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1. THE RIOTS
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On Thursday 14 July 1791, about ninety men gathered for a late lunch at the Royal Hotel in Birmingham, and as soon as it was over the town went up in flames.

The diners had spoken of inflammatory things – freedom of speech, religious tolerance, support for the French Revolution – and no one present could have been surprised at the fearful reaction that greeted them. The timing of their celebratory meal, on the second anniversary of the storming of the Bastille, was provocative enough, and it was greeted in the days before by unguarded threats.

The mob that greeted the enlightened and privileged diners were after one man in particular, the brilliant chemist, political theorist and radical preacher Joseph Priestley. Today we remember Priestley for his discovery of carbon monoxide, ammonia, hydrogen chloride and other gases, and for his co-discovery with Carl Wilhelm Scheele of oxygen, but his enemies marked him out as a dangerous individualist who thought little of challenging age-old institutions. He had been advised not to attend the lunch, but his absence was no defence when the rioters attacked his house at Fair Hill. He escaped with his life and family, but his laboratory and most of his possessions were torched.

The following day the mob went looking for other targets, including Moseley Hall, the family home of John Taylor, the son of the co-founder of Lloyds Bank, and then on to the home of William Hutton, an alderman and bookseller, and Birmingham’s first historian. Twenty-seven private residencies were destroyed before constables stepped in and read the Riot Act (they were in no hurry; they too saw the dissenters as disruptive to their well-being). Another target was John Ryland, who had made his money from wire and pins and lived at Easy Hill, a seven-acre estate overlooking the city, a fabled mansion of mahogany and marble, china closets, good cellars, seven bedrooms, servants quarters, a brew house, pumps for both soft and hard water, a four-stalled stable, a coach house, a greenhouse, a workshop, fish ponds and a grotto. William Hutton described it as paradise.

This too was set ablaze, leaving a brick shell and, because they were too drunk to get out from the cellar in time, the charred bodies of several rioters. Among the ruins on the estate stood a strange-looking conical building that was once topped by a windmill. By the side of the mill, which was perhaps once used for paper production, or perhaps iron flattening, lay a mausoleum with the inscription:

Stranger –

Beneath this Cone in Unconsecrated Ground,

A Friend to the Liberties of mankind Directed his Body to be Inurned

May the Example Contribute to Emancipate thy Mind

From the Idle Fears of Superstition

And the Wicked arts of Priesthood.

The mob couldn’t touch him, can’t touch him still, for here in the earth lay John Baskerville.

Only many years later would they dig him up, and then dig him up again, and bury him for the third time, but that’s a darker story.


2. JAPANNING

[image: image]

John Baskerville was baptised in the Worcestershire village of Wolverley on 28 January 1707, and little was heard of him until his life began to flower nineteen years later. His parents had the surname Baskervill, they owned a little land and did a little farming, and his father ran an inn that probably doubled as a brothel. They managed to provide their son with a good education, and while at school he displayed a talent for handwriting. His nonconformist streak may also have shown itself early; certainly, he was keen to make his way and make money, a champion of the notion that in Birmingham many men approached on foot and left in chariots.

When Baskerville arrived in 1726 the town was still small; it wouldn’t elect a representative to Parliament for more than a century. Its population stood at about 10,000; in 1731 there were 3,756 houses on fifty-one named streets concentrated within a quarter of a mile. Travellers would find no hotels, while the weekly coach journey to London would take the best part of three days.

Despite its size and insularity, the town took pride in its local industry. It became known as a place where value was added: its skilled craftsmen – masons, jewellers, metal workers – expanded their specialisms throughout the eighteenth century to make Birmingham the centre of the ‘toy’ industry, although these were solely toys for adults: smallish ornamental and luxury items including buttons, buckles, snuff boxes, tankards, coffee pots and candle sticks, all easily saleable and transportable beyond the town.

John Baskerville would have seen the expansion of these trades, and the riches to be made from them, as he laboured as a handwriting instructor at a small school in Birmingham, where he again tried to make the written language both legible and handsome. At the time, handwriting ‘had its natural beauty’, said Francis Meynell in a lecture on Baskerville to the Society of Royal Designers for Industry in 1952. ‘The current cursive hand was not yet perverted by steel nibs and even worse by such new devices as ball-pointed pens.’ Of course it wasn’t: it was all still inkwells and quills plucked from birds, and the letters they created carried a distinct form and a studied flourish, a perfection achieved over months and years. Baskerville extended his teaching beyond schoolchildren to the training of young men for clerical work, and to what the typography scholar Beatrice Warde called ‘teaching young ladies those sinuous flourishes that are so effective in an autograph album’.

But there was little money in it, and Baskerville’s ambitions extended far beyond the classroom. By 1730 he was also practising stonemasonry, specialising in gravestones, many of them no doubt still haunting Birmingham’s burial grounds, but none of them, alas, now identifiable as his. But this work didn’t pay enough either, and nor did his early forays into type and printing, but at the age of thirty Baskerville found something that might. These days we may call the items ‘fancy goods’, domestic luxuries for those with money to spend and a taste for the East.

By the end of the seventeenth century, about 3,500 cabinets, chairs and smaller items coated with dark oriental lacquer were being brought to England each year by the English East India Company, the majority from China, some from Japan, a few from India. As the resin required for this lacquerware was made from the sap of Rhus vernicifera, a tree not cultivated in Europe, and the process required up to a hundred coats of this substance, anyone able to create a substitute varnish resembling the lacquer would find a large demand.

The technique known as ‘japanning’ found a stronghold at the Pontypool Iron Works in South Wales in the 1730s. The method seems to have evolved from tin-plating iron to prevent rust, this new black or crimson coating providing another layer of protection and a more attractive one, and its surface would readily take decoration. It was a complex process involving many levels of slow baking and careful coating over several days, and it wasn’t until its manufacture spread to the skilled workers of Birmingham that the practice was streamlined and its full commercial potential realised. The first to exploit it was the enamel maker John Taylor (twenty years before the mob destroyed his home), but John Baskerville wasn’t far behind. There is a fantastical story in a journal of 1807 in which Baskerville is depicted as spying on Taylor, tracking him as he visits every supplier of japanning ingredients in the course of a day and ordering the same quantities in the hope of replicating the formula.

More probably, Baskerville learnt of the technique by copying the manufacture of the japanned handles made by the cutler who occupied the work premises next to his own. There were many manuals too, each with their own recipes, none more influential than A Treatise of Japanning and Varnishing by John Stalker and George Parker (1688), which served as both artistic guide and sales catalogue. ‘We have laid before you a Art very much admired by us,’ the authors explained, ‘and all those who hold any commerce with the Inhabitants of JAPAN; but that Island not being able to furnish these parts with work of this kind, the English and Frenchmen have endeavoured to imitate them; that by these means the Nobility and Gentry might be completely furnisht with whole setts of Japan-work.’ Their recipe included lamp black, wood tar and copal resin. Their claims stated their lacquer was fireproof, waterproof, mould-resistant and the enemy of both ‘corroding time’ and ‘mouldring worm’. Once demand was sufficiently high among the newly emergent industrial classes, Baskerville sought a patent of his own.

Baskerville made his fortune from these lacquered goods, specialising in treating the iron of candlesticks, tea trays, picture frames, toiletry boxes and small tables. The patent granted to him in 1742 allowed him ‘to Japan or Varnish … [to] produce a fine glowing Mahogany Colour, a Black no way inferior to that of the most
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