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IN due season we shall reap, if we faint not'. A sermon on this 
text was preached by a Lancashire Dissenting minister on 7 

March 1790, five days after the House of Commons had rejected 
a motion for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts by the 
decisive margin of 294 votes to IO5-1 The text serves to illustrate 
the religious nature of the issue in question and the sense of 
injustice which it aroused. Both points are significant. For many 
historians of the period seem to agree that a new 'political con 
sciousness' based on discontented radicalism and on a greatly 
increased degree of popular participation in political activity 
appeared in Lancashire and Cheshire in the late 17805 and in the 
17905. It is proposed here to suggest at least one reason why this 
should have been so and to offer a religious dimension to what 
has been called 'the emergence of liberalism'. 2 The continued 
existence of the Test and Corporation Acts, with their seventeenth 
century heritage, remained a potential source of conflict between 
the established church and those outside it. The renewed efforts 
to secure their repeal in 1787-90, though unsuccessful, helped to 
concentrate dissatisfaction with the 'old regime', to facilitate the 
development of the radical consciousness of the early nineteenth 
century and to promote the clearer identification and organisation 
of the forces which were opposed to change. This conflict took 
on a particularly bitter tone in Lancashire and Cheshire.

At least some elements of the story are familiar. That there 
was a national campaign for the repeal of the Acts, with three 
parliamentary motions in March 1787, May 1789 and March 
1790, is well known.* Lancashire and Cheshire Dissenters took 
part in this campaign with some intensity. In doing so they in 
curred Anglican hostility, beginning in 1789 and reaching a 
frenzy in the first three months of 1790 when the third (and until
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1828 the last) repeal bill failed against the inflammatory back 
ground of the French Revolution. Manchester has received much 
detailed, if somewhat one-sided, attention in thus context. The 
famous meeting of the clergy to defend the constitution on 3 
February 1790, a rival Dissenting gathering on the same day, 
and the formation of Church and King clubs on one hand and 
the Constitutional Society and the Manchester Herald on the 
other have been well documented.* All this, of course, was fol 
lowed by the riots against the cotton merchant and radical sym 
pathiser Thomas Walker in December 1792, Walker's trial and 
his triumphant acquittal in I794-5 Here, however, we see only 
the tip of the proverbial iceberg. Vital questions were at stake. 
Not only Manchester but the whole of Lancashire and Cheshire 
was affected and this region, too, must be seen in a national 
context. The 'outbreak of party violence' which some writers 
attribute to the 17905 had deep roots and one of the most impor 
tant of those roots was the religious one.

That this was so can be seen in an examination of the grievance 
under which the Protestant Nonconformist section of the com 
munity had laboured for over a century. By imposing the sacra 
mental test of accepting the Holy Communion according to the 
rites of the Church of England the Test Act (1673) and Corpora 
tion Act (1661) effectively excluded Dissenters from virtually all 
national and many local offices. The constitutional settlement of 
1688-89 had granted legal freedom of worship to orthodox 
Protestant Dissenters while at the same time securing what 
amounted to an Anglican monopoly of public life. 6 This system 
remained fundamentally unaltered in the 17805. It is true that 
Indemnity Acts were passed, irregularly until 1757 and annually 
thereafter, but their purpose was merely to extend the time 
available for conforming to the sacramental test rather than to 
allow non-Anglicans a 'backdoor to public office'. 7 Nor can it be 
assumed, though it is sometimes asserted, that the practice of 
Occasional Conformity provided a loophole in the barrier. A 
strictlv conscientious Dissenter could not, by definition, avail 
himself of it and there was the risk of ostracism by his congrega 
tion if he did so.8 The belief that the cynical use of the Lord's 
Supper to obtain office was an act of sacrilege remained strong 
amongst Dissenters.

The most practical implications of the grievance concerned the 
Corporation Act. Its rigour was admittedly mitigated by certain 
exceptions, although their effects can be exaggerated. The amend 
ment of 1719 (5 Geo. I), which permitted anyone who took 
corporation office without qualifying under the sacramental test 
and who remained unchallenged for six months to continue
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rightfully in that office, did permit some Dissenters to enter some 
corporations. Nottingham is perhaps the best known example of 
such a corporation in the eighteenth century. But there was an 
obvious insecurity about accepting office under these circum 
stances and in 1790 a Dissenting mayor of Nottingham was 
indeed challenged under the Corporation Act. But quite apart 
from religious restrictions, Dissenters were denied genuine access 
to authority in local government because of its unreformed and 
oligarchic character. Manchester, for instance, was still governed 
under a manorial system, with the manorial rights vested in the 
Mosley family. The township still possessed such institutional 
survivals as a manorial Court Leet, and the failure of repeated 
attempts to obtain municipal status meant that Manchester was 
not incorporated until i838.9 Even in towns which had been in 
corporated many corporations identified themselves unequivo 
cally with the Church of England. That of Liverpool is a case in 
point; both in its financial provision for churches and in its 
behaviour in parliamentary elections its Anglican sympathies 
were clear. 10 In boroughs such as Newton where the franchise 
was restricted to membership of the corporation and in those 
freeman boroughs where the corporation could, by creating free 
men, influence the composition of the electorate, the effects of 
the Corporation Act worked against Dissent. During the eigh 
teenth century it was by no means unusual for a borough to be 
divided into rival interest groups or parties on the lines of a 
Corporation versus Independents, or Church versus Dissent. 
The best examples of such conflicts in Lancashire were the parlia 
mentary boroughs of Preston and Liverpool.

The grievance had a special significance in Lancashire and 
Cheshire. In 1787 90 each of the three repeal bills in the House 
of Commons was seconded by a Lancashire M.P., Sir Henry 
Hoghton. One of the most fluent and well informed attacks on 
the test system came from the pen of Samuel Heywood of Liver 
pool, a product of Warrington Academy.11 Dissenters in the two 
counties played such a prominent part in the repeal campaign 
because they resented the exclusion of a rising, propertied, mer 
cantile and professional nonconformist middle class from an un 
representative system of local government which imposed taxa 
tion upon them and which was frequently associated with their 
theological opponents. Nor should it necessarily be thought that 
these aspirations merely concerned social status and did not 
represent political ambition. The one piece of evidence which 
L. S. Marshall cites in support of this view requires careful 
examination. It is a quotation from a letter written by Thomas 
Percival of Manchester in 1787:
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However you may stand affected towards the enjoyment of public 
offices, the eligibility to them is one of your social rights; and a dis 
qualification is not only an injury, but carries with it the stigma of a 
crime.12

It must be appreciated that this letter was written to a Quaker, 
the most politically passive of the Dissenting sects, and that its 
theme was that the Test and Corporation Acts penalised the 
Society of Friends as much as any other religious minority. Such 
a comment to any other Dissenter would have been quite un 
necessary. In the same letter Percival wrote:

You will lament with me the failure of the late application to Par 
liament for the repeal of the Corporation and Test Acts. Is there not 
reason to apprehend, from the conduct of our governors on this occa 
sion, that we are indebted for the religious liberty we enjoy, more to 
the spirit of the times, than to dereliction in them of unjust domina 
tion? I wish your Society had united with their dissenting brethren in 
so equitable a petition, as it might have added energy to its operation.13

There is more here than a plea for social recognition. Percival, 
one of the mildest of Dissenters, saw a serious flaw in the con 
stitution concerning a basic issue of freedom. In another letter of 
the same period he criticised the established church for seeking 
'a degradation and oppression of those who are not within the 
pale of its communion'. He added:

The Test Act, when framed, was not designed to act against Pro 
testant Non-conformists, from whom no danger, either to the Church 
or State, was then apprehended. Is it therefore reasonable now to take 
the alarm; or justifiable, on account of imaginary fears, to inflict real 
evils on fellow-Protestants and fellow-subjects? . . . The Corporation 
Act was a part of that system of persecution, renewed against the Non 
conformists under the second Charles ... To perpetuate, therefore, 
what originated in falsehood, injustice and despotism cannot, I think 
be consistent with the true principles of a Church which I have always 
thought, and which is universally acknowledged to be, the most liberal 
in Christendom.14

Others, such as Heywood, were to express their dislike of the 
'real evils' more stridently. Nor were they moved by the argu 
ment that some local offices, at manorial and parochial level, 
were exempt from the Corporation Act. This claim was fre 
quently made and was not made exclusively by diehard advocates 
of the Test laws. For instance in 1788, in a charge to the Grand 
Jury of the Court Leet for the Manor of Manchester, the Steward, 
William Roberts, insisted that 'It is of no publick consideration 
whatever, what religious persuasion the Boroughreeve, the Con 
stables or other officers hold all we want, and all that are neces 
sary, are sensible, respectable, steady, upright, active officers'.15
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In debates on the Test and Corporation Acts Dissenters would 
reply to this argument with the assertion that those offices to 
which they had access were not real positions of authority 
but burdensome liabilities which most eligible citizens avoided 
wherever possible. In Manchester there was constant difficulty in 
finding individuals to take Court Leet offices and there were cases 
of amercement for failure to perform the duties of such offices. 10 
In 1714-15 even a practising Roman Catholic, Nicholas Blundell, 
became a somewhat reluctant churchwarden of Sefton parish.17 
Heywood in particular dismissed the view put forward by some 
defenders of the test system that exclusion from offices of profit 
was compensated for by exemption from offices of burden. To 
him and to many other conscientious Dissenters the exclusion 
was a reality, the exemption an illusion. Exclusion was, in short, 
an immediate and material grievance. That it hinged upon 
political aspirations can be seen in the veritable flood of Dis 
senters into local government after the repeal of the Corporation 
Act in 1828 and the reform of the corporations themselves seven 
years later. The first mayor of Manchester, Sir Thomas Potter, in 
1838, was a Unitarian as were several of his immediate succes 
sors. In Liverpool the new corporation was so completely 
dominated by Dissenters that the teaching of the prayer book was 
actually stopped in certain schools. 18 The example of the civic 
reputation of the Rathbone family in Liverpool is striking evi 
dence of this process.

Above all, the importance of the issue both to critics and to 
supporters of the test system is evident in the vast efforts and 
organisation which both sides devoted to the campaign. It is 
difficult to believe that all the enormous pro-repeal activity, 
involving the expenditure of time and money, and even the 
possibility of persecution, was merely 'an extension of social 
interests and consciousness'.19 Similarly, it is unlikely that if social 
recognition had been the only point at issue, repeal would have 
been resisted so fiercely by the established church. Both sides 
viewed repeal as a major constitutional question. This is abun 
dantly clear in the methods and types of propaganda which were 
employed. All the traditional resources of eighteenth century 
extra-parliamentary movements were harnessed by each side to 
its cause. These consisted mainly of the written and the spoken 
word. The former was exploited through circulars, broadsheets, 
pamphlets and petitions, together with letters or advertisements 
in the local press. The latter involved the use of the public meet 
ing (and the publication of its resolutions) as a display of numbers 
and unanimity. Such meetings formed an important aspect of 
the conflict in Lancashire and Cheshire. Other techniques, used
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particularly by the Dissenters, included participation in an 
attempted system of national correspondence, a device common 
to radical societies of this period. All this had been used in previ 
ous campaigns in Lancashire and Cheshire during the 17805, 
notably in the County Association movement at the beginning of 
the decade, the agitation against the Fustian Tax (1784), Pitt's 
Irish commercial proposals (1785) and against the slave trade.

II

Since the Test and Corporation Acts had existed for more than 
a century it is not surprising that there had been previous exer 
tions for repeal. In such campaigns Lancashire and Cheshire had 
played a prominent part. In patricular, during the 17303 when 
there were two parliamentary motions on the subject, much of 
the early initiative had come from the Liverpool Dissenters. Led 
by Henry Winder, minister to the chapel in Benn's Garden, they 
had corresponded with the newly formed Protestant Dissenting 
Deputies in London and had tried to prod the London leadership 
into action which, though unsuccessful, made the decade an 
important one for the politics of Dissent. The Corporation Act 
had been the most troublesome issue, with allegations of Dis 
senters being deprived from office in Liverpool under its pro 
visions. 20 Even before 1787, therefore, Lancashire and Cheshire 
had a reputation in repeal campaigning.

This impetus was continued later in the century by the connec 
tion with the region of a remarkably high number of pro-repeal 
figures. Many of them were, or had been, associated with War- 
rington Academy. Apart from Sir Henry Hoghton and Samuel 
Heywood, there was perhaps the most celebrated Dissenting 
polemicist in the country, Joseph Priestley, who, although removed 
to Birmingham by the 17803, still retained links with Manchester 
through the Nicholson family. As late as 1791 he preached at 
Mosley Street chapel. There was the radical Gilbert Wakefield, 
formerly of Stockport. William Enfield and George Walker both 
had links with Lancashire. Finally the Aiken family made a 
noteworthy contribution to the campaign, chiefly through Mrs 
A. L. Barbauld. Her father and brother taught at Warrington 
Academy, where she herself lived for fifteen years. As a poet and 
essayist she possessed one of the most pungent pens on behalf of 
the Dissenters. Her Address to the Opposers of the Repeal of the 
Corporation And Test Acts, published in 1790, provoked the 
plaintive cry 'And in soft bosoms dwells so mighty rage' from 
one of those 'opposers'.

Perhaps the Lancashire and Cheshire contributions to, and
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initiatives in, the campaign are not surprising when one considers 
the number of Dissenters in the two counties. Not only was this 
an area of growing population but also it witnessed a growth in 
Dissenting numbers, wealth and educational opportunities. There 
are signs that Dissenting numbers in these areas were even rising 
in the mid-eighteenth century, a period when they were declining 
nationally. The principal sources in Dr Williams' Library cer 
tainly point in this direction. The Evans list of 1715 found 18,319 
Dissenters in Lancashire and 8295 in Cheshire. The most sig 
nificant evidence, however, is derived from the number of con 
gregations. The same list gives 46 for Lancashire and 23 for 
Cheshire in 1715. The Thompson list of 1773 placed the respec 
tive figures at 61 and 24. Thus while in 1715 there had been 
69 congregations in the two counties, in 1773 there were 85. 
In the same period the figure for the whole of England fell from 
1104 to io8o.21 By the last quarter of the eighteenth century 
there was a distinct revival, especially in the north west counties. 
It undoubtedly reflected changing patterns of population and 
these figures are particularly significant because they take no 
account of Methodism.22 There is every reason to suppose that 
the increase continued, probably at a faster pace, in the 17803 
and 17903. A Dissenting minister at Warrington, writing at the 
height of the repeal agitation of the 17803, claimed that the three 
traditional nonconformist denominations of Presbyterians, Inde 
pendents and Baptists were 'considerably above a twentieth part 
of the inhabitants of this country'. He found 67 congregations 
and 26,800 adherents in Lancashire alone, pointing out that this 
figure excluded Moravians and Quakers. 25 There must always be 
some uncertainty about such estimates, which in the latter case is 
not removed by the propagandist tone. There seems little doubt, 
nonetheless, that Dissenting numbers in Lancashire and Cheshire 
were large and increasing.

At the same time there are hints of Dissenting initiatives in the 
repeal campaign in Lancashire and Cheshire which perhaps 
imply a certain impatience with what was, at times, regarded in 
the eighteenth century as the 'slowness' of the leadership of the 
Protestant Dissenting Deputies in London. Much of the local 
political agitation of the 17805 had been spontaneous. Charles 
James Fox was delighted with his triumphant reception at Man 
chester in September 1785; describing it as 'the finest thing 
imaginable' he 'never saw more apparent unanimity than seemed 
to be in our favour'.24 The acclaim for Fox and his supporters 
was not confined to the year of Pitt's controversial Irish trade 
proposals. In 1788 9 there were petitions and meetings in Man 
chester in the Foxite cause at the time of the Regency crisis. 25
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Already in 1789 the series of Dissenting meetings to consider the 
repeal question sponsored by Fox was beginning; the fertile 
nature of the ground was becoming apparent.

Possibly in realisation of all this the London leadership of the 
Dissenting Deputies gave much attention to Lancashire and 
Cheshire once the serious national effort began. The Chairman 
of the 'Aggregate Committee', Edward Jeffries, sent a letter to the 
printer of the Manchester Chronicle in 1788, signed 'A Dissenter' 
stating the case for repeal and giving details of the Committee's 
resolutions. 26 That it was well received in Manchester is clear 
from the evidence of the Rev. David Bradberry, minister to the 
congregation in Cannon Street. He wrote an appreciative letter 
to Jeffries on behalf of his flock.27 One of the earliest repeal meet 
ings of the decade, held at Manchester on 15 May 1789, voted 
its thanks to the 'Committee of Dissenters in London' for 'laud 
able exertions' in the cause. 28 The following year a 'Meeting of 
the Independents and Baptists' of Lancashire and Cheshire 
nominated three London ministers, together with Bradberry, as 
'Delegates to represent us at the National Meeting in London'.29 
This was the harmony that was essential to relations between the 
Dissenting Deputies and their important provincial counterparts. 
It was the essential background from which the campaign itself 
was launched.

Ill

The origins lay in London during the winter of 1786-7. 
Following up their petitions of the 17705 and hoping for the 
sympathy of the younger Pitt, the Dissenters' representatives in 
the capital prepared to take a further step. The General Body of 
Dissenting Ministers and its lay counterpart the Protestant Dis 
senting Deputies formed a joint committee (later termed, and 
better known, as the Aggregate Committee) under the chairman 
ship of Edward Jeffries. 30 This was completed in January 1787. 
At first the new committee mainly represented the London area, 
where the two parent bodies were based. Yet even at this early 
stage it included two M.P.s for Lancashire constituencies Sir 
Henry Hoghton and John Lee as well as Samuel Heywood. 
But it seems that little attempt was yet made to extend the cam 
paign to the provinces, for the early hopes were that the grievance 
would be redressed without recourse to such methods. These 
hopes were abruptly ended when the first of the three parliamen 
tary motions for repeal was defeated by 176 votes to 98 on 28 
March 1787. The Dissenters, however, did not intend to abandon 
the matter and the argument that the absence of a nation-wide
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clamour for repeal was evidence of lack of support for it gave 
them an incentive to organise further. In the summer of 1787 
Jeffries told Thomas Percival of his 'resolution to persevere' in 
the application for repeal. 31 After a brief lull in 1788 the per- 
severence became apparent.

The Regency Crisis in the winter of 1788-9 not only served to 
draw attention to politics and to party divisions but provided the 
occasion for the first stirrings of the Test Act debate in Lancashire 
and Cheshire. George Ill's recovery evoked loyal congratulatory 
addresses from his subjects all over the country. Such addresses 
offered the opportunity and excuse for Dissenters to renew their 
requests for repeal. At Manchester in May 1789, a meeting of 
Dissenters expressed joy at the improvement in the King's health, 
asserted that 'in every tribute of true loyalty and patriotism we 
yield to no class of our fellow-subjects whatever', and added 
fifteen resolutions in favour of repeal. 82 Despite the pessimism of 
the cautious Percival, 33 there now seemed some prospect of suc 
cess, particularly when the second parliamentary motion for re 
peal on 8 May 1789 was lost by only 122 votes to 102. The 
closeness of the vote and especially the fall in the number of 
members opposing repeal was a source of encouragement to Dis 
senters and stimulated a renewal of activity. From the aftermath 
of the Regency Crisis rose the height of the Dissenters' whole 
campaign in 1789-90.

In the first place it took the form of a series of public meetings. 
That in the Dissenters' Rooms at Cheapside, Manchester, on 
15 May 1789, with the Rev. Thomas Barnes as chairman, de 
ployed familiar arguments against the Test and Corporation Acts 
and passed two significant resolutions about future intentions:

'n. 'That we earnestly wish, that Committees were appointed in 
different Parts of the Kingdom, to correspond with the Committee 
in London, and with each other, on this and all other Subjects 
which affect our common Interests as Protestant Dissenters. 

12 That a Committee be immediately formed for this Purpose, for 
the Counties of Lancashire and Cheshire; and that we do hereby 
invite the Correspondence of our Brethren in the different Parts of 
the Kingdom, by Letters addressed to the Chairman of this Meet 
ing'."

The impetus was continued later in the year. A meeting of 
'the Protestant Dissenters of different denominations in the Town 
and Neighbourhood of Bolton' was held on 7 December,35 to be 
followed three days later by another meeting at Manchester, this 
time in the Hotel, Exchange Street. 30 In January 1790 progress 
was being made towards the establishment of a local committee, 
as urged by the Manchester Dissenters the previous May. The
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Dissenters of Benn's Garden Chapel, Liverpool, formulated a 
series of proposals early in the new year. They were already 
associated with William Roscoe and his circle in such liberal 
causes as anti-slavery. Inspired by James Currie, John Yates and 
James France, the 'Liverpool Resolutions' included aspirations 
towards universal toleration and a completely non-confessional 
state, in which religious opinions would play no part in the selec 
tion of candidates for public office. 37 The same men were in 
volved in two important meetings at Warrington. The first, held 
at the George Inn on 6 January 1790 was a gathering of 
'Delegates from Eight Congregations of Protestant Dissenters 
of different denominations in the town and neighbourhood of 
Warrington' and made the standard denunciation of the Test 
and Corporation Acts. 38 The second, at the Red Lion Inn on 
4 February, was far more controversial.

At the second Warrington meeting it was resolved:

That the following gentlemen, viz, the Rev. Mr. Yates (Kaye Street), 
Rev. Mr. Smith (Benn's Garden), Rev. Mr. Lewin (Benn's Garden), 
Rev. Mr. Chidlaw (Chester), Rev. Mr. Holland, Mr. James Darby- 
shire, Dr. Percival, Dr. Mitchell, Mr. William Rigby jun., Mr. George 
Phillips, Mr. Ellis Bent, Mr. Samuel Gaskell, Rev. Mr. Bealey (War 
rington), Mr. Parker, and Mr. John White constitute a Committee to 
correspond with the Committee of Protestant Dissenters in London, 
with the several District Committees in Lancashire and Cheshire, and 
all other similar Associations.

Mr. Bealey, Secretary,
Mr. Bent, Treasurer. 39

This declaration, at first glance, has the appearance of the 
usual utterance from an assembly of this sort. It proved, however, 
a divisive influence amongst Dissenting repealers. An Indepen 
dent delegation from Bolton withdrew from the meeting in pro 
test at its proceedings. The Bolton spokesman, Samuel Fletcher, 
explained this behaviour in a public letter and achieved a brief 
local (and even national) fame. Fletcher had two complaints. 
Firstly he accused the Warrington meeting, and particularly its 
chairman Thomas Cooper, of planning not only repeal but ex 
treme attacks on the Church of England itself. The radical tone 
of Cooper's views clearly offended him. There had apparently 
been talk of removing the Anglican liturgy and of abolishing 
tithes. In the second place, Fletcher alleged that the Presbyterians 
at the meeting had refused the Independents and Baptists 'an 
equal number of representatives at the general meeting in Lon 
don' and had monopolised the selection of the Committee of 
Correspondence.40 The names of the committee members lend at 
least some substance to the charge. Most of them were nominally 
Presbyterian but with Unitarian sympathies. Their theological
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turn of mind had little in common with that of more orthodox 
Dissenters. So strongly did the Independent and Baptist represen 
tatives at Warrington feel on the subject that they called a 
separate meeting of their own at the Lower Swan, Manchester, 
on 17 February 1790. Here they decided to pursue repeal in their 
own moderate way, to disavow the delegates of the Presbyterians 
and to nominate four of their own instead.41 The division was 
between mild and radical Dissenters, between orthodoxy and that 
brand of Presbyterianism which was becoming aggressively Uni 
tarian in temper. The latter party replied in strong terms to 
Samuel Fletcher. The Rev. Henry Toulmin, pastor of Chowbent 
chapel, wrote a public letter on the very eve of the third parlia 
mentary repeal debate early in March 1790. He had been present 
at the Warrington meeting and had been singled out by Fletcher 
as a dangerous radical. Toulmin's reply clearly illustrates the 
nature of the division:

And can you, Sir, wish to see a man fined, imprisoned and deprived of 
his dearest rights, for preaching or writing against the doctrine of the 
Trinity? Can you wish to have the understandings of men insulted, and 
their feelings wounded fourteen times a year, by the repetition of the 
Creed of Athanasius? Do you not think it desirable that the clergy 
should be supported without adopting a method of doing it which is 
perpetually disturbing the peace of parishes, and preventing the useful 
ness of their ministers? Or do you think it consistent with the principles 
of Christianity that we should be obliged to contribute to the support 
of teachers, from whom we derive no benefit? 42

Toulmin denied Fletcher's allegations about the choice of 
delegates and claimed that such radical views as had been ex 
pressed were the views of individuals (such as himself) and not 
the collective opinion of the whole meeting. He added the 
suspicion that Fletcher was rather too closely associated with 
'the friends of the Established Church at Bolton' and the fact 
that Fletcher's original letter had been written to Thomas 
Plumbe, the chairman of such a society, lent plausibility to the 
rumour. Two days later, on 4 March 1790, Thomas Cooper gave 
his own version of events at the Warrington meeting and de 
fended his chairmanship of it. 43 Clearly embittered by the adverse 
parliamentary vote, news of which arrived on 3 March, he casti 
gated Fletcher on a personal level and accused him of the most 
base mis-representations. To this attack Fletcher replied by letter 
on 2 2 March.4 '1 This acrimonious and undignified schism amongst 
the Lancashire Dissenters was to have wider implications and to 
attract national attention.

The radicalism of some protagonists of repeal was already 
beginning to cause unease amongst less zealous and militant 
Dissenters. The link with the politics of the French Revolution,
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the demand for repeal as a natural right rather than as a privi 
lege and the scarcely veiled hints of resentment at all the privileges 
of the Anglican Church, attitudes which were associated with 
Cooper and his friends, seemed impolitic and extreme to men 
like Percival and James Currie. In his reflective and detached 
manner, Percival epitomised this spirit. Though a lifelong Dis 
senter and, as has been seen, an unyielding advocate of repeal, 
Percival was cautious about the methods to be followed. Some 
years later, when the immediate virulence of the campaign had 
faded, Percival's son Edward described his attitude to the appli 
cation for repeal:

In this petition Dr. Percival cordially joined; and when, on the failure 
of the first efforts with the legislature, it was deemed advisable to offer 
another address of the like nature, at a subsequent period, his exertions 
were not wanting to render it popular within the circle to which his in 
fluence extended. When this effort also proved fruitless, more violent 
measures were meditated in some parts. But the zeal which prompted 
such designs was neither felt nor approved by the Subject of this narra 
tive ... when the legislature firmly resisted, he thought it the wiser part 
to pause in silent acquiescence; with the hope, perhaps, that in a more 
enlightened or tranquil period, the claims which were denied as a 
requisition, might be granted as a boon.* 5

It is true that Percival and his circle in the Manchester Literary 
and Philosophical Society probably feared the language of vio 
lence rather than the reality. But they were concerned, rightly in 
the short term, that it could only damage their cause. They 
believed that the repeal of the Test Act should be secured by 
gently removing the fears of the Church of England, not by 
fuelling them. Those Dissenters who were doctors and scientists, 
moreover, were dedicated to learned, free inquiry, conducted in 
a liberal atmosphere. The strong words uttered by some at 
Warrington ran directly contrary to their whole ethos. Percival's 
restraint was fully endorsed by James Currie. Urging the need 
for 'candour and moderation' he commented:

Some of the advocates of the repeal of the Corporation and Test Acts 
are guided by a warmer, and it may be a more enlightened zeal. They 
contend for almost any means that may bring the subject into notice; 
they fear no violence; and they almost court opposition; as if the object 
were rather to excite, than to remove prejudice. 46

Currie confessed that he was 'a cold advocate of any particu 
lar system of doctrines' and that, despite his detestation of every 
form of oppression, he lacked 'that fiery zeal which contends for 
its own opinions as for indisputable truth, and which considers 
all opposition to them as demonstrable error'. Not only was his 
mild temperament disturbed by such displays of militancy. Ironi 
cally enough, Currie was also half afraid of success. Repeal,
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especially if achieved by radical pressure, might render Dissent 
languid, remove its raison d'etre, reduce its numbers and cause it 
to decline, as had been the case in the mid-eighteenth century. 
'Fiery zeal cannot exist without opposition' he wrote. 4 ' He and 
Percival preferred to reply upon the traditional methods of cam 
paigning against the penal laws, to which in principle they re 
mained firmly opposed. Despite the Warrington controversy, 
moreover, these familiar techniques dominated the strategy of 
Dissenters in Lancashire and Cheshire, at least until February- 
March 1790. The public meeting, with its customary series of 
resolutions, would be publicized in as many local, and sometimes 
national, newspapers as possible. This took place all over the 
country but nowhere more intensively than in Lancashire and 
Cheshire. One contemporary report of ten such meetings in 
England lists no less than four in Lancashire alone. 48 They were 
frequently used as a platform from which to address Parliament. 
There were resolutions to identify those parliamentary candidates 
who favoured repeal and to withhold votes from all others. 49

As many Dissenters were voters and as a general election was 
due, at the latest by the spring of 1791, this seemed no idle threat. 
Several Anglican writers took it very seriously and endeavoured 
to counter it. 50 Politicians of the eighteenth century respected the 
nonconformist vote, and it was widely believed to have contri 
buted substantially to Pitt's crushing electoral victory in 1784. 
When Parliament was dissolved in the summer of 1790, however, 
such pressure vipon M.P.s and candidates hardly amounted to 
very much. It did not affect the result in more than a handful of 
constituencies, none of them in Lancashire or Cheshire. 51 But 
while it lasted the 'election scare' loomed ominously as a poten 
tially dangerous Dissenting weapon. Before long, Anglican anti- 
repealers paid it the compliment of imitation.

Finally the circulation of pamphlets to advance the Dissenting 
case was liberally exploited. As in the 17305 there was a prolific 
outburst, with Lancashire Dissenters prominent. Samuel Ffey- 
wood was outstanding, nationally as well as locallv, in this re 
spect, with two major works. The first of these, The Right of 
Protestant Dissenters to a Compleat Toleration Asserted (1787), 
won appreciation even in Anglican quarters and ran to three 
editions in three years. 52 Hey wood's experience as a lawyer gave 
him a unique insight into the Test system; strangely, he was later 
to be one of the few Dissenters to hold office under that system, 
as a judsje of the Carmarthen circuit. His second work, High 
Church Politics (1792) was a stern condemnation of the oppo 
nents of repeal. Of the other noteworthy pamphleteers, the Rev.
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Joseph Bealey, minister of Cairo Street Chapel, Warrington, 
David Bradberry of Manchester and Joseph Smith of Benn's 
Garden chapel, Liverpool, also made significant literary contribu 
tions to the campaign, mainly by taking part in the polemic of 
ephemeral controversy. With such effective writers as these and 
with tracts available at low prices5' Dissenters were able not only 
to reproduce the familiar arguments in favour of repeal, but to 
reply immediately to attacks made upon them. With tactics of 
this sort even the most cautious Dissenter could feel reasonably 
safe. But that the tactics were thought by many contemporaries 
to be well conceived and skilfully executed is evident in the 
response which they elicited. There is no greater tribute to the 
volume of the campaign for repeal in Lancashire and Cheshire 
than the intensity of the Anglican reply. In no part of the nation 
was that reply more vehement.

IV
It is regrettably easy to allow the Anglican case for the reten 

tion of the Test and Corporation Acts to pass by default. It has 
received no kinder treatment from historians than that normally 
meted out to defeated causes. That repeal was ultimately carried 
and that the principles of repeal won almost universal acceptance 
in later periods makes the comprehension of the anti-repeal case 
all the more difficult. Of course, without such a case there would 
have been no controversy and the Dissenters would have achieved 
their objectives far sooner. The first point which needs to be 
emphasised, therefore, is that there was an important counter- 
campaign against the repealers, that it was articulate, intellectu 
ally respectable and assiduously promoted and that large num 
bers of people found it convincing. It used the same type of 
propaganda as the Dissenters, relying upon the public meeting, 
the printed list of resolutions, newspaper advertisements and 
broadsheets, and was designed not to influence the course of some 
future general election but had the more immediate aim of rally 
ing members of the existing House of Commons to the anti-repeal 
lobby. In view of the outcome in March 1790 it would be 
difficult to maintain that this manner of approach was wholly 
unsuccessful.

As early as 1789 the Anglican counter-campaign was begin 
ning to stir. There are signs that the parliamentary majority of 
only twenty votes against the second repeal motion, reinforced 
by news from France in the same summer, provided the initial 
impetus.54 A new urgency was added to the problem when it 
became known that a third repeal motion would be debated on
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2 March 1790. At first the lead was taken by groups of Anglican 
clergymen in the principal towns, with those of the Collegiate 
Church of Manchester in the vanguard. It was the initiative of 
these men which led to the celebrated Anglican meeting at 
Manchester on 3 February 1790. The printed list of its resolutions 
claims that it was called 'at the written request of seventy-four 
Members of the Church of England' and it was, without doubt, 
carefully planned. Advertisements in the press and circulars gave 
advance notice of its occurrence. They referred not only to the 
'very serious alarm' caused to 'every well-wisher of our happy 
Constitution in Church and State' but to the gatherings of 
Dissenters 'in this Town and Neighbourhood in Particular'. 55 
Such propaganda helped to ensure a large attendance at the 
Hotel on the appointed day, for it is clear that Dissenters as well 
as Anglicans arrived in strength. Dissenters did their utmost to 
prepare for the meeting. Thomas Walker, George Lloyd, Thomas 
Cooper and others issued a paper urging those who attended the 
meeting not to 'be hastily led, without consideration, by a 
turbulent and misguided zeal'. They emphasised what they saw 
as the unfairness and ineffectiveness of the Test system, together 
with the moderate nature of the proposed change. 'The Repeal 
of these Acts cannot in any wise endanger the Church of 
England' the broadsheet insisted.56 The heavy emphasis laid upon 
this theme reflects the widespread Dissenting anxiety about the 
emotive propaganda value of Anglican fears.

This anxiety was amply justified by the course of the Man 
chester meeting. Chaired by the boroughreeve, Edward Place, it 
passed eight firm resolutions in defence of the Test and Corpora 
tion Acts, over-riding the interruptions and complaints of those 
Dissenters who were present. Most accounts suggest that the 
Anglican clergy, aggressively arrayed in cassocks and other para- 
phenalia of establishment, steamrollered the resolutions through 
in an arbitrary and high-handed manner. Such accounts, it must 
be admitted, have scant sympathy with the churchmen. The 
Anglican version, published in a Manchester broadsheet on the 
day of the meeting, took a different view. Congratulating its 
supporters in the region on 'the complete overthrow of the 
Protestant Dissenters' it added:

And notwithstanding the Legions of Dissenting Congregations, headed 
by their respective pastors of this Town and Neighbourhood (who so 
indecently foisted themselves, uninvited, upon the Meeting,) they were 
routed and disappointed, in their marked virulence and restless opposi 
tion to the good order and constitutional proceedings of the Meeting, as 
well as to that order, which ought ever to prevail in the State.57

The Anglican resolutions at Manchester were as controversial
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as they were publicised. 68 Walker and other Dissenting sympa 
thisers protested that according to an ordinance of 1788 the 
boroughreeve was not entitled to call a meeting of the inhabi 
tants of Manchester unless it were a general one and not sum 
moned for a sectional purpose. Indignantly they withdrew to 
John Shaw's Punch House and issued a defiant counterblast. 
This paper accused a 'junta' (abetted by the boroughreeve and 
two constables) of unconstitutionally calling 'a partial Meeting, 
of the Members of the Establishment only' and of blatantly 
rigging that meeting. 89 This was the start of a partisan broad 
sheet controversy and mutual exchanges of abuse. In the battle 
which followed, the Dissenters fared badly, mainly because of 
the impetus and volume of the propaganda of their opponents. 
A further Church meeting was arranged for 11 February,60 the 
slogan of Church and King was well and truly launched and 
personal vituperation, not untinged with wit, was hurled at those 
who had tried to obstruct the Anglican gathering on 3 February.61 

Other 'respectable and numerous' meetings of the Anglican 
clergy, however, succeeded in their intentions without quite the 
same acrimony. On 15 February 1790 the clergy of the Arch 
deaconry of Chester passed a series of eleven resolutions very 
similar to those at Manchester twelve days earlier. That the 
Anglican counter-campaign was gathering an increased momen 
tum is evident in the wording of resolution nine:

That copies of these Resolutions be sent by the Chairman to all the 
Representatives of the counties and boroughs within this archdeaconry; 
and that they be published in the London, Chester, Liverpool and Man 
chester papers.62

The chairman of the meeting was the archdeacon of Chester, 
the Rev. George Travis, widely known as a theological writer. 
An unbending defender of the doctrine of the Trinity and a critic 
of all things Unitarian, he had taken part in a learned debate 
with the classical scholar Richard Porson in the 17803. It is not 
surprising to find him taking a lead against the repeal of the Test 
Act. But he was not alone in Chester. The Dean, George Cotton, 
supported the resolutions and they were signed by no less than 241 
clergymen.63 Although no Dissenters attempted to influence the 
proceediners, many of them were deeply disturbed at their nature. 
Thomas Percival expressed his unequivocal disapproval in a 
letter to his son.84 Joseph Smith, minister of Benn's Garden 
chapel, Liverpool, was moved to compose a literary reply. It 
examined the Chester resolutions in turn and subjected each to a 
critical scrutiny.65 What worried Smith and some of his minis 
terial colleagues was the alleged unwillingness of the Chester
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clergy to study the evidence objectively, in an atmosphere free 
from prejudice. 'The great difficulty' lamented one Dissenter, 
'lies in prevailing upon persons to read and think > . UB He would 
probably have thought much the same of the Anglican meeting 
at Bolton le Moors on 18 February 1790, convened by the 
churchwardens at the Free Grammar School. Its chairman 
was the same Thomas Plumbe who had been involved in the 
heated exchanges between Samuel Fletcher, Henry Toulmin and 
Thomas Cooper. This Bolton meeting not only defended the Test 
and Corporation Acts on the usual grounds of establishment but 
warned that 'a repeal of these acts would certainly open a door 
for men of all descriptions inimical to the Christian religion 
 Jews, Turks, Infidels and Heretics to come into places of 
power and profit.""

Although Manchester witnessed the most bitter scenes in these 
clashes between Church and Dissent, they were by no means 
confined there. On 30 January 1790 the Rector of Warrington 
Edward Owen, preached a sermon in the parish church criticising 
what he called 'the Dissenters' present claims'. 68 The response of 
the audience was such that he immediately published it in 
pamphlet form. Its arguments included the accusation that Dis 
senters had ulterior motives of a sinister nature in urging repeal, 
that they were using 'cool determined violence' and that their 
numbers were too small to justify an advance in their status. 
Owen castigated the work of Samuel Heywood (referring to him 
by his pseudonym 'the Layman') and the resolutions of the Dis 
senters at Liverpool and Bolton. The publication did not pass 
unanswered. Joseph Bealey, minister of Cairo Street chapel, War 
rington, issued a lengthy reply in which, amongst much else, he 
insisted that Dissenting numbers in the north east counties were 
considerably higher than Owen had allowed.69 More significantly, 
James Currie wrote to Owen a private letter, mildly admonish 
ing him for the extravagant language of the sermon and stating 
the repeal case in characteristically gentle terms. Owen's equally 
private apology and repentance gave rise to a harmonious corre 
spondence between Currie and himself. 70 The two men repre 
sented the moderate wings of the opposing sides. Although he 
signed the Chester resolutions on 15 February, Owen bore no 
personal animosities. He was sufficiently broad-minded to sub 
scribe to the sermons of William Enfield in 1798 and, on 
academic grounds, to win the admiration of so fiery a radical as 
Gilbert Wakefield. 71

Despite some friendliness on a purely personal level, a climate 
of deep hostility between many (though not all) churchmen and 
many (though not all) Dissenters was a fact by the end of
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February 1790. The French Revolution contributed enormously 
to the intensity of this climate, although it would be dangerous 
to suppose that it alone was responsible for the unpopularity of 
Dissenters. It is unlikely that the repeal of the Test Act would have 
been carried in this period even if the Bourbon monarchy and 
the Gallican church had endured serenely, without challenge. 
Nonetheless the defeat of the third repeal motion by the crushing 
majority of 189 votes on 2-3 March 1790 reflected a state of 
affairs which had not existed even in the previous summer. A 
polarisation was clear in Lancashire and Cheshire. The Man 
chester Church and King Club held its first meeting on 13 March 
1790; the following October Thomas Walker became borough- 
reeve of the town and the Manchester Constitutional Society, 
formed by 'several merchants and manufacturers . .. together 
with some members of the learned professions' first appeared. 72 
The stage was already being set for the unhappy events of 
1792-3, with the emergence (and suppression) of the Manchester 
Herald and the Walker riots. It is worth noting, however, that 
all this happened in the Manchester region more than two years 
before James Reeves and his Loyalist Associations helped to con 
solidate these dvisions in London and elsewhere. Not until the 
winter of 1792-3 did these associations become nation-wide. 
Resistance to repeal had taken the form of 'loyalism' in Man 
chester at a significantly earlier stage than anywhere else. The 
comparative religious tranquility and harmony which had pre 
vailed in the two counties before 1787 was now irretrievably 
shattered.

V

By the early months of 1790, therefore, the part played by 
Lancashire and Cheshire in the repeal campaign had made a 
national impact. But the most crucial question remains. The aim 
of the repealers was to influence Parliament, for only there could 
the grievance be redressed. Did they succeed? Or were their 
efforts counter-productive? It may be that at the time of the vote 
in March 1790 the Anglican defence of the Test and Corporation 
Acts held more sway over the minds of M.P.S and that such news 
as came from the north west hindered rather than helped the 
Dissenting aspirations. The failure of other attempts to relax the 
penal code in the 17905, such as the Unitarian petition of 1792, 
suggests that this might have been the case.

An unmistakable hint that this was so came in the decisive 
debate. One of the later speakers was Edmund Burke. Speaking 
strongly against repeal, he cited a now familiar incident in
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Lancashire as evidence that Dissenters were politically unreliable 
and that repeal would endanger the institutions of government. 
He drew the attention of members to the case of Samuel 
Fletcher:

(Mr. Burke) produced a letter which, he declared, had only come to his 
hands the preceding day, written by Mr. Fletcher, a dissenter, from a 
meeting of dissenting ministers, holden at Bolton, in Lancashire. Mr. 
Fletcher stated in his letter, that the meeting avowed such violent 
principles, that he would not stay, but came away with some other 
moderate men. It described that one member, on being asked, what 
was their object, and whether they meant to seek for anything more 
than the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, answered, in the 
language of our Saviour, "We know those things which ye are not yet 
able to bear". And on another member's saying "Give them a little 
light into what we intend", they informed him, that they did not care 
the nip of a straw for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, but 
that they designed to try for the abolition of the tythes and liturgy. 73

These were precisely the complaints made by Fletcher in his 
letter to Thomas Plumbe on 18 February 1790. The statements 
quoted by Burke were allegedly made by Henry Toulmin and 
Thomas Cooper. As the letter was published it would not have 
been difficult for Burke to obtain a copy and to use it to further 
his case in Parliament. Burke's exploitation of the Bolton incident 
seems to have taken those M.P.s who favoured repeal by surprise. 
On being confronted without warning by a potentially damaging 
piece of evidence, Fox, the proposer of the motion, was obliged to 
answer it. In his reply to Burke's speech, Fox argued that the 
experience of Fletcher made it all the more necessary 'that those 
dissenters who deserve well of the legislature ought to be separated 
from those who are not inclined to be content with the simple 
repeal of the test laws'. 74 Fox was not the only M.P. who feared 
that this affair would be harmful to repeal. His fellow-Whig 
John Courtenay, M.P. for Tamworth, who voted for repeal in 
1787 and 1789, wrote a bitterly ironic pamphlet in April 1790 
in which he referred to Fletcher as the man 'who recently saved 
the church and state, by disclosing the dreadful conspiracy of the 
dissenting ministers at Bolton, in Lancashire'. 75 Advocates of re 
peal resented the way in which Burke had seized upon a division 
amongst Dissenters at the Warrington meeting. In his short but 
pungent Letter to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke'19 
Cooper as 'Chairman of the Provincial Meeting of Protestant 
Dissenters at Warrington' replied to Burke's speech and repeated 
his doubts about the reliability of Fletcher as a witness and 
reporter. But the parliamentary damage was done. The reputa 
tion of Manchester radicals, moreover, was not something which 
Burke was prepared to ignore. In April 1792 he castigated
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Cooper and James Watt junior for presenting an address to the 
Club des Jacobins in France from the Manchester Constitutional 
Society.' 7 This in turn brought forth another vigorous defence 
from Cooper. 78 Later in the same year (December 1792) the 
Walker riots in Manchester were mentioned several times in the 
House of Commons by Fox and Charles Grey. 79 They were com 
plaining about the ferocity of anti-Dissenting prejudice shown by 
Church and King Clubs and Loyalist Associations all over the 
country. That Manchester should have provided a spectacular 
instance of this syndrome is not without significance, but the 
overall effect probably did nothing to help the Dissenting cause.

Nonetheless there existed a small and consistent band of M.P.s 
for Lancashire and Cheshire constituencies who supported re 
peal. A glance at these constituencies will illustrate the point. 
Lancashire had seven two-member constituencies and Cheshire 
two. Of the total of 18 M.P.s, four voted for repeal in 1787 and 
six in ^Sg.80 The figures in 1790 were probably very similar. 81 
The four in 1787 were Thomas Stanley (Lancashire) John 
Burgoyne and Sir Henry Hoghton (Preston) and John Crewe 
(Cheshire). In 1789 they were joined by John Lee (Clitheroe) and 
Abraham Rawlinson (Lancaster). The proportion of M.P.s from 
the two counties who voted for repeal was rather higher than 
that for the country as a whole: 4/18 (22%) in 1787 and 6/18 
(33.3%) in 1789. This compares with an average total of about 
102 M.P.s (of a total of 558) or approximately 18.3% in the 
three debates. But the picture is incomplete because of the ab 
sence of any list of members who voted against repeal.

The six repealers from Lancashire and Cheshire, although not 
behaving as a parliamentary bloc, were not politically dissimilar 
as M.P.s. Five of them voted with the Foxite opposition during 
the Regency Crisis in 1788-9 (the exception being Hoghton) and 
four voted for parliamentary reform at various times between 
1783 and 1797. It is possible to connect these men fairly firmly 
with the Whig party. John Crewe was a Foxite and pioneer of 
the economical reform legislation which bore his name. General 
Burgoyne was a personal friend of Fox. John Lee, a Unitarian 
and Attorney General to the County Palatine of Lancaster, had 
been a follower of Rockingham and his group since the 17703. 
He had held office as Solicitor General and Attorney General in 
the second Rockingham administration (1782) and the Fox- 
North coalition (1783). The only M.P. among the six who can, 
even in the most qualified sense, be called a supporter of Pitt was 
Hoghton. He seconded the repeal motion on each occasion and 
there can be little doubt but that his reputation as the heir to a 
distinguished Lancashire landed family with a parliamentary
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tradition was an asset to the Dissenters. 82 In Wraxall's words he 
was 'a rigid Presbyterian, of ample fortune, adorned with the 
mildest manners, and whose character, without stain of any kind, 
served highly to recommend the proposition'. 83 As Hoghton was 
the only M.P. from Lancashire or Cheshire to speak on either 
side in these repeal debates his role demands some attention.

Hoghton represented the moderate wing of Dissent. He had 
nothing in common with the Manchester radicals or with Uni- 
tarianism. So gentle and unobtrusive was his Dissent that one 
Unitarian minister even suspected him of conforming to the 
established church.84 These qualities certainly appeared in each 
of his three repeal speeches. By all accounts he spoke briefly and 
unpretentiously; the Gentleman's Magazine described his 1787 
performance as 'plain and sensible'. 85 It was no doubt a formid 
able task to match the eloquence of a Beaufoy or a Fox, but 
Hoghton did his best. In the 1790 debate he declared that 
'he was far from being ashamed to profess himself a protestant 
dissenter' and claimed to have read Heywood's Right of Pro 
testant Dissenters to a Complete Toleration Asserted*" According 
to some sources, however, he lacked vigour and sparkle. A Dis 
senting observer in 1787 regretted that Hoghton 'made but 
wretched work' of seconding the motion.87 Newspaper reports in 
the following years confirm this impression.88 In 1789 a reporter 
commented thus:

Sir Harry Hoghton rose to second the motion, which he did in a short 
speech . . . but he spoke in so low a tone of voice, that he was not 
distinctly heard in the gallery. We are therefore sorry that it is not in 
our power to state more fully his sentiments on the subject. 89

This view of Hoghton's parliamentary advocacy of repeal was 
widespread. Perhaps it was not surprising, since Hoghton was not 
a prominent debater nor even a particularly frequent speaker in 
the House. His social standing and respectability were his main 
assets and for these reasons we find him seconding, not proposing, 
the motion. One version of Pitt's speech against repeal in 1790 
reports him as meeting Hoghton's arguments carefully and cour 
teously. While not accepting their implications he praised them 
as 'peculiarly distinguished by their guarded moderation'. 90 This 
may be taken as respect for Hoghton's local eminence. Certainly 
no county could match Lancashire in claiming such a representa 
tive of a Dissenting parliamentary family of long standing.

The constituencies of the repealers in the two counties offer 
few surprises. Crewe and Stanley were county members. Hoghton 
and Burgoyne represented Preston, a borough with a franchise 
remarkably wide by eighteenth century standards and with a
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history not only of fiercely contested elections but of a vocal 
Dissenting interest. 91 This no doubt helps to explain why Preston 
was one of the very few constituencies in the country where both 
of the members voted for repeal. One wonders why neither 
member for Liverpool voted for repeal on any of the three 
occasions; after all, Liverpool too possessed a Dissenting interest 
which in the 17703 had helped to elect Sir William Meredith, a 
supporter of Dissenting causes. By the time of the 1784 Parlia 
ment, however, Meredith no longer represented the borough and 
one seat was controlled by the Anglican corporation. Its candi 
date, Bamber Gascoyne, can hardly have been expected to back 
repeal, but nor did the other member, Richard Pennant (Baron 
Penrhyn), who had been elected independently of, and indeed 
hostile to, the corporation.92 Perhaps the electoral influence of 
the corporation was too great to allow Penrhyn to vote for repeal 
even had he so wished; it had captured both Liverpool seats in 
1780 and he had then been one of its victims.

There is on the whole little direct evidence of constituency 
pressure on the Lancashire and Cheshire M.P.s over the repeal 
issue. Not one of them spoke against repeal in any of the three 
debates although some, perhaps a majority, must surely have 
opposed it in the voting. Most of the six repealers would probably 
have backed the Dissenters in any event; Hoghton and Lee them 
selves were actually members of Nonconformist denominations. 
But the powerful and well orchestrated Anglican counter cam 
paign of February 1790, carefully designed to gather as many 
members as possible to the anti-repeal lobby, may have pushed 
some waverers in this direction. It would, for instance, have been 
difficult for the two M.P.s for Chester, Thomas Grosvenor and 
Richard Wilbraham Bootle even to have abstained, let alone 
voted for repeal, after the large meeting of the clergy in that city. 
But whatever the effects of the campaigning on both sides, two 
facts are outstanding. Firstly a small group of M.P.s from Lan 
cashire and Cheshire continued to vote for repeal irrespective of 
pressure. Secondly, the two counties produced not only repealers 
but the bulk of the extra-parliamentary activity, which the House 
of Commons might disapprove, but which it could not ignore.

VI

After the parliamentary climax in March 1790 hostility 
amongst many sections of the population to those of Noncon 
formist persuasions became part of a national phenomenon. The 
bitternesss of religious conflict at times took violent forms. The 
Priestley riots of July 1791 are well known, but the north west
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witnessed similar outbreaks. Apart from the disturbances sur 
rounding Thomas Walker there were periodic outbursts of 
hostility against Dissent. On 4 June 1792 a 'Church and King' 
mob attacked Mosley Street Chapel, Manchester, using trees 
uprooted from St Ann's Square as battering rams against its 
doors. 93 The fact that its minister, William Hawkes, was a Uni 
tarian and a friend of Priestley was no coincidence; the previous 
month a Unitarian petition had been debated and rejected by 
the House of Commons. This had revived public interest in the 
question. In Macclesfield the Townley Street Independent chapel 
suffered abuse, interruptions of services and physical threats 
throughout the 17903. On one occasion its members 'were com 
pelled to extinguish the lights and to return home, lest damage 
should be done to the chapel and violence be offered to them 
selves'. 94 These were by no means isolated incidents. It is never 
theless probable that the survival of the Test and Corporation 
Acts strengthened the internal unity and sense of identity of 
Dissent in Lancashire and Cheshire and embittered its relations 
with the established church. That this would happen if repeal 
failed had been foretold by James Currie of Liverpool early in 
1790:

The zeal of the lay sectaries, now so languid, will be revived by re 
peated discussions, and inflamed by repeated defeats. The Church of 
England will be represented as more intolerant than the Church of 
Scotland or the Church of Ireland; and France, a Catholic country, 
will be held out as truly enlightened, where an Englishman who be 
lieves not in the thirty-nine articles, may enjoy perfect freedom of 
conscience, without the forfeiture of any civil right. For a season, these 
suggestions may prove ineffectual; but it appears to me that they will 
gradually produce increase of conviction, and that the Church of 
England will be injured and discredited by a needless opposition to 
liberty, and a fruitless contest with truth.95

The issue remained essentially a religious one, despite the 
political overtones. The importance of the Test Act as a symbol 
of religious differences is clear in the opinions of repealers and 
anti-repealers alike. The principles of the Manchester Church 
and King club, promulgated on 23 June 1792, included amongst 
other religious declarations, the assertion that 'the Corporation 
and Test Acts are the great bulwarks of our constitution hi church 
and state'. 90 On the other side, as it were, the Manchester Con 
stitutional Society made it an article of faith that 'Actions only, 
and not Opinions, are the proper objects of civil jurisdiction'.97 
Religious themes endured even in the more radical political 
circles of the 17905. Cooper, Toulmin and their friends at War- 
rington, with their scarcely veiled hints at disestablishment, the 
ending of the liturgy and the abolition of compulsory church
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rates, were anticipating problems which were at the centre of 
national politics in the nineteenth century. Not for nothing were 
the Anglican loyalist associations nicknamed 'Tax and Tythe 
Clubs'. Dissenters felt a new sense of persecution. Anglicans a 
new sense of insecurity. Deeper issues and more fundamental 
grievances were brought into prominence by the controversy over 
repeal.

A more general attack upon the privileges of the Church of 
England was being contemplated. That this was so is evident in 
the ability of a region, like Lancashire and Cheshire, to make an 
impression upon Parliament. It is also evident in the relationship 
between metropolitan and provincial radical movements. The 
repeal of the Test laws was a national issue, rather than a local 
one. In this respect it was distinct from the agitation against the 
Fustian tax. There was a combination of a London leadership 
and regional elements. In this case, however, there was much 
more regional participation than in most comparable eighteenth 
century campaigns. Only twenty years previously the attempt 
of the Rockingham Whigs and Wilkite radicals to launch a 
national petitioning movement had encountered little success out 
side the metropolitan area. By 1790 Dissenters in Lancashire and 
Cheshire went their own way in pressing for repeal, acting, to a 
large extent, independently of the Protestant Dissenting Deputies 
in the capital. In the short term, perhaps, their actions damaged 
their cause; in the long term they undoubtedly helped to clarify 
the principal issues.

For by 1790 public discussion brought a new tone to the 
struggle for repeal. Dissenters were no longer requesting a favour, 
they were asserting a right. The title of Samuel Heywood's cele 
brated book shows how an old issue was being presented in a 
new, aggressive manner. If the desired objective were regarded 
as a fundamental natural right, rather than as a privilege, the 
way in which it was sought was bound to change. Paine's The 
Rights of Man appeared in 1791-2 but the general concept was 
being aired at an earlier date. In May 1789 the Dissenting meet 
ing at Manchester expressed the new spirit succinctly:

That we shall ever consider the Repeal of Penal Laws respecting 
Religion as an ABSOLUTE RIGHT: and as a matter of Grace and 
Favour only to the Reputation of our Country. 98

Hence it is not surprising that one of the principles of the 
Manchester Church and King Club was 'to reprobate the wild 
theories and seditious doctrines respecting the Rights of Man, 
which have been lately promulgated by the enemies of our most 
excellent constitution in church and state'.99 The usual eighteenth
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century techniques of propaganda were not only deployed again 
but were suffused with a hitherto unfamiliar ideological element. 
Repeal was now justified not simply on grounds of expediency 
but by appealing to a fundamental principle of human rights  
a principle which, if universally applied, would have far-reaching 
implications for all the institutions of the unreformed system of 
government. It would be no exaggeration to consider the new, 
urgent, popular and ultimately successful demand for repeal as 
one of the political symptoms and manifestations of the Industrial 
Revolution. At the same time it would be unwise to neglect the 
way in which events in Lancashire and Cheshire between 1787 
and 1790 contributed to this process.
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