
VITAL RELIGION AND POTTERSPURY, c. 1798 

From "Select Remains of the Rev. E. White, of Potterspury, Northamptonshire".* 

At Pury then, I join a rustic throng, 
Blockish as inattentive. Not the house 
Of God himself could awe them. In comes Hodge 
As gently as a trooper; plump he squats 
In his accustomed seat. The farmer snores; 
His son looks big, and dashing as a lord; 
And ere the blessing closes with 'Amen', 
An impious hubbub bounces on your ear; 
And faster than they entered, all rush out. 
But not with prayerful silence; no one asks, 
With pensive earnestness, 'Am I the wretch 
Thus guilty, or thus pardoned? Is heaven mine?' 
But talk of weather, and the growth of corn, 
The state of markets, and the price of pigs; 
How horses, poultry, eggs, and butter sold? 
Or scandal; the most trifling village news; 
Such themes the intervals of worship fill. 

Ye visit their abodes in the fond hope 
Of finding life. You are discovered: one 
In the stable lurks; one slinks behind a stack, 
Anxious to 'scape the parson, who perchance 
Might start religion. Join their social throng; 
Or at the dining board, or cheerful tea, 
Bring in the subject of the last discourse-
The wisest cannot recollect the text! 
But each devoutly tries: one fumbler thumbs 
The bible; and what you in David read 
Is certainly (they all conclude) in John. 

Peasants have human souls; and he is blest 
Who plucks but one from mis'ry and despair. 
The rude and simple are to Jesus dear. 
But when both young and long instructed shew 
A vicious dominance, but female free! 
When any name but that of Christ is sweet, 
And any theme more grateful than his love; 
Who'd plough a rock? or water a dead tree? 
Or toil with souls gross-hearted, -sermon-proof?
Perplexed, dispirited, as useless here, 
In spite of house and orchard, and some friends 
Affectionate, and Fitzroy's transient smile, 
I sigh for liberty, and fain would fly. 

So oft we loathe the oaks ourselves desired, 
And of our chosen gardens grew ashamed. 

('Nevertheless at Thy Word I will let down the net'. Isaiah 1.30.) 

*Mr. E. White was invited to take charge of the Independent Church at Potterspury in 
September 1798, and apparently was faced with a difficult task, as matters had fallen into a very low 
state. Out of the 47 members of the church during the era of Mr. John Good.e, pastor during the 1780s, 
only 8 remained. Mr. Goode's successors were so unsuccessful that the third of them, Rev. William 
Whitefoot, eventually withdrew to Hanslope, taking certain members of the church with him. Mr. 
White's somewhat exasperated outcry about his flock is therefore perhaps understandable but he 
continued to preach at Pury until 1800, when he moved to Hertford. (See Memories of the Independent 
Churches in Northamptonshire by Thomas Coleman, 1853, pp. 284-288). The manuscript of these 
verses was; sent to the Society by one of our London members, Mrs. P. 0. Traub, who acquired it in 
Fulham. It will be deposited in the Record Office. 

D.M.S. 
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CHARLES DICKENS AND ROCKINGHAM CASTLE 

PHILIP COLLINS 

''The dear old Rockingham days are always fresh 
in my heart," wrote Dickens shortly before his 
death in 1870, and in another letter of his final 
years he told its former chatelaine: "I ... most 
fervently bless the dear old Castle and all in any 
way belonging to it. The old times there will 
always bloom in my remembrance, and I never [he 
continued, referring to her late husband] had a 
friend whom I held higher in my affection and 
esteem than the gentle spirit never to be disso
ciated from it in my mind" (Dkn, 193, 192). 1 As 
these references to the dear old days suggest, his 
warmest memories of Rockingham Castle 
belonged to an earlier period, when his beloved 
and esteemed friend, Richard Watson, was still 
alive. Rockingham and the Watsons had, around 
that time, been honourably associated with two of 
his greatest novels. David Copperfield (1850) had 
been dedicated to its owners: "AFFEC
TIONATELY DEDICATED/TO/THE HON. 
MR AND MRS RICHARD WATSON,/OF/ 
ROCKINGHAM, NORTHAMPTONSHIRE." 
It was, he .reminded Mrs Watson, as he was 
completing it, "your book you know" (N, 11, 
241).2 And his next novel, Bleak House,contained 
important reminiscences of his visits to the Castle. 
He wrote to Mrs Watson, in August 1853, just 
after he had fiaished it, "In some of the descrip
tions of Chesney Wold, I have taken many bits, 
chiefly about trees and shadows, from 
observations made at Rockingham. I wonder 
whether you have ever thought so!" (N, 11, 484). 

By then, however, Richard Watson was dead. 
He had died suddenly in the previous year, a few 
weeks after being elected M.P. for Peterborough. 
Dickens, it would seem, saw little of Rockingham 
after that. His main visits to the Castle had taken 
place -during Watson's lifetime, between 1848 and 

I References to Dickens's letters will be given thus, 
bracketed, in the text. Dkn = Franklin P. Rolfe, "More 
Letters to the Watsons," Dickensian, XXXVIII (1942), 
113-23, 161-6, 189-95. N = The Letters of Charles 
Dickens, ed. Waiter Dexter (the Nonesuch edition), 3 
vols ( 1938). Pilg = The Letters of Charles Dickens 
(Pilgrim Edition), Vol. IV, ed. Kathleen Tillotson (Ox
ford, 1977). 

2 Dickens's presentation-copy of David Copperfield 
to the Watsons, suitably inscribed to the Watsons "as a 
token of regard and friendship," is preserved at 
Rockingham-restored to it, indeed, having been stolen 
and later recovered from a bookshop. 

1852. But he always continued to correspond with 
Watson's widow, though he met her chiefly in 
London, where she generally took a house for the 
"season". 

They l:ad first met in Lausanne, in 1846, and 
had immediately taken to one another. Dickens 
had then gone to live abroad with his family for 
an extended period, and the Watsons happened to 
be taking a long holiday in Switzerland. Both in 
Richard Watson's diary and in Dickens's letters at 
this time, the rapid growth of a warm friendship is 
apparent. "Liked him altogether very much as 
well as his wife," Watson wrote after they had 
first met at a dinner party, and over the next few 
months he records many further such meetings, 
and excursions to the Great Saint Bernard con
vent and elsewhere.3 Dickens began reading, to 
the Watsons and other members of the local 
English community, the latest instalments of the 
s~rial-st<?ry he was writing, Dombey and Son, and 
h1s Chnstmas book The Battle of Life, and 
Watson's diary repeatedly shows Dickens as being 
on very good form: "Boz very entertaining." 
"Boz in a state of great animation," "He was in 
ex~raordinary spirits and was very amusing: 
Tncks, Characters, etc." Then, after five months 
Dickens and his family left-"to our great grief,': 
Watson recorded: and he continued, 

It is impossible to describe the feelings of regard 
and friendship with which he has inspired us. 
He is certainly the most natural unaffected 
distinguished man I have ever met. 

Dickens, meanwhile, was writing home about the 
charming and talented Mrs Watson and about her 
husband, "a very intelligent agreeable fellow" 
(Pilg, p. 604). And, just as Watson found him an 
"unaffected" great man, so Dickens-as unused 
to hobnobbing with landed gentry as Watson was 
to meeting literary celebrities-liked him in spite 
of his birth. Watson had been M.P. for Nor
thamptonshire, he remarked (inaccurately) ''and 
is high sheriff of his county and all the rest of it; 
but has not the least nonsense about him, and is a 

3 This and the ensuing quotations from Richard 
Watson's diary (now o~ d_isplay at Rockingham) are 
ta~en f~om the transcnpt1on by Leslie C. Staples, 
Dtckenswn, XLVII (1951), 16-21. Pilgrim, Vo1IV, cites 
many of them, from the manuscript, in its annotation. 
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PLATE 1. 'A VERY INTELLIGENT AGREEABLE 
FELLOW': the Hon. Richard Watson in 1833 by George 

Hayter. He was then MP for Canterbury. 

thorough good liberal. "4 That "but" shows 
where Dickens's instinctive prejudices and expec
tations lay. 

Richard Watson, twelve years Dickens's senior, 
was the fourth son of the second Baron Sondes, 
and had inherited Rockingham Castle in 1836 (the 
year Dickens began publishing his first novel, 
Pickwick). He had served in the lOth Dragoons 
and been M.P. for Canterbury (1830-35). His 
wife, Lavinia, was of similarly noble 
ancestry-daughter of Lord George Quin and 
Lady Georgiana Charlotte Spencer, and grand
daughter of the Marquis of Headfort and the 
second Earl Spencer. The Watsons were not the 
only, nor the first, members of the gentry with 
whom Dickens was acquainted. Though humbly
born he had inevitably, as a literary lion and a 
man active in public life and in metropolitan 
society, met many aristocrats and had become 
friendly with some. He was, for instance, on 
friendly terms with the Prime Minister, Lord John 

4 Pilg, p. 604: "he sat for Northamptonshire in the 
Reform Bill time," Dickens wrote, but Watson had in 
fact been M.P. for Canterbury at that time. Watson 
(1800-52) had indeed supported parliamentary reform . 
For biographical sketch of the Watsons, see Pilg, 
p 574 n. 

Russell, a man of ancient lineage, and was soon to 
become well acquainted, too, with a major 
grandee, the Duke of Devonshire. He was a close 
friend, too, of Angela Burdett Coutts, a member 
of the ancient Burdett family: but like many 
others he probably thought of her rather as the 
heiress of the Coutts Bank millions-and she did 
not live in an ancestral mansion. But with no blue
blooded family did he maintain such a close and 
prolonged friendship as with the Watsons. After 
Richard Watson's death in 1852, he kept up until 
his own death eighteen years later a regular and 
very warm and intimate correspondence with Mrs. 
Watson. "You know what an affection I have for 
Mrs Watson" (N, Ill, 53), he wrote to someone 
close to them both, and it is evident from his 
letters that he greatly admired and trusted her. 
These letters range in their contents from intimate 
family gossip to lengthy comments on contem
porary politics and intellectual developments; 
manifestly he took her seriously, as an intelligent 
being. To no other woman-not even to Miss 
Coutts-did he write so much about public 
affairs. Also he obviously assumed that she well 
understood his mind and personality; she is one of 
the very few recipients of his veiled confidences 
about his passion for the young actress Ellen 
Ternan -a much-quoted letter, for instance, 
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PLATE 2. A MINIATURE OF THE HON. 
MRS. RICHARD WATSON, one of Dickens' 'most 

privileged confidantes and correspondents'. 

written a year before his marriage broke up, in 
which, having spoken of himself as a creative 
writer as "the modern embodiment of the Old 
Enchanters, whose familiars tore them to pieces," 
he continues this fairytale metaphor with the wish 
that he had been born ''in the days of Ogres and 
Dragon-guarded Castles" and that he had the 
joyful privilege of rescuing from the stronghold of 
an Ogre with seven heads "the Princess whom I 
adore-you have no idea how intensely I adore 
her ... -There's a state of mind for you, in 1857" 
(Dkn, 190). If Richard Watson, who died only six 
years after they met, was, as he said, "one of the 
dearest friends I ever loved" (N, Ill, 565), Lavinia 
Watson was, over twenty-odd years, one of his 
most privileged confidantes and correspondents . 

It is unsurprising that their seat in Northamp
tonshire impressed itself upon Dickens's mind and 
helped to inspire Chesney Wold in Bleak House. 
Ancestral country-houses were not Dickens's 
usual "scene" either in his fiction or in his social 
life. He had never before stayed at so grand a 
place as Rockingham, and had never before Bleak 
House needed for his fiction a house so large and 
historic as Chesney Wold. (By the time he wrote 
Bleak House, he had indeed visited the Duke of 
Devonshire's magnificent pile, Chatsworth-but 
this was both too splendid and, being Classical in 

style, not sufficiently atmospheric for Sir 
Leicester Dedlock's status and story.) 
Rockingham dates from the eleventh century, and 
was a royal castle until 1530 when it came into the 
hands of the Watson family. It contains substantial 
and impressive elements of the Norman fortifica
tions, though most were razed by Cromwell's 
men. There is a fine medieval Great Hall, but 
most of the house is Tudor, improved in later 
centuries; the Victorian architect Salvin added the 
Flag Tower in Dickens's time. The gardens are 
extensive, and the park, impressive and well
wooded, contains the little church which will of 
course remind the reader of Bleak House of the 
Dedlock church where Esther Summerson first 
sees Lady Dedlock who, she is later to discover, is 
her mother. 

Dickens and his wife first visited Rockingham, 
for six days, in November/December 1847, just 
about a year after parting from the Watsons in 
Lausanne. He and the Watsons continued to meet 
in Paris and London; they sent him venison from 
Rockingham, and there was talk (which came to 
nothing) of further reunions there or in 
Switzerland or in the Isle of Wight where Dickens 
was then taking his family holidays. He returned 
to the Castle two years later, in November 1849. 
On this occasion he met a distant relative of Mrs 
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Watson's, who was to become an extremely close 
friend, Miss Mary Boyle. This vivacious young 
lady was a very talented amateur actress and, as 
she later recorded, "It was difficult for two such 
lovers of the Drama as Charles Dickens and 
myself to meet under the same roof without some 
dramatic plotting"s: so, in the four days of this 
visit, he and she got up scenes from The School 
for Scandal and from Nicholas Nickleby (he 
played the· mad gentleman in small-clothes, 
making advances to her as Mrs Nickleby), "with 
immense success", as he told a friend: 

We played in the old hall, with the audience 
filled up and running over with servants. The 
entertainments concluded with feats of leger
demain [by Dickens, of course] ... , and we fell 
to country dances of the most fantastic descrip
tion, and danced all night. 

Altogether "We had a most delightful time 
... and were the gayest of the gay" (N, 11, 194). 
Mary Boyle was later to write a most affectionate 
memoir of her friendship with Dickens, and so did 
Lavinia Watson.6 
·---Allcf the next time he went to Rockingham-for 
over a week in January 1851-amateur theatricals 
on a much grander scale were at the centre of the 
visit, though a recent death in her family 
prevented Miss Boyle from performing. Dickens 
went to enormous pains, hiring costumes from 
London, and having a miniature theatre erected in 
the Gallery, complete with scenery. "Wonderful 
clever man with his hands, a reg'lar carpenter", 
one of the estate staff recalled half a century 
later. 7 He had brought a party of his friends with 
him, and they performed three plays, to the text 
of one of which Dickens added some lines 
complimenting the Watsons: 

... Bright be the path our host and hostess tread! 
Blest be their children, happy be their race, 
Long may they live, their ancient hall to grace; 
Long bear of English virtues noble fruit
Green-hearted ROCKINGHAM! strike deep 

thy root. (N, 11, 258) 

Writing his thank-you letter to his hostess, he told 
her that ''somehow I always think of 
Rockingham, after coming away, as if I belonged 
to it and left a bit of my heart behind" 
(N, 11, 265)-and this note of delight and 
affection recurs in many of his other letters about 

s Mary Boyle: Her Book, ed. Sir Courtenay Boyle 
(1901), p 231. 

6 Mary Boyle: Her Book, eh . 25, "Rockingham 
Castle- Charles Dickens". She and Mrs Watson con
tributed recollections of Dickens to Dickens by Pen and 
Pencil, compiled by Frederic G . Kitton (1890) , pp. 
144-7. 
7 Dkn, I (1905), 201-2. 
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PLATE 3. 'AMATEUR THEATRICALS on a much 
grander scale ... ' 

Rockingham and the Watsons. As his biographer 
John Forster put it, "Dickens, during the too brief 
time his excellent friend [Watson] was spared to 
him, often repeated his visits to Rockingham, 
always a surpassing enjoyment. " 8 

That "often", however , is an exaggeration. 
Dickens had stayed at Rockingham those three 
times in 1847, 1849 and 1851 (a total of eighteen 
days), and, it would seem, he returned only twice 
thereafter, spending single nights there in 1852 

8 Life of Charles Dickens, ed. J. W. T. Ley (I 928), 
p. 535. 
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PLATE 4. DICKENS about 1860. 

and 1855. But this was quite enough of course to 
furnish him with hints for Chesney Wold-both 
particular features of the house and _grounds an~, 
equally important perhaps as a stimulus to h1s 
imagination, the general "feel" of an ancient 
mansion dominating its locality, and held by the 
same fa:Uily for over three centuries. And the 
wording of his letter on this matter should be 
noted: "In some of the descriptions of Chesney 
Wold, I have taken many bits, ch~efly about trees 
and shadows, from observatiOns made at 
Rockingham." He did not assume that even the 
Watsons would find the resemblance obvious: "I 
wonder whether you have ever thought so!" 
(italics mine). Chesney Wold is certainly no literal 
detailed rendering of Rockingham. Many of . the 
features common to the two are what any ancient 
country house would be likely to contain: large 
drawing-room, family portraits, flat leaded roof, 
turreted towers, long lines of windows, terrace 
and balustrade, brick courtyard, a clock on the 
external wall, a sundial, a garden with lawns and 
broad walks and well-kept flower-beds, walls 
covered with moss and ivy, stables, a park with 
noble trees, a church full of family tombs. 
Dickens certainly uses, in the novel, his "observa
tions" of such features of Rockingham: but of 
course he gives play to his imagination, and adds 
such further paraphernalia as the plot or the 
atmosphere require-the mausoleum in the park, 

for instance, in which Lady Dedlock is interred. 
This is the subject for the final illustration in the 
novel-but there is no mausoleum at Rockingham. 
There is a Yew Walk there, and this (it has often 
been suggested) corresponds to the Ghost's Walk 
at Chesney Wold: but the Ghost's Walk is paved 
with stone (it has to be, so that the ominous 
ghost's tread may be heard and shuddered at)
and the Yew Walk is not. Some commentators 
have suggested-rather unnecessarily, I think, as 
if Dickens had no imagination-other possible 
part-"originals" for Chesney Wold: Haverholme 
Priory near Sleaford, which had a gravelled path 
known as "the Ghost's Walk", or Fillingham 
Castle in Lincolnshire, whose owner-unlike 
Richard Watson-was a Tory baronet married to 
a beautiful woman of obscure birth named Esther 
Summers, and who was in violent dispute with a 
neighbour over rights-of-way, as Sir Leicester 
Dedlock is with Mr Boythorn in the novel.9 

Chesney Wold indeed is in Lincolnshire, as we 
are often reminded: and Rockingham of course 
stands in Northamptonshire', though close to the 
county which provides Sir Leicester with his 
name. My guess about Dickens's specifying 
Lincolnshire is that he thus added plausibility to 

9 Dickensian, XLI (1945), 80-1, and LXI (1965), 
144-5. 
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PLATE 5. ROCKINGHAM CASTLE, about twenty years before Dickens vis ited it. 

the repeated "waters are out" notion (the 
Dedlocks' aristocratic way of life being sopped 
and sapped away) because such floods were 
indeed frequent and damaging in that county. 
Also, Lincolnshire suited the emblematic function 
of the Dedlocks in this novel, because it was a 
notably unindustrialised and politically conser
vative county; 10 needing those waters slopping 
around Chesney Wold, Dickens cannot set this 
house on an escarpment, such as Rockingham 
stands upon, with its view of five counties
though he does perhaps forget himself by giving 
the adjacent village a "hilly little street," just like 
Rockingham's, leading down to the Dedlock 
Arms (recognisably the Sondes Arms, which is 
still the village pub of Rockingham). Dickens 
might well, indeed, have seen "waters out" near 
Rockingham, for the Welland valley, which it 
overlooks, flooded regularly in those days-but 
the Castle and its park stand well clear of any 
danger of being sopped and sapped away by those 
floods. Another example of the minor liberties he 
took with the disposition of the scenery is that, in 
the novel, Sir Leicester and Lady Dedlock ride to 
church in a pony-carriage. This helps to remind 
one of their rank: but in fact, at Rockingham, the 
church is so placed in relation to the castle and the 
road that it is far easier to walk to church. 

If, in creating Chesney Wold, Dickens invents 
much and uses very freely his "observations made 

IO See my review of R. J. Olney's Lincolnshire 
Politics 1832-1885 (1973), in Dickensian, LXX (1974), 
135-6. 

at Rockingham, ' ' he does also include in his 
picture of the Dedlock house and its grounds 
many accurately remembered details of the 
Castle. Its present owner, Commander Michael 
Saunders Watson, in conversation with me, ex
claimed: "Dickens must have had a tremendous 
photographic memory, an amazing sense of 
detail!" And, referring to various locations in the 
novel, he remarked: "I can instantly see what he 
was thinking about." One or two examples must 
suffice. In chapter 36, Esther Summerson 
describes "a favourite spot of mine in the park
woods of Chesney Wold" which she visited daily; 
it stands on high ground, commanding a view 
towards the house; there is a bank of violets, and 
so on; and it is here, well away from the house, 
that Dickens arranges for Lady Dedlock to 
encounter Esther and tell her that they are mother 
and daughter. Commander Watson took me to 
the spot, on the far side of the Wild Garden, and 
everything fits. Similarly it is possible to say, with 
some assuran~e, which family portraits at 
Rockingham Dickens has in mind in the fifth 
paragraph of chapter 40 and to discern the curious 
light-effects which he describes in the novel, as the 
dying sun strikes across various paintings. And 
though Rockingham has no such ghost-story as 
threatens Chesney Wold, at least the origins of the 
novel's ghost-story, told in chapter 7 owe 
something to Rockingh~m. As the housekeeper, 
Mrs Rouncewell, explams, the mid-seventeenth
c~ntu.ry Sir Morbury ~edlock was a Royalist, but 
his wife came of a Parliamentary family (and fatal 
results ensued). Here Dickens was certainly 
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thinking of Sir Lewis Watson (1584-1652), a 
Royalist, whose second wife Eleanor came from 
the Manners family, who were Roundheads, a 
state of affairs which led to complications and 
embarrassments though not to such tragic conclu
sions as in Bleak House. 

Addressing the Dickens Fellowship recently, 
Commander Watson reported a family tradition 
that the Watson children were displeased by Bleak 
House because it presented "a parody of their 
parents" -though, he suggested, the beautiful 
but imperious Lady Dedlock did bear some 
resemblance to Mrs Watson, and certainly Mrs 
Rouncewell was said to be a "devastatingly 
accurate" portrait of Mrs Champion, the house
keeper at Rockingham. 11 One can understand the 
Watson children's resentment; but, forgiveably, 
they did not comprehend Dickens's artistic 
processes. When taking "bits" of Rockingham 
for the picture and atmosphere of Chesney Wold, 
he was quite uncommitted to reproducing the 
whole Castle, literally, in his novel, let alone to 
peopling his fictional house with the actual 
inhabitants of the real one. Richard Watson, that 
"thorough good liberal," a "very intelligent" 
man with "not the least nonsense about him," is 
of course totally unlike Sir Leicester Dedlock, an 
"intensely prejudiced, perfectly unreasonable 
man" (eh. 2). Manifestly, indeed, a man of 
Dickens's outlook and temperament could never 
have become the warm and admiring friend of 
such a man as Sir Leicester. But the Watson 
children's mistake was often made-by others, 
for instance, at the time, who felt themselves 
maligned by the novels. Thus in Nicholas 
Nickleby Dickens had recognisably based the 
rascally Mr Squeers on an actual Yorkshire 
schoolmaster, William Shaw. For the purposes of 
the story he invented a comical daughter for him, 
and understandably the actual Miss Shaw-"one 
of the sweetest and kindest of women," according 
to a neighbour-was unamused, suffering agonies 
of martyrdom on being thus "pilloried" as Fanny 
Squeers. But Dickens of course did not have Miss 
Shaw in mind at all. Indeed, Mr Squeers, though 
embodying some of the characteristics of Mr 
Shaw, was not, and was not intended to be, a 
complete reproduction of the actual man, but 
was-as is usual in Dickens's art-the product of 
imagination playing upon observation and 
memory. 

But such is the vivid reality which Dickens's 
people and places possess that even modern 
commentators, let alone contemporary victims of 
his satire and humour, are betrayed into regarding 
him as a literal copyist of the bits of real life that 
had suggested elements in his books. This 
appears, very clearly, in a passage about 
Rockingham in a recent book on the scenes of 

" Dickensian, LXIX (1973), 131. 

Dickens's fiction, Michael and Mollie Hard wick's 
Dickens·~ England. Rockingham, the authors 
remark, IS "a good deal more imposing than one 
might gather from the pages of Bleak House" -a 
comm~nt whi.ch clearly assumes that Chesney 
Wold IS Rockmgham, though Dickens has some
how failed to do justice to its imposing 
appearance. Similarly they remark that Mrs 
Rouncewell, when recounting some of the house's 
history, "omits to mention that all the early kings 
of England used Rockingham as an armed castle" 
(etc.)-but why ever should she? Mrs Rouncewell 
is a fictional character, living in a fictional house 
and givinr; such particulars of its imagined history 
as are . relevant to the novel; she is not Mrs 
~hampwn, the housekeeper of Rockingham, even 
If there was some resemblance between them in 
appearance or character. The Hardwicks con
clude their discussion of Rockingham and Bieak 
House by .noting that Chesney Wold is a gloomy 
place-~s Indeed, one might interject, befits the ill 
fate lymg ahead for the Dedlocks· but the 
Hardwicks, sticking to their total identification of 
Chesney Wold with the Rockingham that Dickens 
~new, and ignoring the function of Chesney Wold 
In the. novel to which it belongs, comment 
otherwise: 

It seems strange that Dickens should thus 
immortalise a place in which he was to all 
appearances happy. The conclusion is that he 
was not, ~n the deepest sense, happy during 
those hoh.days at Rockingham, with their 
house-parties and theatricals.l2 

I see no .ne~d to accept any such conclusion (which 
would, Incidentally, entail one's dismissing as lies 
~r COIJ?-ple~e self-deception Dickens's many asser
tions, In his letters, about how happy his visits to 
Rockingham had been). When writing about 
Chesney Wold, he was not offering a memoir of 
or ''immortalising,'' those visits, any more tha~ 
he was treacherously presenting his ''very 
intelligent" friend Watson as the "perfectly 
unreasonable" Sir Leicester Dedlock. He was 
writing a novel, in which "the world of fashion" 
-the a.ristocratic lan~:based element of the ruling 
class-Is presented cntically, as part of his sombre 
vision of mid-nineteenth-century England and he 
was using those "bits" from his mem~ries of 
Rockingham, "chiefly about trees and shadows " 
to feed his pictorial imagination in the depicti~n 
of the Dedlocks' country seat. 

12 Dickens's England (1970), pp. 107-8. Elsewhere 
(Plate 26) they :eproduce the frontispiece to Bleak 
House by Hablot Browne ("Phiz"), which depicts 
Chesney W?ld, and t~ey comment: " 'Phiz' evidently 
preferred thts to a reahsttc representation of Rockingham 
C~stl~." But "~hiz" had no reason whatever to be 
thmkmg of Rockmgham Castle, which he had probably 
never seen an>:h?w .. He. was illustrating the text of a 
novel, not parttctpatmg m Dickens's life and travels. 
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Anyone interested in Dickens's political and 
social attitudes, as well as in his imaginative 
processes, may indeed find matter for reflection in 
the fact that, while the novelist was presenting the 
hereditary landowner Sir Leicester as some kind 
of representative figure (and Dickens's assessment 
of the present and the future of his class is 
indicated by that surname Dedlock) the man 
Dickens was consorting in a most friendly and 
respectful way with the hereditary landowner 
Richard Watson. There were, of course, dif
ferences. Watson was "a thorough good liberal" 
and so forth, and I am not suggesting that 
Dickens was a humbug, uttering populist anti
aristocratic sentiments in his books but cuddling 
up to the aristocracy socially. I am only suggesting 
that his attitudes were more complex than might 
at first appear-partly because, in his personal 
life, he did not proceed on the inverted-snobbery 
principle of refusing to make the acquaintance, or 
the friendship, of aristocrats merely because of 
their birth and class. He was fond of quoting 
Burns's lines, 

The rank is but the guinea's stamp, 
The Man's the gowd for a' that, 

and he accepted its full meaning, that good men 
and worthy friends can be found in all classes, and 
thus among the rich as well as among the humble. 

A final and more frivolous point will at least 
give me an opportunity to quote more extensively 
from Bleak House. Rockingham Castle today is 
open to the public-but so was Chesney Wold, 
well over a century ago, though this aspect of the 
tourist trade was then much less highly organised, 
nor did the great territorial magnates depend 
upon entrance-fees so heavily as their descendants 
do now. In chapter 7 the young lawyer's-clerk Mr 
Guppy and a friend have a day off, and they see 
over the house. As Guppy explains to Mrs 
Rouncewell, "Us London lawyers don't often get 
an out; and when we do, we like to make the most 
if it, you know." It is during this guided tour that 

Guppy sees the portrait o( Lady Dedlock which 
sets him off on his amateur-detective effort to 
prove Esther Summerson's connection with a lady 
whom she so greatly resembles in appearance. But 
otherwise. i.t is not muc.h of a day for Guppy; 
modern VISitors to Rockmgham do better. 

As is usually the case with people who go over 
houses, Mr. Guppy and his friend are dead beat 
before they have well begun. They straggle 
about in wrong places, look at wrong things, 
don't care for the right things, gape when 
more rooms are opened, exhibit profound 
depression of spirits, and are clearly knocked 
up .... Thus they pass on from room to room, 
raising the pictured Dedlocks for a few brief 
minutes as the young gardener admits the light, 
and reconsigning them to their graves as he 
shuts it out again. It appears to the afflicted 
Mr. Guppy and his inconsolable friend that 
there is no end to the Dedlocks, whose family 
greatness seems to consist in their never 
having done anything to distinguish themselves 
for seven hundred years ... [But] all things have 
an end-even houses that people take infinite 
pains to see, and are tired of before they begin 
to see them. 

We must hope that the Watsons and their children 
did not construe those words about the un
distinguished Dedlocks as a slur upon their noble 
ancestors. By the end of the novel, when tragedy 
has overtaken the Dedlocks, "The greater part of 
the house is shut up, and it is a show-house no 
longer" (eh. 66). That, at least, Mrs Watson 
would know, was not true of Rockingham 
(Richard Watson had lived only long enough to 
read the opening serial instalments of Bleak 
House)-but, as I have reiterated, Chesney Wold 
and the Dedlocks must be seen as fictional 
creations, however much Dickens's imagination 
was indebted to his memories of those ''dear old 
Rockingham days.'' 
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CHARLES BRADLAUGH, FREETHOUGHT AND NORTHAMPTON* 

EDW ARD ROYLE 

Charles Bradlaugh-radical, republican and 
atheist-was one of the two members of 
parliament for Northampton from 1880 until his 
death in 1891. Between 1880 and 1886 he was 
involved in a constitutional struggle to be allowed 
to take his seat which made Northampton a 
household name throughout the country: the 
electors of the borough were seen as the upholders 
of the constitutional liberties of the people every
where. In this article I want to suggest what 
brought Bradlaugh and Northampton together in 
the first place and kept them loyal to each other 
throughout o~e of the great constitutional battles 
of modern history. 

Bradlaugh had no personal connections with 
the area: he had been born in Hoxton, north 
London and his family originally came from East 
Anglia. According to his autobiography, his first 
visit to Northampton was not until the autumn of 
1857, when he was twenty-four years old, and the 
first reference in the periodicals to his lecturing in 
the town relates to early 1859 when, on 30 and 31 
January, he delivered two lect~res at ~h~ 

· Woolpack Inn, Kingswell Street, on Jesus Chnst 
and 'Atheism preferable to Theism'. A few weeks 
later, on 20 and 21 March, he returned to hold a 
set debate in the Theatre with Mr. John Bowes, a 
major opponent of freethinkers, on the proposi
tions 'Atheism preferable to Theism' and 
'Atheism Deism, Infidelity and Secularism do 
not provi'de for the wants but foster the vices of 
the human race'. Thereafter Northampton was to 
be one of the regular places Bradlaugh visited on 
his provincial lecture tours, but it had no special 
place in his affections. I 

By the late 1860s Bradlaugh had become one of 
the foremost radical lecturers in the country, and 
was widely regarded as the incarnation of 
extremism, if not the devil himself. He had super
seded the rather mild and ineffective G. J. 
Holyoake as leader of the Secularists, founding in 
1866 the National Secular Society with himself as 
president. At the same time he had moved to the 
forefront of the renewed campaign for a 

*This article is an edited version of a lecture given to the 
Society on 3rd May 1978. 

t The Autobiography of Charles Bradlaugh, new 
edition (London, 1891), p. 12; Reasoner, 30 January 
1859; Investigator, 15 April-! June 1859. 

parliamentary reform bill to give the working 
classes the vote. He was on the council of the 
Reform League, formed in 1865 to lead the agita
tion, and he lectured frequently on the reform 
issue, adopting an extremist position in challeng
ing the government. When the Reform Act 
became law in 1867, giving all urban householders 
the vote for the first time and offering some pro
spect of success to radical candidates from the 
working classes, Secularists from Birmingham 
and Glasgow wrote to Bradlaugh's paper, the 
National Reformer, urging him to stand for 
parliament. He was persuaded. But why, of all the 
constituencies in which he enjoyed popular 
support, did Bradlaugh choose Northampton for 
his first assault on a parliamentary seat? 

Northampton was, in the opinion of Professor 
Waiter Arnstein, "a logical choice"2, though no 
more so than the vast working-class constituency 
of Tower Hamlets or the traditionally radical 
centres of Sheffield or Leicester. The population 
of the parliamentary borough in 1871 was 45,080, 
of whom 5,729 had the vote following the 1867 
Reform Act, over half of whom were now enfran
chised for the first time. By 1874 the number of 
householders had risen to 6,829, and by 1880 the 
figure was 8,189, an increase of nearly 4307o over 
the twelve years compared with an increase in the 
borough's population between 1871 and 1881 of 
just over 27\12%. Of these householders, a 
majority of working-class voters lived in the West 
Ward which became the base from which the 
Bradlaughite radicals were able to exert pressure 
on the rest of the constituency.J 

The town itself had two main economic 
fun~tions: firstly as a market and county town, 
servmg one of the most aristocratic counties in 
England; and secondly as a centre for the shoe
making industry, which was organised mainly on 
a small workshop basis. This industry had 
originally come to Northampton because the town 
offered the London masters a cheap source of 
labour for the ready-made shoe industry. Between 

2 W. Arnstein, The Bradlaugh Case (Oxford, 
1965), p. 24. 

3 Accounts and Papers lxvi, part 1 (1872), p. 269; 
Census of England and Wales, 1891, C.6422 (1891), 
p. 10; H. Bradlaugh Bonner, Charles Bradlaugh a 
record of his life and work, 2 vols. (London, 1898) I, 
p. 268; A. L. Thorold, The Life of Henry Labouchere 
(London, 1913), p. 130. 
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PLATE I. CHARLES BRADLAUGH about 1870. 

1841 and 1861 the number of people employed in 
shoemaking in Northampton more than doubled 
to over six thousand. About half the households 
in Northampton were in some way dependent 
upon shoemaking and ancillary trades, the 
industry still being predominantly handicraft with 
machinery only gradually making an impact 
during the second half of the nineteenth century.4 
Not all these shoemakers, of course, had the vote. 
Most were poorl¥-paid journeymen unlikely to 
qualify for the householder franchise, though the 
efforts of the Freehold Land Society in the town 
did enable more working men than usual to own 
their own homes, a possible explanation for the 
rapid increa~e in the size of the electorate in the 
1870s.s Those who did have the vote were most 
likely to have been small masters and semi
independent journeymen in regular employment, 
who would be socially separated neither from the 
bulk of the workforce nor from the lower-middle 
class of shopkeepers. This social background was 
the classic breeding ground for independent 

4 J. Howarth, 'The Liberal Revival in Northamp
tonshire, 1880-1895', Historical Journal xii (I) 1969, 
pp. 78-118; J. Foster, Class Struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution (London, 1974), pp. 84-87, 102-3; V. A. 
Hatley and J. Rajczonek, 'Shoemakers in Northamp
tonshire, 1762-1911 ', Northampton Historical Series, 
no. 6 (1971), p. 25. 

s Thorold, op. cit., pp. 129-30. 

radicalism. An analysis of poll books for both 
1831 (when Northampton had had a household 
suffrage qualification not yet reformed away by 
the first Reform Act) and 1852 shows the largest 
category of voters to have been shoemakers, the 
vast majority of whom voted for Liberal can
didates.6 There was also a tradition of Chartist 
candidates at Northampton, going back to 1841, 
but even in that year, when Peter Murray 
McDouall contested the seat at the height of 
Chartist fortunes, he was able to win only 1 OOJo of 
shoemaker votes. 7 Northampton was liberal
radical rather than radical-Chartist in its politics, 
with low trade union activity and, among the 
politically active at least, a strong streak of 
religious Nonconformity. The appeal of 
Bradlaugh to such people is not, at first sight, an 
obvious one. 

The assumption that many people made at the 
time was that shoemakers were atheists, and hence 
Brad laugh's connection with Northampton was 
thought obvious. There is some support for this 
image of the atheist shoemaker: of a sample of 
leading freethinkers in the 1840s and 1850s, about 
20% of the artisans for whom occupations are 

6 J. Vincent, Poll books, how the Victorians voted 
(Ca~bridge 1968), pp. 148-9; Hatley and Rajczonek, 
op . ell . , p. 22 . 

7 ibid., p. 23. 
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ascertainable were either cobblers or shoemakers.s 
The reasons for this are not clear, though 
workshops where journeymen were gathered 
without noisy machinery were generally conducive 
to the discussion and dissemination of radical 
ideas in both politics and religion. Furthermore, 
the countryside has been seen to have been 
important in shaping radical attitudes in the 
towns. In the countryside, where the Anglican 
parson was very much the controlling social force, 
long traditions of opposition to tithes, church 
rates, enclosures and clerical magistracies had 
bred a radical anticlericalism which in open 
villages might be expressed as Nonconformity, 
and which in the freedom of the town might 
emerge as either Nonconformity or as hostility to 
all organised religion.9 There is some evidence 
that this was the case in Northampton, which had 
strong Nonconformist traditions. In 1851 over 
71 OJo of the population of the borough had not 
been born there, although half the population 
came from within three to twenty miles, 
suggesting a pattern of short distance rural 
migration from the county to the town, with the 
higher wages of the Northampton shoe industry 
attracting the depressed outworkers from the 
villages. Although in 1851, according to the 
Religious Census, Northampton compared 
favourably with other large towns, over half the 
attendances at worship were at Nonconformist 
chapels; and of the Nonconformists, the Baptists 
were the strongest, followed by the Wesleyan 
Methodists and the Independents. If we take 
evening attendances only, since these were the 
services most likely to attract the working classes, 
then the Established Church with 31 OJo of atten
dances was overshadowed by the Baptists (25%), 
W esleyans (20%) and Independents ( 12%). That 
is, of religious influences in Northampton, 
Nonconformity was of more importance than the 
Established Church; but a large number of the 
population did not attend worship at all on census 
Sunday, and fell into that category which Ho race 
Mann, the compiler of the census report, labelled 
'unconscious Secularists' .10 

The connection between these potential 
Bradlaugh supporters, many of whom would not 
have had the vote and the notorious freethinker 
himself was a smah band of freethinking radicals 
who had existed in Northampton since the early 
1840s and who did much to prepare the way and 
form the nucleus of a Brad laugh party. 

H E. Royle, Victorian Infidels (Manchester, 1974), 
p. 305. 

9 E. J. Evans, 'Some reasons for the growth of 
English rural anti-clericalism, c.1750-c. 1830, Past & 
Present no. 66 (February 1975). 

10 Accounts and Papers lxxxix (1852-3), pp. c~lx~, 
clviii; K. S. lnglis, 'Patterns of Religious Worship m 
1851 ' , Journal of Ecclesiastical History XI (1960), 
pp. 74-86. 

Apart from a Chartist presence in the town, 
recorded by the historian Gammage who was 
himself a local Chartist, there was also a small 
branch of the Owenite Universal Community 
Society of Rational Religionists, and it is this 
latter which marked the foundation of an 
organised tradition of radical freethought in 
Northampton. The branch was founded in June 
1839, no. 58 out of 65 branches-a latecomer, and 
not a very strong one. The total subscriptions paid 
by the Northampton Owenites to central funds, 
excluding their community, was only £13, com
pared with £99 sent by Leicester. Only once was a 
delegate s~nt to the annual Owenite Congress, and 
he was the branch secretary of 1840-1842, one 
Joseph Gurney, a local draper whose name runs 
like a silver thread through the history of 
Bradlaughite radicalism in Northampton .11 The 
Owenites declined after the failure of their 
community schemes in 1846, but the freethinking 
element among the Owenites was strengthened by 
the formation of a Christian Evidence Society (the 
aim of which was to criticise the evidences of 
Christianity). Led by Richard Foster, who had 
succeeded Gurney as Owenite branch secretary in 
1842, this group invited G. J. Holyoake to lecture 
in Northampton and formed themselves into one 
of the few branches of Holyoake's Society of 
Theological Utilitarians early in 1847. Prejudice 
against such overt freethought was strong in the 
town, and Holyoake had difficulty finding a room 
in which to deliver his lectures.I2 Meanwhile, the 
Chartist movement was experiencing a brief 
revival, but following its final failure in 1848 a 
group of Chartists began working with Noncon
formist radicals to contest local elections. This 
was significant, for it showed for the first time 
freethinking radicals, like Gurney, John Bates 
and James Pebody working with Nonconformists 
like the Reverend Thomas Phillips and the Perry 
family.u The 1850s therefore inherited two 
strands from the previous decade, which were to 
be important in shaping Northampton politics in 
the age of the mid-Victorian liberal consensus: 
firstly, a small group of freethinkers, in touch 
with the national movement led by G. J. 
Holyoake; and secondly, a much more widely 
based local radical grouping, built on both free
thinking and Nonconformist elements, willing to 
work together for extreme Liberal policies in the 
town. The consequences of this became apparent 
at the level of parliamentary politics in 1857, when 

11 New Moral World, 29 Juqe 1839, 17, 28 May, 28 
June 1845. For Gurney see the entry in the Dictionary of 
Labour Biography, vol. V, by Feargus D'Arcy, to 
whom I am grateful for helping me sort out some of the 
discrepancies in some of the secondary accounts of the 
Northampton story. 

12 Utilitarian Record, 13 January, 3, 10 February 
1847; Reasoner, 17 February, 25 August 1847. 

13 Foster, op. cit., p. 305. 
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PLATE 2. 'THE NESTOR OF NORTHAMPTON RADICALISM', JOSEPH GURNEY (1814-93), 
portrayed in his mayoral regalia. He was chief magistrate in 1875-6 and 1879-80. 

Bates and Gurney accepted Charles Gilpin as 
extreme Liberal candidate at the general election, 
and did not insist on bringing forward other 
nominations. The following year, Gurney himself 
was elected to the town council in partnership 
with a Liberal, gaining twice as many votes as his 
Tory churchman opponent.l4 

John Bates was the organising force behind the 
more narrowly defined Secularist organi·sation at 
this time. Richard Foster had emigrated in 1848, 
and only intermittent freethought activity was 
reported over the next few years, with George 
Corby as secretary after Foster; but in 1854 a new 
Northampton Secular Society was announced, 
with Gurney as president, Bates as secretary, 
Edward Pebody as treasurer, and other stalwarts 
such as Corby on the committee. Bates, a 
journeyman basketmaker who sold radical 
newspapers, had an ambition for the society to 
have its own 'Athenaeum', and in 1855 he took a 
new shop in the Drapery where he opened a 
'Midland Secular Depot and Public News Room'. 
Secularism was not strong enough to support this 
ambitious venture, however, and the small group 
seems to have met mainly at George Bass's public 

14 Northampton Mercury, 21 March 1857; 
Reasoner, 19 April 1857, 14 November 1858. 

room in the Corn Exchange.1s It was this group 
which arranged Bradlaugh's visits in 1859, with 
Gurney taking the chair at Bradlaugh's lectures 
and Bates taking the chair on one evening of the 
Bradlaugh-Bowes debate. 

Secularism was reviving everywhere in 1860, 
under the impact of Bradlaugh's lecture tours an:d 
his National Reformer newspaper, and Nor
thampton was no exception. In August 1860 the 
Secular Society was reorganised, with Bates again 
as secretary and a membership of 27. The new 
committee wrote to Bradlaugh 

"There is little doubt that the circulation of the 
Reformer in Northampton has been of immense 
benefit to the cause, and a large number of 
young blood, having heard your lectures, have 
been induced to take the Reformer, and when 
having seen the principles of Secularism, so 
ably advocated by the editors of that journal, 
they have determined to assist in the further
ance of the same." 16 

One incident at this time helped to bring the 
young society publicity and suggested for the 

15 ibid., 20 September 1848, 26 March 1854, 15 
April 1855, 13 July 1856. 

16 National Reformer, 8 September 1860. 
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future that common cause might be established 
between freethinkers and Nonconformists. This 
arose when · the new vicar of All Saints, the 
Reverend Sydney Gedge, revived the compulsory 
Vicar's Rate, or Tithe, and then prosecuted those 
(mainly Noi\conformists) who refused to pay. 
John Bates posted two handbills in his shop 
window in the Drapery, one an article by 
Bradlaugh and the other by a Nonconformist 
critic of the Vicar's Rate. Gedge brought an 
action for libel against Bates and then himself 
libelled Bates in a religious periodical, the English 
Churchman. Bradlaugh was out of the country at 
the time, but the Secularists rallied support 
against the vicar, and when the case came before 
the court of Queen's Bench the case was dismissed 
and Gedge had to pay the costs.1 7 

The success which Bradlaugh brought to 
freethought in the early 1860s, repeated as it was 
across the country, brought him the loyalty of 
hundreds of freethinking radicals everywhere. To 
begin with, the Northampton society held its 
meetings at James Pebody's public house, The 
Admiral Nelson, on The Green, but attendances 
grew so much that the Foresters' Hall had to be 
used instead. The little society seems to have had a 
more or less continuous existence from this date. 
In 1864 Bates was arranging a Thomas Paine 
celebration at Pebody's (no other room being 
available to the Secularists), and organising a visit 
from the formidably independent freethought lec
turer, Mrs. Harriet Law. The society was meeting 
monthly at The Admiral Nelson in 1866, and in 
1867 it was one of the first to affiliate itself to the 
National Secular Society, the list of its members 
now including for the first iime the name of 
Thomas Adams, a master baker who was to be 
Bradlaugh's agent during the years of struggle. At 
the beginning of 1868 the society had 29 members; 
a year later the total was 61.18 

Even if all the members of the Northampton 
branch of the National Secular Society had had 
the vote, it is obvious that they could not on their 
own have made an-y . significant impact on 
Bradlaugh's parliamentar¥ candidatur~. The!r 
importance lay in the extent to which their 
leaders such as Bates, and possibly many of the 
ordina;y members as well, also participated in the 
wider world of Northampton radical politics, and 
particularly in the activities of the local branch of 
the Reform League. As with Bradlaugh himself 
on the national council of the Reform League, so 
local secularists often represented the extreme 
radical position in its branches and so won a wider 
support than would have been accorded simply to 
their anti-religious views. 

17 G. J. Holyoake, Defeat of the Rev. Sydney 
Gedge, of Northampton, in the Queen's Bench (1861). 

18 National Reformer, 15 December 1860, 13 
February 1864, 17 February 1867, lO January 1869. 

After the successful campaign to achieve 
parliamentary reform in 1867, the Reform League 
was very much divided nationally over what 
strategy to adopt next. Its secretary, George 
Howell, was content to co-operate closely with the 
Liberal Party to ensure that the Radical-Liberal 
vote was not split, even to the extent of refusing to 
endorse League candidates in a number of consti
tuencies.- In ef~ect, the League was turned by 
Howell mto a Liberal Party electoral machine for 
securing the votes of working men for the 
Gladstonian Liberal Party. Bradlaugh was one of 
the leading members of the League to object to 
this policy, and Northampton was one of the few 
constituencies where the local League branch 
repudiated national policy and resolved to 
support its own candidate (the other similar 
constituencies being Dewsbury which, like 
Northampton, had one of the first branches of the 
National Secular Society, the shoemaking town of 
Stafford, and the mining seats of the North 
East).19 

The reason why Northampton was one of these 
exce~tions may partly be attributed to Bradlaugh's 
own mfluence and reputation, but I think it much 
more likely to have been the consequence of the 
existence of that wider Chartist-Nonconformist
freethinking radicalism which had been politically 
active in local affairs since the late 1840s and 
which had already sponsored Chartist candidates 
and supported Charles Gilpin for the borough. In 
other words, Northampton was primarily in
dependent because of its traditions, based on the 
structure of small-scale workshop employment. It 
was the logical outcome, not of Secularism but of 
the political habits of shoemakers who h~d been 
voting Liberal since before 1832 and whose rural 
backgrounds were decidedly anti-aristocratic 
(which _in Northamptonshire meant anti-Whig) 
and anti-Church of England. As a noted Radical 
Bradlaugh was certainly an obvious candidate 
but as a notorious freethinker he was not th; 
obvious candidate-possibly the London 
shoemaker and prominent Reform League 
member, George Odger (who considered standing 
for Stafford), would h(.\ve been a more logical · 
choice. It was as a Radical, who was an out
standing public lecturer and who had friends in 
positions of Radical influence in the town that 
Bradlaugh became the choice of the Northa~pton 
Reform League. Gurney, Bates, Adams and their 
supporters brought the two together. Even so a 
minority of the League Branch was sufficiently 
unhappy to invite the Leeds co-operator . and 
temperance advocate, F. R. Lees, to stand as an 
alternative Radical candidate. Bradlaugh's main 

19 H. J. Hanham, Elections and Party Management. 
Politics in the time of Disraeli and Gladstone (London 
1959), p. 332; R. Harrison, Before the Socialist; 
(London, 1965), pp. 137-209. 
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PLATE 3. THE ELECTION OF 1868: a Liberal anti-Bradlaugh cartoon showing 'Bombastes' Bradlaugh 's 
band waggon drawn by 'Bates his hanimal Secularism'. 

attack was directed towards the supporters of 
Lord Henley, the official Whig, but in the event 
his effort was a noble failure. Gilpin topped the 
poll with 2632 votes, followed by Henley with 
2105. The unsuccessful Tories, Merewether and 
Lendrick, had, respectively, 1625 and 1378. 
Bradlaugh won a creditable 1086, and Lees 
brought uo the rear with only 485 votes.2o 
The lessons of this election were two-fold: 
Bradlaugh was the most likely prospect ~or a 
successful Radical candidature; but the Radtcals, 
though nearly as strong as the Tories, were likely 
to remain in a minority so long as they were 
obliged to operate without official Liberal Party 
support. 

Mindful that he had to attract Nonconformist 
and Liberal support if he were to succeed, 
Bradlaugh had set about cultivating this from the 
start. His 1868 election manifesto contained only 
one point which was purely Secularist-a funda
mental one, as his later struggle was to show-and 
this was a committed OIJposition to "all disabilities 
and disqualifications consequent upon the 
holding or rejection of any particular speculative 
opinion.'' The only other reference to religion 
was to the separation of Church and State, a good 

20 National Reformer, 22, 29 November 1868. 

Nonconformist cry. He did not even mention the 
need for secular education in his pledge to work 
for national compulsory education, again a 
Nonconformist rather than Secularist position.2t 
Though Gladstone gave his personal support to 
Henley and Gilpin, Bradlaugh insisted on 
regarding himself as an extreme Gladstonian, 
even going as far as to write to Gladstone in July 
1868 to assure him of this fact.22 Increasingly 
Bradlaugh was interesting himself in politics 
rather than in the extreme anti-religious pro
paganda which had made his reputation in the 
early 1860s. Through the Reform League in the 
later 1860s, and then successively through the 
Land and Labour League and the Republican 
movement of the early 1870s, he was emerging as 
one of the most important national leaders of 
ultra-radical political opinion. This was the image 
above all which he endeavoured to present at 
Northampton. 

21 Election Manifesto, 1868, Bradlaugh Collection 
(at the National Secular Society, London), no. 192. The 

.same was true of his Election Address for October 1874, 
which can be seen as a deliberate appeal to the 
Nonconformists-sec National Reformer, 20 September 
1874. 

22 Bonncr , op. cit I p. 272; C. Brad laugh to_ W. E. 
Gladstonc, 18 July 1868, Gladstonc Papers xxvt, p. 68 
(Briti sh Library, Add. Mss. 44111 ). 



CHARLES BRADLAUGH, FREETHOUGHT AND NORTHAMPTON 147 

At the local level, the most significant develop
ment which would eventually prepare the way for 
Brad laugh's success came in 1872, when the 
division between Liberals and Radicals in the 
municipal elections gave the Conservatives a clean 
sweep. The Radicals were now strong enough to 
force an entry into the orthodox Liberal establish
ment: agreement was secured for the November 
1873 elections, which secured Liberal victories in 
four of the six seats, including the election of 
Gurney in the West Ward . .B Meanwhile, at the 
parliamentary level, Bradlaugh 's Secularist 
lieutenants, G. W. Foote and Charles Watts, were 
keeping his name before the Northampton public 
while he went on a lecture tour of the United 
States to recoup his finances. 24 The general 
election of February 1874 caught him by surprise, 
and Bates and Gurney organised the campaign 
largely in his absence. This time he was the on~y 
Radical, but the division of votes once agam 
emphasised the necessity of securing endorsement 
by the official Liberal Party. Bradlaugh had a 
hardcore of support from 1060 'plumpers', but he 
also picked up 374 votes on the Gilpin-Bradlau_gh 
ticket and shared a further 197 votes w1th 
Picke~ing Phipps, _the leading Cons~rvative. 
Henley was beaten mto fourth place w1th only 
1796 votes, compared with Bradla~gh's ~653. 
Even Gilpin fell into second place behmd PhiPJ?S· 
At the parliamentary level, the Bradlaugh1te 
Radicals were now in a position to teach the lesson 
already learned at municipal level: though 
Bradlaugh himself could not win, he could prevent 
Liberals from winning.2~ 

Shortly afterwards the oppor~u~ity ca~e t_o p_ut 
this to the test for Charles Gilpm was m mdif
ferent health ~nd was considering taking the 
Chiltern Hundreds. In August he offered 
Bradlaugh his old parliamentary papers; clearly 
he regarded Bradlaugh as his politic~!. heir :26 But 
when he died in September, the official Liberals 
had different ideas and brought forward a banker 
named William Fowler as the official candidate. 
Direct comparisons between the votes cast in the 
general election, when each voter could have two 
votes, and in the by-election, when each voter had 
only one vote, are difficult, b1:1t there seems to 
have been very little movement.. Merewether, ~he 
Conservative received 2171 sohdly Conservative 
votes· Fowle~ received 1836 loyal Liberal votes; 
and Bradlaugh stayed in last place. with. 1766 
votes, only a slight increase over the figure ~n the 
general election.27 More importantly, Liberal 
Northampton was now represented by two Con
servatives and it was increasingly plain that, 

2.1 National Reformer, 9 November 1873. 
2-1 ibid., 17,24 August, 5 October 1873. 
2~ ibid . , 15 February 1874. 
26 ibid . , 21 June 1874; C. Gilpin to: C. Bradlaugh, 4 

August 1874, Bradlaugh Collection no. 389. 
27 National Reformer, 4, 11 October 1874. 

though Bradlaugh's supporters remained in a 
minority, the size of his vote was increasing and so 
long as he persisted in standing he would be able 
to damage the Liberal vote. The Liberal establish
ment would have to come to terms with the 
Bradlaughite Radicals, if not with Bradlaugh 
himself. 

Immediately after the declaration of the poll, 
the new mood of conciliation was set by Pickering 
Perry, a Nonconformist Liberal who had been 
Gilpin's agent. At a meeting held to heal the 
breach between Liberals and Radicals, he spoke 
strongly in favour: 

"He deprecated personal infidelity, but would 
not quarrel with any of those who were 
Secularists. As a Christian; he, of course, 
desired to see them Christians; but there was 
one thing he feared far more than what was 
called freethinking and infidelity, THAT WAS 
SACERDOTALISM. "2s 

Not all those involved, of course, were prepared 
to take this line. The Northampton Mercury, the 
offices of which had been smashed up in a post
election riot by the Bradlaughites, was in no mood 
for compromise; and on the other side John 
Bates, who had not been present at the meeting, 
withdrew from the Radicals rather than acceed to 
an alliance with the Liberals.29 Nevertheless, 
Perry's move did lead to a confirmation of the 
alliance in municipal politics which resulted in 
Adams being elected a councillor for the West 
Ward. The way now seemed clear ·for an agreed 

· Radical candidature at the next general election, 
but many Liberals and Nonconformists were still 
reluctant to accept that the Radical would have to 
be Bradlaugh. 

Their suspicions seemed entirely well-founded 
when, in 1877, Bradlaugh took up another 
controversial issue, the right to publish popular 
literature on birth-control. In 1830 an American, 
Dr. Charles Knowlton, had written a cheap 
pamphlet on the subject entitled Fruits of 
Philosophy. and this had been part of the free
thinking booksellers' stock-in-trade ever since, 
but in 1876, following a prosecution of the 
pamphlet in Bristol, Charles Watts pleaded guilty' 
as the principal publisher of what he admitted to 
be an obscene work. Watts was second only to 
Bradlaugh in the Secularist movement, but 
Bradlaugh violently disagreed with what he took 
to be an unnecessary an_~ ~nworthy capitulation. 
Aided by his rising new lfeutenant, Mrs. Annie 
Besant (who was separated from her clergyman 
husband), he republished the Fruits of Philosophy 
and stood trial with Mrs. Besant in one of the 
great obscenity cases of the . nineteenth century. 

2H Northampton Radical, 11 November 1874. 
29 Northampto,n Mercury, 7 November 1874. 
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Bradlaugh and Besant became household names: 
some Radicals and Liberals saw them as cham
pions of the freedom to publish knowledge 
essential to the poor; many other people saw only 
obscenity, sexual depravity and moral corruption 
(all natural consequences, of course, of 
freethought), and murmured darkly about the 
nature of Bradlaugh's personal relationship with 
Mrs. Besant.JO Those Northampton Noncon
formists who were learning to live· with Bradlaugh 's 
freethought so long as it remained in the 
background, were shocked to the core by the 
whole affair, and his opponents lost no oppor
tunity of making political capital out of the 
scandal. His reputation was not spared by the 
Liberal Northampton Mercury, and Gurney had 
to organise a meeting in the town hall at which 
Bradlaugh could explain his actions to the public. 
"Ought Charles Bradlaugh to be an M.P. ?" 
asked Thomas Barber of the Northampton 
Protestant Mission in a 56 page "Expostulation 
addressed to the Electors of the Borough of 
Northampton". Many Liberals thought not. The 
rumour reached Professor Thorold Rogers in 
Oxford that the Northampton Liberals intended 
throwing Brad laugh over, and he considered 
allowing his name to go forward as a counter
weight to the moderate A. S. Ayrton who was a 
favourite for one of the nominations.JI 

In the event Rogers stood for Southwark, but 
as the general election of 1880 approached there 
was no agreement between the Liberals and the 
Radicals over joint candidates. Approaches made 
by the Radicals to the Liberals were firmly 
rejected, and when Ayrton was thrown from his 
horse and had to withdraw from the contest only 
three weeks before the poll, the Liberals were left 
with not even one firm candidate. They 
themselves were divided between moderates, led 
by Pickering Perry; and anti-Bradlaughites, led by 
the Reverend Thomas Arnold, a Congregational 
minister, and the Northampton Mercury. What 
saved the day for Bradlaugh was the dilemma in 
which the Liberals found themselves, for no out
side candidate at this late stage was willing to 
accept the Northampton nomination without an 
agreement with the Radicals which would ensure 
electoral success: the fate of the Liberal 
candidates in 1874 was still a warning to all 
Liberals who might consider running against 
Bradlaugh. So when Henry Labouchere was 
invited by Philip Manfield, the shoe manufacturer 
and leader of the Liberals, to accept the Liberal 
nomination, he did so on the condition that 

30 Bonner, op. cit. 11, pp. 20-9; R. Man veil The 
Trial of Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh (Lo~don 
1976), passim. ' 

31 J. E. Thorold Roge~ to· G..- J. Holyoake, 7 July 
1877, Holyoake Collection no. 2412 (at the Co
operative Union, Manchester). 

Bradlaugh should receive the other nomination. 
Faced with the alternative of a disastrous election 
campaign, a split vote and a Tory victory, the 
Liberals capitulated, though an independent 
Liberal named Wright . was only persuaded to 
withdraw by the national Liberal campaign 
manager a week before the election.32 

When the poll was declared, Labouchere and 
Bradlaugh were elected with 4158 and 3827 votes 
respectively; the sitting Tories, Phipps and 
Merewether, followed with 3152 and 2826. As 
Labouchere laconically commented, ''they've 
swallowed Bradlaugh, after all." Of Labouchere's 
supporters, 407 plumped for him alone, and a 
further 250 preferred to vote for him and one of 
the Conservatives, compared with 246 plumpers 
for Bradlaugh and 80 who voted for him and one 
of the Conservatives (mainly Phipps in each case). 
Northampton had swung from electing two 
Conservatives to electing two Liberal-Radicals 
whose views on religion were scarcely above 
suspicion. But, as Labouchere replied to a 
Wesleyan questioner on the subject before the 
election, "he stood upon the distinct issue that, 
whatever the religious opinions of a candidate 
might be, they were sending him to Parliament to 
perform certain political duties, and if his political 
views were in accordance with theirs, religion had 
nothing to do with it. "33 Sufficient Noncon
formists were prepared to accept this line of 
argument, with regard to both himself and 
Bradlaugh, for the odium theologicum stirred up 
against Bradlaugh in certain quarters to be of no 
avail. As the Nonconformist leader, the Reverend 
R. W. Dale of Birmingham, said soon afterwards, 

''Northampton is not a conspicuously irreligious 
town . .. among those who sent Mr. Bradlaugh 
to the House there must be a considerable num
ber who regard Mr. Bradlaugh's religious posi
tion with strong hostility. But so exceptionally 
intense was the hostility of the electors of 
Northampton to Lord Beaconsfield's political 
policy that they preferred to be represented by a 
Liberal, even though he was an avowed Atheist, 
to being represented by a Tory, no matter what 
his religious faith might be. "34 : 

Once Bradlaugh had been elected, the whole 
context of his relationship with Northampton was 
changed. His exclusion from taking the oath and 
sitting in the Commons in the normal way made 
him synonymous with constitutional liberties and 
freedom of conscience-cries to rally all but the 
most bigoted of Nonconformists. And when even 
Mr. Gladstone could take up Bradlaugh's cause, 

32 W. Arnstein, op. cit., pp. 27-9. 
33 National Reformer, 11 April 1880; A. L. 

Thorold, op. cit., pp. 130-l. 
34 R. w. Dale, Speech on the Bradlaugh Question, 

February 17th 1882, pp. 4-5. 
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PLATE 4. THE UNVEILING OF BRADLAUGH'S STATUE, Abington Square, Northampton on 25 June 1894. 

stressing its liberal and constitutional_importance, 
few could gainsay him. Furthermore, any attempt 
by the Northampton J.-iberals to oust. Bradlaugh 
in favour of another Liberal would simply have 
split the vote once more and let a Tory in. A few 
Liberals do seem to have been prepared for the 
alternative of voting for the Tory against 
Brad laugh, and the Conservative share of th_e vote 
rose from 42.81% in the 1880 general electiOn to 
just under 50% in the Bradlaugh case by-elections 
of 1881, 1882 and 1884, but sufficient Liberals 
were committed to maintaining Bradlaugh's right 
because it was Northampton's right.35 

As his contribution to his electoral success, 
Bradlaugh virtually disowned his Secularist con
nections so far as Northampton was concerned. 
In 1879 a Northampton Secularist complained 
that, although there were "a great number of 
Freethinkers" in the town, "no efforts (were) 
being made to propagate Secular principles 
among the inhabitants." Charles Watts, estranged 
from Bradlaugh since the Knowlton pamphlet 
affair in 1877, complained in 1882 that, not with-

35 National Reformer, 24 February 1884. 

standing the amount of potential support for 
Secularism in Northampton, "it would probably 
be difficult to select any provincial place of 
importance where, during late years, so few 
efforts have been made by the leading Secular 
a~vocates to expound their principles." Bradlaugh 
h1mself refused to lecture on Secularism in 
Northampton, just as he also refused to allow 
freethought lecture posters elsewhere in the 
country to show the letters M. P. after his name. 
Brad laugh's political and freethought careers 
were kept strictly apart.36 From 1874 until his 
death in 1883, John Bates, as leader of the out
and-out Secularists, was an isolated figure.J7 Not 
until December 1884, when G. W. Foote opened a 
Secular Club and Institute in Northampton 
attracting four hundred members, a quarter of 
whom were also I?ef!Ibe~s of the Secular Society, 
do w~ ge~ much md1catiOn of active freethought 
orgamsat10n, and Bradlaugh himself was not 

3~ Secular Review, 16 August 1879, 27 April 1882; 
Natwnal Reformer, 2 May 1880; Freethinker, 3 May 
1896. 

37 Northampton Daily Reporter, 23 August 1883. 
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connected with it. A Northampton correspondent 
at the opening of the club commented that 
"Secularism in Northampton has not been in a 
remarkably flourishing condition of late years. "Jx 
Indeed, one might argue that if Bradlaugh had 
not been M.P. for Northampton, but free to 
support freethought in the town, then Secularism 
might have been far more important there than it 
actually was. 

There are two conclusions which might be 
drawn from this study. Firstly, as an account of 
constituency politics, with rivalry between 
established Liberals and assertive Radicals, the 
importance of a candidate securing the nomina
tion on one of the two official parties is under
lined. Without official support in October 1874 he 
had polled no more than 30o/o of the votes; 
thereafter in 1881, 1882 and 1884, with official 
support, his share never fell below 50%. Within a 
few years of Bradlaugh's struggle, working class 
candidates were increasingly to experience this 
same exclusiveness on the part of the Liberal 

38 Freethinker, 4 January 1885; Secular Review, 
3 January 1885. 

establishment, and they were to reach the conclu
sion that they needed their own party-the 
Labour party. Bradlaugh too, in effect, developed 
his own party in Northampton and used it to force 
himself upon the local Liberals. This party was 
founded on a nucleus of Secularist support, led by 
Gurney, Bates and Adams, but it would never 
have been sufficiently numerous to be effective on 
its own. This leads on to the second conclusion: 
that the Bradlaugh party was effective not because 
it was numerous nor because its anti-religious 
views were popular with the electorate, but 
because it was able to appeal, on the strength of 
Bradlaugh's reputation as a Radical, to the wider 
Radical sympathies of the town and thereby put 
it~elf in a strong bargaining position vis d vis the 
Liberals in both local and national contests. This 
was the secret of its success. Despite Thomas 
Barber's assertion that two-thirds of the house
holds in Northampton were infidel (an assertion 
modestly refuted by Bradlaugh)39, the association 
of Northampton with Bradlaugh did not make it a 
notoriously infidel sort of place. 

39 National Reformer, 15 March 1874. 
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