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The author of this paper will not attempt to give an account
of all that Robert Owen is known to have said and done in
Liverpool, since, apart from other considerations, this would
involve the inclusion of a good deal of material which is
readily available elsewhere. Instead, he will endeavour to
furnish new or little-known information concerning some of
Owen’s activities in the town and his relations with some of
those who lived there.

I OWEN AND THE RATHBONES

OBERT OWEN’S first connections with the town of
Liverpool were, apparently, commercial, since he claimed
in his autobiography (Vol. 1, p. 33) that he purchased the first
consignment of American Sea Island cotton ever brought into
the port. As early as 1818, however, Owen’s social experiments
attracted the close attention of the fifth William Rathbone™
(1787-1868), head of a family already distinguished for philan-
thropic activity in Liverpool and a man sincerely anxious to
discover enlightened ways in which to help the poor and
oppressed. Rathbone visited New Lanark in April 1818, and
after inspecting the schools there submitted a written question-
naire'® about them to someone connected with them, possibly
to Owen himself: the questions and answers Rathbone then
sent to his wife, Elizabeth. Since the report shows how greatly
Rathbone was impressed by Owen’s educational experiment in
its very early days, and has never been published, it is given in
full in Appendix A.

™ Henceforward, unless otherwise indicated, all references to ‘““William
Rathbone™ relate to this fifth William. For accounts of the Rathbone family see
A Sketch of Family History During Four Generations . . ., by William Rathbone
[the sixth] (1894); William Rathbone, [the sixth] (London, 1905), by Eleanor
Rathbone; Records of the Rathbone Family (1913), by Augustine Birrell and
Emily A. Rathbone; Eleanor Rathbone (London, 1949), by Mary D. Stocks.
The Rathbone Family Papers are in the University Library, Liverpool.

2) The document was copied by the present writer some years before the
Rathbone Family Papers were presented to the University of Liverpool; it has not
yet been found among the papers so presented.
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The Rathbones seem to have been influenced by Owen’s
ideas on subjects other than education. In his account of the
history of Co-operation in Liverpool, W. Henry Brown®?
wrote of one of Owen’s early schemes for “‘establishing in-
dustrial committees for the improvement of the conditions of
the poor”, and went on:—

‘At the meeting in the Freemason’s Hall, London, at which the scheme was
launched in June, 1822, loans of £55,000 were promlsed Mrs. Wm. Rathbone, *’
of Liverpool, offered £1,000; and promises of £100 each were made by the
Rev. John Yates and James Cropper, two other residents on the Mersey. One of
the villages was to be developed in Scotland; another near Liverpool. The plans

were prepared, the rules and regulations drawn up on the Owenite plan; £55,000
was not sufficient to launch this economic Mayflower. So the vision ended.”

According to Brown (op. cit. p. 37), “although Owen’s scheme
never got berthed on the Mersey, it influenced co-operative
development” many years later, since in 1884 J. T. W. Mitchell
of Rochdale “‘showed the actual plan of Owen’s proposed
Liverpool village of 1822 to William Maxwell”’, who was deeply
impressed by it at the time when he was planning the industrial
colony at Shieldhall, Glasgow.

For many years the Rathbones took a keen interest in
Owen’s schemes. When Owen returned to England in July
1827 from the experimental communal colony he had set up in
New Harmony, Indiana, he stayed with the Rathbones; and
Elizabeth Rathbone wrote to her mother-in-law giving her a
very full account of Owen’s opinions about New Harmony
and his proposals for its future (Appendix B). In September of
the following year, when William Rathbone heard that Owen
was planning to return to America he wrote to Owen advising
him as to the ships available for the crossing from Liverpool
to New York and told him he would be expected to “come
direct” to the Rathbone house in Bedford Street. *’

But though the Rathbones showed great interest in Owen’s
plans to found communities at home and abroad, it seems clear
that what most deeply influenced them was his fundamental
doctrine that man is the product of the circumstances in which
he lives, and, as a corollary, that education is of supreme
importance. On 19 September 1849 Elizabeth Rathbone wrote
to Lady Byron, widow of the poet, and, as we shall see, herself
for a time an admirer of Robert Owen’s ideas:

“We knew Mr. Owen his doings and sayings and writings intimately when he
was rational and practical, and have read all but his last work—& the influence

@) 4 Century of Liverpool Co-operation (Liverpool, n.d.), pp. 32, 33.

4) Presumably the widowed mother, not the wife, of the fifth William
Rathbone.

(3) Owen Correspondence in Co-operative Union Library, Manchester.
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of circumstances, how far they extended, was a subject of much anxious thought
and discussion as connected with parental responsibilities and the poor, and I
believe we are more indebted to Mr. Owen for leading the way in many good
works than is generally allowed. His schools led the way to a more extended
system of education for the poor, & Mr. Rathbone wrote to me of his infant
school, long before any other was established.”(®

It would obviously be wrong to suggest that the important
philanthropic work of the Rathbones of Owen’s day and later (™
had its origins solely in the doctrines of Robert Owen, but it is
surely fair to claim that some of Owen’s ideas influenced the
Rathbones and encourgaged them to believe that certain kinds
of philanthropic activity were especially necessary and im-
portant. William Rathbone’s mother and sister helped to
organize one of the first infant schools established in Liver-
pool;® his wife provided the money to set up the South
Corporation Infants’ School (1833) and for some years super-
vised its work and maintained it out of her own pocket;®’
of other, more important, contributions of the Rathbones at
this time to the development of education in Liverpool the
writer has given an account elsewhere;?? and it is pleasing to
note that Elizabeth Rathbone lived to give much appreciated
advice to W. E. Forster when his Education Bill of 1870 was
passing through Parliament. ™

II OWEN’S VISITS TO LIVERPOOL

When Owen’s father-in-law died, Owen assumed responsi-
bility for the upbringing and education of his wife’s four
sisters. One of these, Mary, married the Reverend James
Haldane Stewart, vicar of St. Bride’s Church, Liverpool, and a
man of most decided evangelical views. In his autobiography,
published in 1857, Owen wrote of the difficulties which arose
because he disbelieved in “‘the truth of any of the religions of
the world”, whereas his “‘truly affectionate™ sister-in-law was
fervently religious. He remarked that Mary, “after kind
sayings in the first portion of her letters always concluded with

(6) Rathbone Family Papers.

() To choose from many examples, William Rathbone’s son William (the
sixth) founded the District Nursing Service and was one of the founders of
University College, Liverpool; Eleanor Rathbone, M.P., daughter of the sixth
William, worked for many good causes and was largely responsible for the
introduction of family allowances.

®) Duncan Street East (Society of Friends), 1824. MS in the records of the
Liverpool Meeting of the Society of Friends.

9) Report of a Committee of the Manchester Statistical Society on the State of
Education in the Borough of Liverpool in 1835-1836 (London, 1836), p. 72.

10) See The Religious Problem in English Education: The Crucial Experiment
(Liverpool, 1959), by James Murphy.

1) W, Rathbone [the sixth], 4 Sketch of Family History . . ., p. 57.
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the most earnest solicitude that I would believe in her faith . . .
I was always gratified by her extreme solicitude for my con-
version” (p. 101). An extant letter from Mary to Owen (20 July
1842), shows how great her solicitude was; and when, in
December 1834, one of her sons wrote from Falkner Street to
inform Owen that another of her sons, William, had just died,
the writer said:

“Mamma will write to you as soon as she is able, but at present she is feeling
too much to do so, but she begs me to add that when your letter arrived Dear
William said ‘Oh! I wish I could write to dear Uncle Owen to entreat of him
to give up all his present vain pursuits, for oh! how uncertain life is!” and at
that very moment little did he think, dear boy! that he was so soon to be in
Eternity!!! Oh! take his advice dearest Uncle, ere it be too late, for rest assured
you will never repent of it!” (12

Nothing could display more clearly Owen’s extraordinary
optimism—-or capacity for self-delusion—than the fact that
shortly afterwards he actually wrote:—

“This morning, while at breakfast with my brother-in-law, the Reverend
Mr. Stewart of St. Bride’s church, who is a most conscientious Evangelical
minister and a Tory, I opened to him in a preliminary manner, my intention
of making a serious attempt to unite the various religious and political parties
on principles altogether different from those by which any of them have been
yet influenced. I was much satisfied with this first attempt, with a conscientious
ultra Evangelical minister and Tory.” %

It is perhaps not surprising that relations between Owen and
his Liverpool relatives became somewhat strained and that,
as he said later, “intercourse gradually diminished”. @4

Owen’s attempt to win over his evangelical brother-in-law
took place during the second of two visits to Liverpool which
he made in September 1836, and at this time Owen appears to
have been particularly optimistic and self-confident. With great
satisfaction he wrote:

“I breakfasted with Mr. James Martineau, the brother of Miss Harriet
Martineau, on Saturday last. He is deeply interested in promoting the education
of the working classes, and he is engaged just now in preparing a report to the
Committee of Management on the plan of education for their New Mechanics’
Institute. . . . I was surprised and pleased to discover that Mr. Martineau, who
is a minister of the Unitarian sect in this town, agrees with me in many of our
fundamental principles in the science of human nature and of society.” %)

Owen stated that he visited Liverpool on this occasion not
only to see his relatives but also “to ascertain what measures

12) Owen Correspondence.

(13) New Moral World, 8 October 1836, p. 394.

) The Life of Robert Owen. Weritten by Himself. . . . (London, 1857), Vol. 1,
p. 101,

%) New Moral World, 8 October 1836, p. 394. On a later visit to Liverpool, in
January 1838, Owen was invited by Martineau to meet “two or three friends” at
his “family tea-table”. Owen Correspo ndence.
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would be the most likely to arouse the inhabitants of Liverpool
to a true sense of the ignorance, degradation, and folly, in
which they are all involved”. He therefore “sought out those
who are occupied in what is called a liberal education for the
people”. At the time a great controversy was raging in Liverpool
because the newly-elected Liberal town council, urged on by
William Rathbone, had thrown open to children of all sects two
elementary schools owned by the council, so as to demonstrate
to the government that it might successfully establish a national
system of education based on the example provided by the
Liverpool Corporation Schools; most of the Conservatives
and all but one of the local Church of England clergymen were
bitterly opposed to the council’s policy.®® Owen dismissed
the controversy somewhat acidly: “I soon found that a warm
contest existed between the Whigs and Tories to decide who
should have the privilege of educating the children of the
poorer classes, in order that the victors might train them to
become the supporters of their party.” This was manifestly
unfair to William Rathbone and his followers, but the reason
for Owen’s bitterness is at once made clear; he felt that the
credit due to him as the pioneer of infant education was being
unjustly given to another:—

“The Conservatives and the friends of the people, as they call themselves, are
each making great exertions to succeed in their object. The Conservatives have
subscribed liberally to support their system of schooling, while the New Cor-
poration have invited Mr. Wilderspin, whom, in their placards they designate
the ‘celebrated founder of the Infant School System’, to lecture upon the system
of Infant Education. Seeing such notice placarded over the town, I intended to
be one of Mr. Wilderspin’s audience that I might ask him in public a few
questions respecting the origin of every part of this system.”?7?

William Rathbone must have been almost in despair: it was
he who had persuaded the education committee of the council
to invite Samuel Wilderspin to reorganize the Corporation
Infant Schools. The Conservative newspapers of the town,
as part of the general campaign against the Liberals, were
attacking Wilderspin in particular and the education of infants
in general: in fact, it was found possible to combine ‘“Wilder-
spinian Humbug”, “Infant Education Quackery” and
Rathbone’s Unitarianism in one target, since it was claimed
that ““it was the disease of the sect to which Mr. Rathbone
belongs to take too many liberties with the infant mind”. @8’
A public conflict between Wilderspin and Owen, in which
Rathbone would have had to support Owen and oppose a

16) See Murphy, op. cit.

47 New Moral World, 8 October 1836, p. 393.
(8) [ iverpool Mail, 4 October 1836.
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man whose help he had sought, would have delighted and
encouraged the Conservatives, and disgraced and embittered
Wilderspin. There was no subject on which Owen felt more
strongly than on his claim to have originated infant education,
yet eventually he wrote: “Mr. Wilderspin’s friend begged I
would not put any questions to him at his lecture on Tuesday,
therefore 1 did not attend it.””1?) It seems almost certain that
the only friend of Wilderspin’s who could have mollified Owen
in the circumstances was William Rathbone; it says a great
deal for Robert Owen that the argument was safely transferred
to the columns of the New Moral World.*®

Owen was able to convince himself that at this time he very
much impressed those men in Liverpool who were most
interested in education. He wrote:—

“I went, according to promise, to Liverpool to meet the friends of education
there,®” and I was detained discussing the subject with them until a late hour
in the evening, and I left them deeply imbued with the desire to withdraw from
the errors and absurdities of the Old World, and to begin at least some part of
the New. When I retired, I left the whole party warmly engaged in considering
how they could best commence; I promised to meet them in Liverpool again
next week, when they will have had more time to reflect upon all the principles
which I explained to them, and be better prepared to form a sound judgement
concerning them; for I am always doubtful of the permanence of impressions
when received without much reflection and cool deliberation. They seemed,
however, to be most earnest in their desire to commence immediately a Co-
operative plan of domestic expenditure.” (2%

Probably the most unusual of all Owen’s attempts to obtain
converts was made in Liverpool at this period, October 1836.
He felt that Liverpool “required to be awakened” to appreciate
hisideas, that “the acquisition of riches” had been the “universal
object with all classes of its inhabitants”. He claimed that
“Minds trained to endeavour to buy cheap and to sell dear,
are placed under most unfavourable circumstances for the
acquirement of superior attainments; and as to real morality,

19 New Moral World, 8 October 1836, p. 394.

(29) Jhid., 15 October, 22 October, 1836.

(21) The phrase “friends of education™ seems vague, but it is very likely that
Owen was referring to Rathbone and some of the other Liberal councillors. The
Liverpool Education Committee had a few months earlier invited the phrenologist
and educationist James Simpson to lecture in Liverpool, whereupon the “Friends
of Education in Manchester” formed a committee to invite Simpson to Man-
chester, they having “observed with admiration that a large proportion of the
friends of intellectual improvement in Liverpool, including the Mayor and
Educational Committee of the Town Council” had issued the invitation to
Simpson. The lectures were followed by a public dinner arranged by Richard
Cobden and others: William Rathbone attended and spoke. National Education.
Report of the Speeches Delivered at a Dinner Given to James Simpson, Esq., by the
Friends of Education in Manchester . . . (Manchester, 1836). Owen had by this time
become friendly with Simpson.

(22) New Moral World, 8 October 1836, p. 394.
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it cannot exist under any such system.” He therefore attended
a fancy dress ball in the town dressed as “‘the Schoolmaster
Abroad”® and distributed leaflets setting forth his ideas;
he went to the ball at 10.30 p.m. taking with him the small
supply of leaflets then ready, but he had arranged, he explained,

“to have a regular supply as they could be printed, up to one o’clock, by
which time I had about 2,000, and before two o’clock, I had not one left; and
as I remained until four o’clock in the rooms, many appeared quite disappointed
that I had none to give them. . .. It gave me . . . much pleasure to have so good
an opportunity to sow the seeds of a better state of society among them.”

The “Lessons” conveyed in the leaflets are too lengthy to
reproduce here but perhaps a short extract may suffice by way
of illustration:—

“THE SCHOOLMASTER ABROAD

The time has arrived for the world to go to school to learn its alphabet of
knowledge, to enable it to attain the happiness which it desires to possess.

First Lesson

A — The earth is yet, except in some few places, covered with unreclaimed
wastes, morasses and forests, for want of people to cultivate and improve
it.

B — Itis yet far too lqrge for the family which it has to support; there can be,
therefore, no rational cause for contests between individuals or nations
to apportion any part of it to themselves.

Z — But above all things remember these three great truths.

1st. That our convictions and feelings are instincts of human nature, and
not acts of the will.

2nd. Zh?lt' the whole character of every individual is formed for and not

y him.

3rd. That the creating Power of the universe and society form this
character; that it is, however, chiefly formed by the inferior or
superior,—the vicious or virtuous circumstances which society pre-
pares for the individual from its birth.” (3%

It is hardly to be wondered at that the Conservative Liverpool
Standard (14 October 1836) accused Owen of distributing
“dangerous and sophistical papers . . ., thus creeping into the
paradise of innocent and happy hearts™.

III. OWEN AND FINCH

Volume 109 of the TRANSACTIONS contains a paper (2%
on John Finch, the Liverpool socialist, one of the most

(23) Lord Brougham’s remark ‘“Look out, gentlemen, the schoolmaster is
abroad” was often quoted at this time.
(24) New Moral World, 8 October 1836, p. 394.
= ‘:’;John Finch, 1784-1857, A Liverpool Disciple of Robert Owen”, by
. B. Rose.



ROBERT OWEN IN LIVERPOOL 87

prominent and most devoted followers of Robert Owen; the
author gives an account of many of Finch’s activities, but makes
no use of the Owen Correspondence in the library of the
Co-operative Union (2% in Manchester, which throws a great
deal of additional light upon the relations between Finch and
Owen, as the present writer hopes to show.

On 16 February 1831 Finch sent to Owen a printed circular
in which he made detailed proposals concerning the estab-
lishment and organization of a hostel for seamen to be set up
in Liverpool and run on co-operative lines. The chief objective
was:

“To rent or purchase a large building, convertible into proper apartments for
store-rooms for provisions, clothing, and sea-stores; a savings bank, library,
school, lecture, reading and dining rooms, and other conveniences for boarding
and lodging at least 500 seamen,—and to raise, by subscription, a sufficient sum
of money to furnish and stock the building for these purposes. . . . The seamen
to pay such a sum weekly, for board and lodging, as will cover the expenses.”

It was intended that ‘“‘clothing and all other necessaries”
should be purchased in bulk and sold to the seamen at low
prices; great stress was laid on the claim that the enterprise
would become self-supporting and that merchants and ship-
owners who advanced money to found the hostel would
eventually have their loans repaid. Nothing came of Finch’s
proposals, but in view of later developments in Finch’s ideas
it is worth noting that he laid it down as one of the proposed
regulations for the hostel that every seaman was “to attend a
place of worship on Sundays, at least once a day, or pay a
fine”. Nevertheless, in a letter published in the Liverpool
Mercury (14 January 1831) Finch claimed that the existing
“Seamen’s Friend Society” was too sectarian and paid too
much attention to preaching. He would act upon the principles
that “man is the creature of circumstances”, and that ‘‘the
right way to improve the morals™ of labourers was “first of
all, to better their conditions”.

On the back of the circular outlining his plans Finch wrote
what may have been his first letter to Owen, and it is here
given in part:—

“Dear Sir,

I have for some time past employed my leisure time in devising means for
bringing your new principles for the improvement of society into a practicable
form so as to obtain all the advantages from them that are attainable in the
present state of the place in which I reside you have probably seen my plan for
improving the condition of the Dock Labourers. . . .27

(26) T gratefully acknowledge the assistance so courteously afforded to me by
the librarian and assistant librarian on my many visits.
27 For an account of this plan see Rose (op. cit).




88 ROBERT OWEN IN LIVERPOOL

I now send you my plan for improving the condition of the Seamen*® which
is still more Co-operative than the former indeed I think as much so as is prac-
ticable with this class but if you can offer some suggestions for improvement I
shall be happy to receive them—as far as the Sailors [are?] concern[ed ?] there
would be no difficulty in bringing it into operation [MS torn] fear if its success
is to depend upon the assistance of the higher classes it will not be effected there
is such a carelessness and indifference on their part in general to the interests
and comforts of the labourers that it is really distressing to witness. . . .

1 will endeavour to prepare the minds of the people a little for you should
you favour us with a few lectures. ... Lady Byron‘®® informs me that you
intend to bring your principles before Parliament soon I hope you will do so—
but do let me intreat you not to allude to the subject of the Christian Religion
nor to be drawn into any discussion upon it by any remarks that may be made
by Honourable Members of those Houses—Christianity really has nothing to
do with your social arrangements or rather nothing can promote the practice
of genuine Christianity so effectually as Co-operation. I have given the subject
a great deal of consideration and this is my firm conviction & I believe that
your principles would have been adopted to a great extent long ago if you had
been silent upon Religion—I hate Establishments I hate creeds I hate persecu-
tion and bigotry I disapprove of paid priests—I abominate all shackles upon
the freedom of thought—and all irrational dogmas of reputed orthodoxy in all
religions as much as you can do—but does not the religion of nature teach love
to God and love to man and the practice of all the personal and social virtues
—And what is genuine Christianity but a system of morals inculcating all these
to their greatest extent—with those additional motives and reasons that Christ
is a Divinely commissioned instructor who places before us eternal felicity as
the reward of our obedience.”

Finch concluded his letter by wishing Owen “every present
and future blessing” and calling Owen his friend.

Five months later, on 29 June 1831, Finch sent to Owen
another printed circular giving particulars of the ‘“Resolu-
tions,®” &c. Passed at the First Meeting of the Co-operative
Congress, Held in Manchester on Thursday and Friday,
May 26th and 27th, 1831”’; on the back of this circular, also,
Finch wrote to Owen, again somewhat formally:—

“Mr. Owen, Dear Sir, I received your long letter and am much obliged for
the portion of your valuable time that you have devoted to one so unworthy,—
your suggestions are very proper—. ..l am sorry to hear that our friends in
London are not able to undertake a weekly Newspaper,—but are you aware of
a weekly paper, published I believe under the patronage of Lady Byron, and
other warm friends to co-operation, called the Englishmans Register and devoted
to the interests of the working classes, could you not see her Ladyship, and make
some arrangements with her and the Editors, about devoting some part of its
columns to the cause,—I know it would not be listened to for one moment,

28) Finch organized a petition in support of his plan to be presented to the
kigng)by “the Right Hon. Captain Lord Byron”. (Liverpool Mercury, 18 February
1831).

(29) See W. Henry Brown, Brighton’s Co-operative Advance 1828-1928,
(Manchester, n.d.): “If Robert Owen was the father of Co-operation, we may
regard Lady Byron as its godmother.” Brown states that before 1832 Lady Byron
fostered the establishment of a co-operative society at ‘“‘Gateacre” near Liverpool,
and “sent £5 towards the expenses of the first exhibition of Co-operative pro-
ductions ever held in this country”—in Liverpool, 1832. (pp. 55, 60).

(30) The resolutions were mainly concerned with the proposal to establish a
wholesale warehouse in Liverpool for the use of co-operative societies.
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unless with the express stipulation that all attacks I will not say upon the cor-
ruptions, of Christianity, but upon practical Christianity were studiously and
systematically avoided—I give you this caution, because I am anxious that so
good a cause should not be hindered in its progress by dissertations upon sub-
jects which to me appear to have no necessary connexion with any one principle

which even you yourself advocate in the paper you distributed at the Dezlegate
Meeting.” o

Finch went on to invite Owen to lecture in Liverpool, and said
that he would be glad to receive from Owen “a few instructions’ ™
before beginning ‘“‘a journey on business, and Co-operative
Missionary Tour” @Y about 12 July: he suggested that Owen
might travel to Liverpool with a ‘“‘Relative of Lady Byron”
whose heart was “much engaged in the cause” and who was
expected to visit the town at about that date. At this time

Finch was addressing Owen as “Your Brother in the good
cause”.

By November 1832 Finch was still no more than “with the
greatest respect” Owen’s ‘““very obedient servant” when he
wrote offering to make all the necessary arrangements and to put
Owen up if the latter would come to lecture in Liverpool. But
when he wrote to Owen on 19 November 1833 Finch described
himself as “Your Son in the best of causes”, and the transition
from respectful friendship to acceptance of discipleship was well
under way. We shall see later how far this process went.

In the letter referred to Finch wrote:

“The success of our principles is certain and the time for their general intro-
duction into practice draws nigh—I rejoice to see you laboring in the Trade
Unions®® for tho I know that at present the great body of the working classes

1) Finch’s efforts on behalf of co-operation in Liverpool seem to have met with
little success. According to the Liverpool Mercury of 7 January 1831 he had
recently addressed ‘the annual meeting of the first Liverpool Co-operative
Society . . . in the large room over their store, No. 2 Greenland street’. The report
of the Society was said to be encouraging but complaint was made that members
gave insufficient support to their store, partly because of distance and indifference
but mainly because so many members needed credit which “compels them to go
to the shops where they are in debt”. In a letter printed in The Crisis, 22 September
1832, a follower of Owen’s, probably William Pare, wrote *I . . . proceeded to
Liverpool. Co-operation seems to be dying away there.”

32) In The Crisis, No. 1, Vol. III (7 September 1833) Owen was reported as
stating that he had visited “Manchester and afterwards Liverpool, in both of
which places he had the most interesting and satisfactory interviews with the
working men; they insisted upon his returning speedily to see them, which he
promised”. But a letter from “The Operatives” of the Liverpool Central Com-~
mittee of the Builders’ Union and addressed to ‘“Robert Owen, Philanthropist,
Manchester”” shows that some workmen were very cautious: ‘“When we had the
honor of a visit from you we held out a kind of promise that we would most
likely formally invite you to attend a Meeting in L’pool. But on Consideration
we think it advisable not to do so, as the Liverpool Public might think that we
were lending ourselves to some other purposes than those we originally intended.
Nevertheless we will be most glad to meet you when Convenient, and shall
prepare a proper place to hold the Mesting . . . be so good as to write the Day
we may expect you.” (23 August, 1833).

H

X
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is too ignorant to understand you and too drunken and vicious to unite in such
a manner as to insure success from their own exertions unassisted by the more
wealthy—still you are diffusing knowledge of the most valuable kind among the
leading minds belonging to that most powerful body—and adopting those means
that will compel those who are able to help them to come forward to their
assistance in their own defence—The Meeting of Parliament is now drawing
nigh and we must be prepared to cause the introduction of every subject there
that will in any way forward our views and among these none [MS defective]
likely [MS defective] before Parliament and before the public a concise rational
[MS defective] for a National System of Education. With this view I have penned
a few thoughts upon the subject which I shall now send in this form to some of
the most leading characters in the Kingdom leaving others to follow out these
principles into detail [sic]. . .. The plan I have laid down you will at once per-
ceive would in three or four years relieve the country from 6 millions in poor
rates, render all the Charity Schools in the Kingdom useless & remove the
greater part of drunkenness ignorance and vice from Society.”

The “plan” referred to had originally been sent to ““the Members
of the Liverpool Mechanics’ Institution”: Finch now requested
that it should be printed in The Crisis “with such remarks and
explanations” as Owen might think necessary. 33’

On 12 October 1836 Finch wrote to Owen that he had lectured
on “Teetotal Temperance” in a number of towns in Scotland
and in Cockermouth, Carlisle, Workington and Kendal: he
had preached temperance “as the forerunner of an improved
Social System” and he instructed Owen to enquire for “friends
to the Social System™ and readers of the New Moral World in
the following places:—

“Preston  Staines seller of unstamped Publications near the Market Place sells
about one dozen of the New Moral World weekly ®*—enquire for him and
for Grubb Tailor a very eloquent man also see Mr. Swindlehurst and my
Son make your abode with my Son Edward Finch.

Kendal Enquire for the Co-operative Society leaders—Gaskell etc., and
Swindlehurst.

Carlisle Edward Armstrong Nailer will introduce you to the Co-operative
Societies and Trades Unions there are many friends to the Social System
in Carlisle.

Cockermouth  You should go there the New Moral World [sic] and there is a
Social System Society there of 50 Members I delivered two Lectures there
on the Social System to large and attentive audiences—they were much
gratified—enquire of Mr. Adair Hair Dresser, he is not a member but he
can put you in the way of finding out who are give my respects to him—you
will find many intelligent men there.

Glasgow There is a Social System Society there your old servant Edward
Morris at the Ticket Office Port Dundas could give you information see
the Reverend Geo Harris Unitarian Minister and the unstamped venders.

33) Tt was printed in the Liverpool Mercury, 8 November 1833.

3 See the letter sent from Liverpool by “John Forgham, an operative” to
Robert Owen, 8 October 1836: “The Readers of the New Moral World here, are
about a dozen: the number of Christs apostles.” Finch wrote to Owen, 20 January
1837: “The New Moral World might have a very large circulation but there is
abominable carelessness and neglect somewhere. All the branches in Huddersfield,
Bradford, Halifax, Glasgow, Paisley, Liverpool complain grievously of the loss of
sale and falling off in demand owing to the irregularity in receiving the work—
it is frequently never sent at all.”
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Paisley There is a Social System Society here Mr. Dunlop preacher at the
Unitarian Chapel can inform you who are the leading men and the Moral
World is read here.

Edinburgh I did not find any Socialists here I believe there are some Messrs
A Cruikshank Quaker and Silk Mercer Georges Street is one of the most
active Teetotallers.

Dumfries See D. Halliday Printer and the Editors of the Times.”
On this occasion Finch added the advice:—

“It will be better not to identify the Social System with the Temperance cause
—keep them quite distinct—the Temperance Societies when religious Sec-
tarianism and party politics are entirely excluded you perceive will be the
very best preparation for our great consummation.”

Nevertheless he informed Owen three months later (20 January
1837) that he had been “labouring very hard in Socialism and
Teetotalism in Scotland™.

In his letter to Owen of 12 October 1836 Finch had remarked:
“We shall be most happy to see you in Liverpool on your
return and hope your lectures will be successful I fear our people
here are behind other places there is a great deal of religious
bigotry which even Temperance Societies cannot yet surmount.”
The great controversy over the Liverpool Corporation Schools
had aroused bitter religious conflict in the town and seems
finally to have convinced Finch that no compromise was
possible with “sectarianism™.®% Moreover, as time passed he
became more and more inclined to regard socialism itself as a
religion and Owen as some kind of religious leader; although a
very able and hard-headed businessman, Finch appears to have
lost, in this connection, not a little of his commonsense, so that
instead of advising Owen coolly and intelligently he now often
encouraged Owen’s natural inclination to underestimate the
obstacles confronting socialists and to think of himself as being
in some ways a Messiah.

In March 1837 Finch sent Owen some copies of a pamphlet
he had written entitled The Foolery of Sectarianism, consisting
of reprints of letters originally published in the Liverpool Albion
and later in the New Moral World (11 March 1837 onwards).
Finch wrote:

“Dear Father Owen,

... Isend you 150 wedges, which I request you will effectually drive into super-
stition—Circulate my Foolery of Sectarianism among all our friends in Man-
chester and other places within their sphere, and if you can prevail upon them
to get it reprinted, and give it a more extended circulation I think it will materially
assist our cause.—I have only 1,000 copies which T am sending by Post to all the
Members of our Common Council, Dock Committee, Magistrates, Ministers of
Religion of all sects.—to the leading members of the House of Lords and Com-
mons, Bishops, Ministers of State, and the King—The time is now come when

35) See New Moral World, 11 March 1837.
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we must all speak out in a voice of thunder and compel all men to think and if
possible to act with us—for the Reform of the whole World.”

Part of Finch’s purpose in writing the pamphlet, he declared,
was to demonstrate

“That ancient prophecy points to a period when such a state of Society as
Mr. Owen describes and recommends shall be universal throughout the world.
Second, That the present time appears to be the most favourable period that
ever occurred in the history of the world, for entering into such a state. Third,
that Mr. Owen’s character and conduct answers most exactly the description
of the great person pointed out by the Prophets, as the honoured instrument, in
the hands of God, for effecting these most important and beneficial changes.”
(New Moral World, 17 June 1837.)

In August 1838 Finch wrote to Owen a letter which must
surely rank as one of the most extraordinary that Owen ever
received :—

“Dear Father,

‘He that desireth the Office of a Bishop desireth a good thing.’ 1 know that I
was orally ordained first Bishop of the New Moral World by you at the Meeting
of Congress, I now wish to be ‘Confirmed’ in that office by a writing given by your
own hand, and may I request that you will give it.—You are aware that I take
the place of St Peter, and therefore it is necessary that you should deliver up to
me the ‘Keys’ with your blessing and solemn charge as was done on a similar
occasion....You perceive that I have something of the spirit of James & John
when they asked their master that one of them might sit on his right hand and
the other on his left in his kingdom and you can tell me whether I am of such a
spirit as will qualify me for such an honor...I am preaching and writing every
hour T can spare the subject engrosses nearly all my thoughts and feelings—I
shall I trust have more leisure soon and then I intend to join you & to become
your amanuensis and servant—I shall then be able to take half your labor...do
take care of yourself or you will be like Moses bring us to the borders of Canaan
and never enter into its rest.”

It is a pity that no record remains of Owen’s reply to this
letter, but whatever answer Finch received seems not to have
lessened his enthusiasm for socialism or his devotion to Owen,
since a month later he wrote from Liverpool:—

“...We are doing all we can here and are doing well.—Our numbers and our
zeal increases—Our members are turning street preachers . . . [opponents] call
most furiously on their Gods to send down fire from heaven upon us. But either
he is from home or on a journey or peradventure he sleeps and must be awaked.”

On 23 April 1839 Finch wrote to “Mr. Jas Braby” about land to
be purchased for the use of an Owenite community, and with
characteristic assurance and optimism he added:—

“I very much prefer taking land on loan to purchasing land for our first com-
munity and 99 years lease is as good as having it our own long before the end of
that period all the land in the Kingdom will be laid out for Communities. By
taking on lease all our means become available for practical operations at once
and in a very short time we shall be prepared for a second and a third experi-
ment.”
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Soon afterwards Finch wrote to Owen a letter which not
only illustrates the confidence and enthusiasm of the writer but
contains carefully considered proposals for the founding of a
socialist community based on industry. In the letter to Braby
to which reference has just been made, Finch, after discussing
the arrangements for purchasing agricultural land for the
community of which he was to become acting governor, went on
“I shall rely more on your judgment than on my own for you
know I am not trained for an agriculturist and have had little
experience in it”. It was natural that an industrialist should
yearn to set up an industrial community; indeed it has often
been pointed out that in Owenite communities skilled industrial
workers were too often called upon to undertake agricultural
pursuits for which they were quite untrained. Finch’s letter to
Owen on the subject is therefore of considerable interest
(Appendix C).

In December 1839 Finch asked for Owen’s help in completing
the Hall of Science which the Owenites were building in Liver-
pool and which Finch wished to see in being before taking
charge of the Queenwood Community at Tytherley in Hamp-
shire. He wrote:—

*“I wish I could see you here [i.e. in Liverpool] because we are in considerable
difficulties as to procuring money for roofing and finishing our new institution
and I think you could contrive to negociate a loan for us from some of your
old friends here we shall want it for a short period only . . . I intend to go down to
Titherley [sic] again as soon as I can arrange this business but if I go before that
is done the business will stand and a loss will be sustained by the society . . .
We intend if possible to open it on Good Friday next and wish to secure your
services on that joyful occasion®® . . . I also wish to spend a day with you alone
to discuss a code of laws which I have drawn up for the government of Queen-
wood Community to converse with you about the erection of industrial buildings
and dwelling houses there and other matters in order that I might obtain all the
information from you that will be necessary for conducting this important
experiment to a successful termination—that we might as soon as possible pre-
pare for a larger and more perfect one.”

As we have seen, in what may have been his first letter to
Owen, Finch had urged the socialist leader to avoid religious
controversy and had pointed out that attacks on prevailing
religious beliefs had done great harm to the socialist cause. It is
curious, therefore, that within less than ten years later Finch’s
own criticisms of religious beliefs and believers were calling
forth complaints even from his fellow-socialists, in words not
very different from those he had used to Owen. As early as
September 1838 Owen had received from J. Mitchell of Preston,
who described himself as a follower and “Hbl Svt” of Owen’s,
a letter complaining at great length of Finch’s “fulsome” flattery

%) Owen was present at the opening in 1840 and spoke on several occasions.







