J. Willon, O. T. Ingham end the R.v . M •• ,.. J . FI.hlr. R. Chew, W. Peppercorn, J .M. tepkenl 
end O. Knight . Minute Book, 24.10.1873. 

10 S.I., 1.11.1872 
11 Allott, Langley, Wilion Ind Parton were Congragetioneillta, Oonceat.r a Friend, enton .nd Rollev MetkOdlt ree 

Churchmen .nd Holden I Primitive Methodlat. 

13 S.I., 24.11 .1873. 
14 Ibid 

115 SII J. H. Blngh.m, Th. Sh.ffl,'d School 80.d, 1870·1903, Sheffield , 11149. pp 10-13. 
16 Minute Book of Sheffield Nonconformllt Commlttll, 1.12.1873. 
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The School Board election of 1876 is of particular interest because of the active intervention 
of the Liberal Association . It suggested a scheme of voting in the wards to ensure the return of its selected 
candidates. It was based on giving the candidates blocks of five votes. The three special candidates of the 
Association were Batty Langley. William Rolley and H. J. Wilson. who owed their return to the scheme. 
Almost two thirds of the total number of votes H. J . Wilson received were in blocks of five . Other 
candidates supported by the Association were Mark Firth. Charles Doncaster and Skelton Cole . But two of 
its candidates. William Fisher and R. W. Holden. were not returned because. Leader believed. of the apathy 
of the burgesses.1 Three members of the old Board who offered themselves for re-election were not returned. 
and several candidates owed their return to the support of comparatively few burgesses. Leader was 
pleased with the outcome of the election: "the new Board . as a whole. will be quite as Liberal and 
quite as competent to superintend the work of education as the old one. The balance of advantage . therefore. 
lies Slightly on the side of undenominational teaching. and as such we regard the result with satsifaction. It 
shows that the reactionary policy which led to the clerical revolt and the nomination of clerical candidates 
failed to command general sympathy."2 On the new Board there were 4 Churchmen. 2 Wesleyans. 1 
Methodist New Connexion. 1 Wesleyan Reformer. 1 Methodist Free Churchman. 1 Roman Catholic. 1 Baptist. 
1 Friend. 2 Independents and 1 Eclectic. 

The Liberal Association did not take any part in the adoption or support of candidates in the School 
Board election of 1879,3 though Liberals were keenly interested in it . Leader thought the result "gratifying". 
although the success of Alfred Taylor was an indication that the Conservative organisation was becoming 
more effective.4 The successful candidates. with t heir denominations. were: 

Batty Langley. Independent 
S. H. Burrows Wesleyan Reformer 
Jonathan Taylor Undenominationalist 
John Wilson Eclectic 
H. J . Wilson Independent 
Canon Blakeney C. of England 
A. Taylor C. of England 
M. J. Ellison Roman Catholic 
C. Doncaster S. of Friends 
S. Cole Wesleyan 
E. Tozer C. of England 
R. W. Holden Primitive Methodist 
H. Stephenson C. of England 
J. Newbould C. of England 
H. M. Shera Wesleyan 

20.112 
14.937 
13.978 
13.403 
13.224 
13.167 
12.681 
12.219 
11,469 
11 .339 
10.867 
9.612 
9.023 
9.019 
8.263 

The analysis15 shows that two candidates. Ellison and J. Taylor. owed their election to plumpers. 
Ellison had 10.890 plumpers out of 12.219 votes so that nearly 6/6 of his total represented the votes 
of 728 burgesses. It is also noticeable that the Anglican candidates received large blocks of 3 votes . wh ich 
would suggest that the Anglican-Conservative vote was split among the five candidates equally In blocks of 
three. similar to the scheme adopted by the Liberal Association in 1876. 

The School Board elections of 1882 and 1886 show how in the 1880's the political spirit bec me 
more and more infused unto local matters. In 1882 the "Church and Conservative Elght"S contested th 
election on a programme "strongly opposed to a Classical Education being paid for out of the rates" and 
which "will support a policy of supplementing. not supplanting. the present existing Voluntary Schools.,,7 
The reference to "Classical Education" was a blow struck at the Central Schools. established by th 
previous Board on which the denominationalists were in a minority, and which provided higher ducatlon for 
intelligent children from Board schools. But In the election the undenomlnatlonalists cured a majority. 
The supporters of unsectarian education cast their votes In blocks of thr:ee for the five unsectarlan c ndldates 
- Mrs. S. R. Wilson. J. D. Leader. C. Doncaster, H. J. Wilson and W. E. Clegg, all on whom were electecl . 
Of the "Church and Conservative Eight" Joseph Mellows, B njamln Fletcher, S. H. Ward (who candldatur 
was also backed by the Drink interest), the Rev . James Gilmore and John Newton Coombe were lected, 
which, with the Catholic member, the Rev. Luke Burke, placed the denomlnatlonallsts In a minority of 6 to 9. 

In the School Board election of 1B86 the Conservative and Church party wer successfu l nd 
the majority was exactly reversed . Their success Illustrates the strength of Conservatism nd th sophistic tlon of 
Its organisation. because, with the exception of the R v. Luke Burke, most of who votes were plumpers, 
the denomlnationalist polled most voters ." 

S. I ., 28.11 .1876 

2 S. I.,23.11 .1878 

3 S.I •• 1.11.1878 

4 A. J . Mundalla to Fl . Laedar 215.11.187" Mundalla MSS .• S.U.L. 
15 5.L.R. 

e Comprl.ln" J. Mallowea, B. Flatctlar. Flav. J . Gilimora, M . J . EIII.on, 8. H . W.rd . J . N . Combe, J . Innav and A . O. Wlnnlll 
7 5.1., 14.11 .1882 

8 S.I., 23.11.1882. 18.0156 ,atapava" votad (4".118 on lI.tl Cf wtlan 13. 132 voted (48,000 on lI.tl 
" S.L.R. 
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APPEND IX D 

SHEFFIELD LIBERA L ASSOCIATION 

OBJECTS 

1st.- To secure the Liberal representation of the Borough . 
2nd .-To assist in obtaining the return of Liberal Members for the County. 
3rd.-To promote the adoption of Liberal principles in the Government of the country. 

CONSTITUTION AND LAWS 
MEMBERS 

I.- The Members of this Association shall consist: Firstly, of all Liberals who are subscribers of one shilling 
per annum or upwards to the funds of the Association, and, Secondly, of representatives elected as hereinafter 
described. A declaration of adhesion to the objects and organization of the Association sha ll be signed by all 
persons wishing to become Members, and by all Members of the Council and Committees. If any representative 
refuses, or neglects when asked, to sign such declaration, his election shall be void. 

GENE RAL MEETINGS 

I I.- An Annual General Meeting of the Association for the transaction of general business, shall be held at 
such period .as shall be fixed by the Executive Committee; and a Special General Meeting shall be convened by the 
vote of the Executive Committee, or when required, by a notice signed by not less than forty Members of the 
Association . Such annual or special General Meetings shall be called by advertisement, or Circular, or both . 

COUNCIL 

11 1.-The Council shal l consist: Firstly, of representatives elected at Public Ward Meetings of Liberals 1-), 
in the proportion of one representative for every 200 electors on the Parliamentary lists for the respectiv wards (+) ; 

Secondly, of fifty representatives elected at the It) Annual General Meeting of the Association; Thirdly, of the ten 
Members of the Executive Committee elected under Rule V; and, Fourthly, of the officers elected under Rule IV . 

OFFICERS 

IV.-The Office rs of the Association shall be a President, four Vice-Presidents, Treasur r, and Honorary 
Secretary, to be elected at the first meeting of the Council in each year. 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 

V.-The Executive Committee shall consist: First, of the offlcen elected und r Rule IV . Second, of two 
Members elected annually by each ward , at public ward meetings of Liberals from the repr sentatlves than al ct 
to the Council. Third. of ten Members elected by the Council U/) 

WARD COMMITTEES 

VI.- There shall be a Committee for each ward. consisting. Firstly. of the repre ntatlv s of th t w rd on 
the Council; and secondly of such other Members of the Council as may be ratepayers or resld nt. In that w rd. 

FUNCTIONS OF THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE AND COUNCIL 

VI 1.- The general business of the Association shall be conducted by the Executive Commltt • but any 
subject may be transferred from Its decision to that of the Council, on the requirement of not I IS th non ·thlrd 
of the Members present; and the choice of Parliamentary Candidates for th Borough shall be m by the Council on ly . 

SPECIAL MEETING OF THE COUNCIL 

VII I.-A meeting of the Council shall be ca lled by th Executive. to conald r ny specl I subJ ct, on r Ipt 
by the Secretary of a requisition signed by not less than twenty of Its Memb rs. 

• By thl •• ".nl.m.nt th. LIIHnI. of ShBfllld". body",. l'WJO(Jn,.d" th. coflftltu,ncy of till LlbIr., A IItlon. All 
LlbI,.,. ,,'nvlted to tIIk, ".,t In till" mlltlttl •• w"-thtlr ptf'lOnlll m.mbln of th •• 1«X11.tlon or not. willi •• ny who m,y not 
bI .. tl.fl«J with thl procHdI"" of th, AlIOciltlon mty promote th, "lOtion of thOl,ln ~om Ih,y h,VI confld ne .. 

+ TIll num/»r of m,mblr. ",cted unc»r thll clwII In t 816 IW 202: In t 811. It \WI 206. owing to th. growth of th. borough. 

t It" th, objlct of thl. provilion to lieU,.. th, ",'ltIInc, of mtny IOt/V •• 1td u"fUlldh.,..ntr of th, LlblfWI ".,,.,,. who mty f,1/ 

to lieU'" .'lCtlon In till K4trd mIItln,., .Ith., by ICcld,nt or (rom not bllnl .uHlclllttJy known. 

II A ,'mll" .xpl'Mtion to tII.t In til. II,t pl'IC.d/ng note IPPlll. to thl •• ddltlon of ten mlmb", to till Commltrel 
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MODE OF CALLING WARD MEETINGS 

I X.-AII Ward Meetings for the purpose of electing Members of the Committees of this Association shall be called 
by Advertisements and such other means as the various Ward Committees may deem necessary . 

ALTERATIONS 

X.-No alteration shall be made in these laws except at an annual or specific General Meeting. and notice of any 
alteration shall be given at least seven clear days before such Meeting. and the notice shall be inserted in the 
advertisement or circular calling such Meeting . 
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