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I

The inquest on John Lees, in the aftermath of the Peterloo 
Massacre, was probably the most controversial inquest in the 
nineteenth century. It was opened at the Sign of the Duke of 
York, Oldham on 8 September 1819 and was adjourned at 
the Star Inn, Manchester on 13 October 1819. It was never 
resumed. Henry Brougham, M.P. for Winchelsea, called it 'a 
mockery of the people of England'. 1 Archibald Prentice, one 
of the founders of the Manchester Guardian, referred to Thomas 
Ferrand, the county coroner for the district of Rochdale who 
held the inquest, as 'the most obscure and wretched coroner 
who rendered the law inoperative'. 2 Contemporaries and 
historians alike have recognized its broader significance: it 
caused 'a great political sensation and excitement', and 'its 
mismanagement was one of the most frequent criticisms 
voiced at the many Whig meetings held during the autumn [of 
1819] to protest against the massacre and subsequent events'. 3

Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, [1st sen] XIJ (Nov. 1819-Feb. 1820), p. 1184. 
Archibald Prentice, Historical sketches and personal recollections of Manchester, 
1792-1832 (London, 1851; reprinted 1970), p. 176. 
Report of the select committee on the office of coroner for Middlesex, P.P. 1840 
(549) XIV [hereafter Report on Middlesex coroner], evidence of Lord Eliot, 
q. 1402; Donald Read, Peterloo: the massacre and its background 
(Manchester, 1958), p. 149.
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This paper has two objectives. The first is to answer a 
number of questions from a legal standpoint. Why had the 
inquest caused such a storm of indignation throughout the 
country? In what way had the county coroner mismanaged it? 
What were the controversial points of the inquest? Why was it 
declared void by the court of King's Bench? The second 
objective is to consider the broader context of the inquest, 
particularly in the light of the failure of the inquest to be 
resumed. The people of Oldham and indeed of the whole 
country were left in suspense. The immediate result was to 
reduce the respect in which the office of coroner and the 
inquest system as a whole was held. Some have said that it was 
considered doubtful even as to whether or not the coroner 
and the inquest system made any effective contribution to the 
investigation of unnatural deaths. 4 Thomas Denman, a future 
Lord Chief Justice, had Thomas Ferrand, the Rochdale 
county coroner, in mind when he wrote that the coroner was 
'rarely a person of high legal attainments' and that he had 
'splendid notions of his own authority'. The founder editor of 
The Lancet, Thomas Wakley, campaigned for the office to be 
held by medical men and complained of the 'imbecility and 
ignorance of coroners'.'

None the less, even after 1819 political radicals did not 
completely lose faith in the inquest as a vehicle for popular 
radicalism. They liked the concept of'the people's court', and 
the fact that the county coroner was 'the only elected judicial 
figure'. 6 If the other courts of law seemed to be closed to them 
there was a glimmer of hope in the coroner's inquest. 
Although it needed reform, it was still, as Denman wrote, a 
public court 'its whole merit consists in its publicity'. 7 In the
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Edinburgh Review, XL (1824), pp. 200-1; The Lancet, 26 July 1828,
p. 534.
David Eastwood, Governing rural England: tradition and transformation in
local government, 1780-1840 (Oxford, 1994), p. 67. There were in fact
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aftermath of the Peterloo Massacre radicals still extolled the 
constitution and the open court. In 1832 William Cobbett wrote 
of the coroner's inquest as 'the institution for the protection of 
life and limb'." Were these statements by radicals true or was the 
coroner, as Professor Dibelius has written, 'a Royal official who 
is there to watch over the interests of the Crown in case they 
are jeopardized through breach of the Royal peace'?' 1

This article draws considerable evidence from the Dowling 
transcript of the inquest, produced by a shorthand reporter 
employed by radical solicitor James Harmer. Inevitably, such a 
source must be treated with care: the coroner expressed 
suspicion about the reporter's activities and it is potentially a 
highly biased source." 1 The transcript itself has clearly 
attracted differing interpretations the copy in the library of 
Lincoln's Inn has on the frontispiece the words 'Manchester 
riots', but that in the possession of Sir Gerald Hurst, having 
been given to him by a Lancashire doctor, is inscribed 
'Inquest on a Peterloo Victim'. Checking the manuscript 
against newspaper accounts also requires caution. The 
coroner tried to exclude reporters from The Times and the 
Morning Chronicle, and some of the coverage in the national 
press must have resulted from information provided by 
reporters on local papers. These in turn were often backed by 
politicians seeking a forum for their causes. None the less, 
extensive coverage of the inquest in the press can be 
compared against the six hundred pages of the Dowling 
transcript, and the accuracy of the latter holds up well."

II

The Peterloo Massacre was the turning point in the 
development of popular radicalism. The movement had failed 
to attract wide support in the pre-Napoleonic War period.

8 William Cobbett, Political Register, LXXX (8 Jun. 1832), pp. 624-5.
9 Wilhelm Dibelius, England (London, 1922), p. 305.

10 J. A. Dowling, The whole proceedings before the coroner's inquest at Old/mm on 
the body of John Lees (1820) [hereafter Dowling].

11 The Times, 11,13, 27-8, 30 Sept., 2, 4-8, 11-12 Oct., 3-4 Dec. 1819; 
Manchester Gazette, 2, 9, 16 Oct. 1819; Manchester Mercury, 1 Dec. 1819.
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Early nineteenth-century radicals realized that in the main they 
were facing either apathy or even an element of hostility from 
the bulk of the population. Their emphasis was on 
parliamentary reform with the enfranchisement of all men 
subject to direct taxation. Their main strategy was to petition 
parliament, but while such petitions were recognized features of 
the constitution, they were treated by the government with 
indifference. 1 - In the years following the Napoleonic Wars, 
radical tactics shifted, to take the form of open meetings and 
the massive platform from which radicals like Henry Hunt and 
Richard Carlisle held forth. Large popular meetings 'a 
privilege due to us by the constitution' were held all over the 
country at places like Spa Fields in London and Newhall Hill 
outside Birmingham. 1:i Henry Hunt was well versed in the law 
and had developed the concept of the mass platform as a 
vehicle for legitimate constitutional protest open to all. Still, the 
radicals endeavoured to ensure that their meetings were orderly 
and not breaches of the peace: the intention was to arouse 'such 
enthusiasm for the cause that Parliament and the ruling classes 
would be made to feel that resistance was hopeless'. 14 Whereas 
the authorities could ignore large-scale petitioning they did not 
know how to deal with mass gatherings, and the law was also 
uncertain on the subject. Hitherto, political crime had been 
centred on charges of seditious libel and high treason, both 
difficult to prove in the case of a peaceful demonstration. 15

12 Useful studies include J. R. Dinwiddy, From Luddism to the first Reform Bill: 
reform in England 1810-32 (Oxford, 1986); Donald Read, The English 
provinces, 1760 1960: the influence of the provinces (London, 1964); E. P. 
Thompson, The making of the English working class (Penguin edn, London, 
1991), pp. 647-91; R. A. Sykes, 'Some aspects of working-class 
consciousness in Oldham, 1830-1842', Historical Journal, XXIII (1980), 
pp. 167-79; J. C. Belchem, 'Radical language and ideology in early 
nineteenth-century- England: the challenge of the platform', Albion, XX 
(1988); E. A. Wasson, 'The Great Whigs and parliamentary reform, 
1809-1830', Journal of British Studies, XXIV (1985),pp. 436-64.

13 J. C. Belchem, 'Henry Hunt and the evolution of the mass platform", 
E.H.R. XCIII(1978), p. 748.

14 Dinwiddy, Luddism, p. 33.
15 Michael Lobban, 'From seditious libel to unlawful assembly: Peterloo 

and the changing face of political crime, c. 1770-1820', Oxford Journal 
of Legal Studies, X (1990), p. 329.
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Magistrates concentrated on securing verifiable reports of 
speeches, to provide evidence of sedition and high 
treason.

Public gatherings in Lancashire in 1819, and plans for a big 
meeting in St Peter's Field, struck fear into the hearts of the 
Manchester magistrates. Stipendary magistrate James Norris 
claimed that 'if the agitators of this country determine to 
pursue their meeting it will surely prove a trial of strength and 
there must be a conflict'. 16 He was not possessed of the 
steadiness of nerve required at this time and his reports to the 
Home Office were full of alarm, fears shared by other 
members of the northern legal establishment. 17

In the aftermath of the Massacre on 16 August, with at 
least 600 casualties and eleven dead, lessons were rapidly 
drawn on both sides. 1 " Publicly, the cabinet agreed that it had 
to support the magistrates to do otherwise would be to 
'invite their resignations and to lose all gratuitous service in 
the counties liable to disturbance for ever'. 19 The thanks of 
the Prince Regent were conveyed to the Manchester 
magistrates within five days of the Massacre, before there 
could have been even the appearance of an independent 
inquiry as to what had happened. 20 In private, however, the 
government had in fact lost patience with the Manchester 
authorities. 21 The Home Office wrote to magistrates 
throughout the country explaining the problems of mass 
meetings and that there must be solid evidence of illegal 
content. Other magistrates should not follow Manchester.

16 P.R.O., HO 42/188-90 (Norris letters, 14-31 July 1819).
17 Read, Peterloo, p. 75; Belchem, 'Henry Hunt', p. 759; Manchester, 

Chetham's Library, MUM.A.3.1-46 (Revd William Robert Hay's 
commonplace books, c. 1786 1839).

18 Useful work on the Massacre includes Joyce Marlow, The Peterloo 
Massacre (London, 1970); Three accounts of Pelerloo, ed. F. A. Bruton 
(Manchester, 1921); F. A. Bruton, The story of Peterloo written for the 
centenary (Manchester, 1919).
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(London, 1868), p. 400; Esther Moir, The justice of the peace (London, 
1969), pp. 122-3; W. R. Brock, Lord Liverpool and Liberal Toryism 
(Cambridge, 1941), p. 112.

20 Read, Peterloo, p. 183.
21 Belchem, 'Henry Hunt', p. 759.


