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Foreword
 

My dad started to write this story in the early 2000s and had a working draft in a reasonable sort of shape when he suffered another serious setback in health. It was always his intention to finish this book, and I used to ask him about it — especially after I’d taken up writing more seriously, and indie-publishing books. He always gave the impression he was close to finishing it, but never did; then he had further ill health. He died in November 2015.

After some time had passed, I sat down to look through the manuscript. Dad had worked almost exclusively off the microfilm copies of the Sheffield Register and from printed material. In the last few years, however, additional sources of information have become available, primarily the digitised memoir of Winifred Gales, the “Recollections,” made available by the University of North Carolina, in addition to several recent academic works published online. I have used these to review and add to my father’s original work.

The project has not been some sort of sentimental journey. My interest has been that of a storyteller, looking at a lost story and wanting to see it told — that is one of the things I do in my writing and publishing: especially when it relates so closely to Sheffield.

Joseph Gales was one of the all-time great Sheffielders — forget Joe Cocker, Jessica Ennis-Hill, Sean Bean or Michael Palin. These are all minnows compared to Joseph Gales — and their stories are boring besides that of the Galeses. Their story has been forgotten and has not been brought together in one place before. This story is not just something dredged up from history — an irrelevant dusty skeleton.

What the Galeses tried to do for freedom of the press, and for free speech — principles for which they had to flee the country, principles which they took with them to America and put into practice there — is something which will resonate today. We have seen the Free Press demonised and accused of  “fake news” just for holding up the mirror of truth (not “alternative truth”) to power.

The Galeses, founding citizens of the United States, believed in Parliament being held to account by the people — they would have much to say today where the votes of 37% of the electorate in the UK are held up as being an “overwhelming mandate” to push one of the most momentous, critical decisions taken by government in decades, and which has nothing to do with returning power to people, but further restricting it. (There is more than a hint of the rotten boroughs still hanging over British “democracy.”) In many ways we have made progress but in many ways we are taking retrograde steps, and under threat of losing hard-won liberties. Joseph and Winifred Gales are very relevant 230 years on.
 

A note on the text
 

This is a story-telling, not an academic thesis. I have therefore omitted footnotes and long debates on sources. I am not a historian by background, but my academic training was scientific and my career is in legal enforcement, so evidence matters to me. Where there is very weak evidence I have left things out, where the evidence is irrefutable or beyond reasonable doubt I have included it, where it is equivocal but interesting, I have tried to make it clear in the text.

The principal sources relied on can be found in the References at the back. You can leave comments or ask questions at www.theevergreen.co.uk/how-great-a-crime.

Some of these sources are more reliable than others — the Montgomery memoir is clearly not objective and aims to justify the youthful actions of the, by 1854, quasi-saintly and establishment figure of James Montgomery: their line being that he was basically a young innocent lead astray (a line which doesn’t stand up to examination of the evidence). Writing of his time at the Register, Montgomery said he was “ignorant of myself and inexperienced in the world as a child of seven years old.” Of his early reformist writing he says: “he had been one of the greatest fools that ever obtruded himself on the public notice.” His biographers write: “Tears of repentance, as honourable to the man as they were becoming in the Christian, were afterwards shed for the ‘sins of his youth.’ ” It therefore has to be read with an understanding of this revisionist filter. Above all, the writings of the Galeses themselves, through the newspaper and the “Recollections,” is relied upon most — there is incredible consistency of opinion and temperament throughout, from the early editorials through to the writings of the later years.

The “Recollections” is an incredibly rich source of information, it was written over a number of years by Winifred. After her death, Joseph himself, in his later years, finished the manuscript, wanting to fill in one or two gaps. It was started as a family memoir to pass on to future generations in their family. It was never intended for publication; in fact, Winifred said that it was intended for their offspring and a few candid friends, and for them only. She continued: “ I hope and believe that all my children have too just a concept of what is right, for any of them to wish to make any part of this family narrative public but lest any of them at a remoter period, (for I flatter myself that my children’s children will find some pleasure in the perusal) should be so misled, I here put an absolute and solemn veto upon such an act of folly in them — and injustice towards me.”

That these wishes have been overridden with the passage of time is fortunate — their legacy was so much more than that given to their offspring.


Introduction
 

At the end of the 18th century Britain was at a crossroads — one way led to parliamentary reform and a forward-looking society based on equality of rights and a representative government, the other way led to repression and fear as the privileged few sought to cling to power. The latter route was the one the country chose, or was pushed down, depending how you look at it, as Pitt’s government swung its iron fist. The result set the country back decades and resulted in a huge loss of talent.

Several factors influenced the outcome. Principally, the stranglehold of the aristocracy on the levers of power combined with their unerring belief in their right to rule. Added to this, those men of influence who might once have been prepared to countenance change, shied away from reform when faced with sheer panic at what happened in France’s Reign of Terror. Then, there is something in the British, that has always made the idea of violent revolution distasteful to a large part of the population, or perhaps a sense that it’s really not worth all the effort and fuss. In the end, everyone of influence who did not support the status quo, and who dared to question parliament or the king were locked up, transported, cowed — or they fled abroad, largely to America.

Joseph Gales and his wife Winifred were amongst the greats of the era who let reason and truth be their guide. The Gales’ seven years of publishing and editing The Sheffield Register were a remarkable achievement. Their flight to America along with that of many other great people was a huge loss to Britain and it can only be imagined what more they could have achieved, and how much better Britain and Sheffield would have been, had they stayed.

Joseph Gales was a moderate, non-conformist Christian with strong, moral values, and who hated all forms of violence and disorder. He was deeply committed to the freedom of the press and maintaining its role in challenging abuses of power. He was a man who had a deep sense of personal honour, and who felt he must live by his principles and convictions.

Over the period of the newspaper’s publication he was drawn more and more into political campaigning in favour of parliamentary reform and defence of liberty. This provoked an intense and sometimes vicious local enmity amongst a small section of the local community with links to representatives and agencies of government, setting a process in motion which almost resulted in tragic consequences for Gales and his family.

Alongside Benjamin Flowers of Cambridge, Gales is credited with being the first editor of a provincial newspaper to incorporate in his columns original news stories, including stories covering local events and issues, along with editorial comment. The newspaper is a fund of fascinating information about Sheffield life and issues in the late eighteenth century, but over its last five years it goes well beyond this. Sheffield was one of the places where the late 18th century clash of ideologies played out the strongest.
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Early Years
 

Joseph Gales was born in Eckington, just outside Sheffield on the 4th of February 1861, the first child of Thomas Gales and Sarah Smart. Thomas Gales started out as a last-maker, but before long took up the trade of running a public house and brewing beer which brought in sufficient money to educate Joseph, his brother, and three sisters. When he was 13 years old he was apprenticed to a book and stationery store in Manchester run by a Mr and Mrs Prescott. He was bound as an apprentice for 7 years — apprentices were legally tied to their masters back then. He was treated badly and sought help from his uncle who lived in the town. Prescott was taken to court, but young Gales was not released from his indentures; instead Prescott was only reprimanded and told if there was any future complaint the indentures would be annulled. On his return Joseph was again whipped and badly treated, and, after several more months, again got his employer summoned to court — he also complained that he was not getting the instruction in the business he was supposed to be getting. The magistrate ordered the indentures to be cancelled, but Prescott appealed to the county court — delaying the decision a further three months.

Young Gales could not wait that long, so he set off walking the 50 miles back home to Eckington.

It was then that a neighbour of the Gales family put them in touch with a printer and bookseller in Newark by the name of Tomlinson, who took Joseph on for the remainder of his apprenticeship. He won the county court case in Manchester and was freed to pursue his career in Newark.

Tomlinson was, in addition to being a printer and bookseller, a dealer in carpets and wallpaper. He was also an auctioneer and appraiser (roles that often went hand in hand with printing in those days). And he ran a circulating library — it was through this that Gales met Winifred Marshall, a keen reader. Winifred was the daughter of John and Elizabeth Marshall, and was, just a few months younger than Joseph. His work also enabled Gales to continue his own self-education: both reading and discussing books with educated customers.

One work that had an important influence on Gales was a pamphlet that Tomlinson printed in 1782 or 1783 by the Rev. Dr Disney, giving his reasons for resigning his church living over his lack of support for the doctrine of the Trinity. Gales subsequent association with the Unitarian church was pivotal to his outlook on life.

Two years after his apprenticeship finished, Gales went about setting up his own printing business in Sheffield with a view to marrying Winifred. He did this on money he had saved, together with a small amount of Winifred’s inheritance from her father’s estate. (Winifred was born into a well-to-do family, her grandmother’s cousin being Lord Melbourne.) More importantly than the money, in his own words, was a character of being “an industrial, upright businessman.” He had developed contacts in London and got ready loans to set himself up.

Joseph and Winifred married on the 4th of May 1784 — they lived above their shop in Hartshead, which was then a busy thoroughfare in the town. Arthur Jewitt, a contemporary, described their premises as being “at the top of the narrow street leading from the top of the Hartshead to Friends Meeting House.”  Winifred ran the shop, selling books, stationery and patent medicines, whilst Joseph ran the office, printing and auctioneering businesses. To the modern ear this sounds like a peculiar mixture of activities for a business, but in the late 18th century these things were a normal part of an integrated printing business: notices of auction being placed in newspapers and adverts for the medicines being a staple of newspapers’ advertising.

The Galeses had moved to Sheffield at a very exciting time: a time of change and ideas. The town grew rapidly as people moved in for work — from 9000 in 1736 to 40,000 in 1792, but was struggling economically. The American War of 1775 to 1783 and its aftermath and wars being declared by France, Spain and the Dutch in the late 70s caused trade to stagnate. Cost-cutting led to a demand for cheaper unskilled labour, outwith the traditional restrictive labour practices which came under the supposed control of the Cutlers’ Company (an early trade association, possessing a regulatory role in law). There was discontent amongst the freemen cutlers against the Company who failed to act to stop labour being undercut as power concentrated in the hands of the merchant classes and large manufacturers, to the detriment of the “little mesters” and journeymen cutlers. 

It was a town with very little aristocratic influence and no great civil power: its two magistrates in 1792 living out of town. Its many “little mesters” — highly skilled and well-paid craftsman — were often literate, and cherished their independence. Add to this Sheffield’s “tavern-culture” — which provided spaces for reading newspapers aloud, debating and the singing of radical “educational” songs, such as those of Joseph Mather — a nursery for ideas.

The dissenting churches: Methodists, Presbyterians, Quakers, Baptists and Unitarians were strongly represented in the town, and were also no doubt important in their role in creating a seedbed for the formation of reform movements. These churches had a democratic basis: they got people used to the ideas of organising meetings, speaking for themselves and collecting subscriptions. E.P. Thompson quotes a historian from the 1820s: “Perhaps the manner in which Methodism has familiarized the lower classes to the work of combining in associations, making rules for their own governance, raising funds, and communicating from one part of the kingdom to another, may be reckoned among the incidental evils which have resulted from it…”

The ability to read was highly valued among dissenter households, especially because of the value they put on bible reading. They had a particular grievances resulting from the Test and Corporations Act, restricting their ability to hold certain official positions: this sense of exclusion and discrimination encouraged rather than inhibited independence of thought.

The people of the town in that era were described later by James Montgomery.  He says: “they were then, as they are now, and I hope they ever will be, a reading and thinking people. According to the knowledge which they had, therefore, they judged for themselves on the questions of reform in parliament, liberty of speech, and of the press, the rights of man, and other egregious paradoxes, concerning which the wisest and best of men have always been divided, and never were more so than at the period above mentioned, when the decision, either way, was not to be merely speculative, but practical, and to affect permanently the condition of all classes of persons in the realm, from the monarch to the pauper…”

Following on from his reading of the Rev. Disney pamphlet, Gales looked for a church — the one they settled on was the Upper Chapel in Norfolk Street where the minister was Benjamin Naylor who had been educated at Warrington Academy where Joseph Priestley had been a tutor. There, Gales mixed with influential Sheffielders including Samuel Shore, who had been a part of Wyvill’s Association — a group which petitioned for parliamentary reform, and which led to a motion in Parliament proposed by William Pitt in 1782, but which was lost by 161 to 141 votes. (Winifred said that Pitt’s later volte-face showed: “how great, how mean, how versatile is Man.” Other epithets were no doubt used in Sheffield’s taverns.) Samuel Shore was also the brother-in-law of Thomas Walker, a Manchester cotton merchant, campaigner for Reform and radical printer.

Gales quickly established a sound reputation amongst the freemen cutlers by printing for them, and helping them with drafting notices and handbills. Jewitt said: “I fetched from his office the first job he had had in the town an advertisement for calling another general meeting and for some time afterwards a week elapsed without his having a job from the same employers.”   Winifred in her diary says that the employees were also “glad to find their grievances so moderately stated, and so respectfully submitted, and the printer was credited by both parties — the first for putting their demands into good language, and the latter for the propriety with which they were addressed.” At this time Gales also published a folio family bible, made up of 60 sections at 6d each.

Winifred fell pregnant soon after their marriage, but the first child died after a few hours in March 1785, and this difficult birth almost killed Winifred as well. Their first surviving child, Joseph, was born on the 10th of April the following year. In amongst all this, Winifred somehow wrote her first novel, The History of Lady Emma Melcombe and Her Family, published in 1787.

Winifred was clearly a strong, spirited woman — that comes across from her writing and an understanding of the way she responded to events — how she dealt with the search of her house, with a mob that gathered outside, with her appearance before the magistrates, and her dealings with privateers (pirates) on the way to America etc. We can only speculate on just how involved she was in the editorial work of the newspaper, but it is reasonable to assume she was very hands-on, even if she could not be seen to be so. She was clearly involved in political discussions with visitors to their house — she was highly literate and ran the shop side of the business. Jewitt made this reference to her: “Mrs Gales a very clever woman being greatly considered as the editor on Gales leaving Sheffield.” So, I think we must qualify our references to the editorial comments of Gales with a recognition that this may not be the work of a single person, and that Winifred’s hidden hand might well have been behind some of the opinion pieces.

Sheffield had only one rather dated and old-fashioned newspaper at that time: The Sheffield Advertiser. It was stuck in its ways and out of tune with the populous, doing little more than reprinting the news from London Papers several days late without comment. It had next to no local news other than in notices paid for by advertisers.

Jewitt describes the Advertiser as “a stupid Tory Aristocratic thing, solely devoted to the ‘Powers that Be’ in which the Freemen and all that are now stigmatised as the ‘lower orders’ were unmercifully treated.”

Circumstances were propitious for the founding of a new newspaper. It was a lawyer friend of Gales, Thomas Sambourne, who first suggested the idea of publishing a newspaper.
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The Sheffield Register
 

The Galeses soon moved to a larger house on the other side of the Hartshead, the former home of Dr Buchan, from where their new venture of printing a weekly newspaper, The Sheffield Register, could be embarked upon.

Helping run the business were Joseph Gales’ sisters. His sister, Anne (Nancy) had always lived with them according to Winifred, but they were also joined by Elizabeth and Sarah in running the household and business. Setting up a new newspaper required a significant initial investment: there were up-front costs that had to be paid before a single newspaper could be delivered: a duty of 3½d on every paper, 2/ stamps and duties on every advertisement, in addition to materials, and delivery costs. There was however a loophole for postage — if you got an MP to use their frank-mark, delivery was free. To this end, the support of William Wilberforce, MP for Yorkshire, was secured. An engraver named David Martin came in with the necessary capital investment, and became Gales’ business partner in the venture.

The first page of the first edition of the Register prints an impressive if rhetorical and somewhat self-congratulatory introductory editorial:
 

“There is not perhaps any situation or profession amongst the mechanical part of mankind that is exposed to so much observation and censure as the printer of a newspaper. The various tastes that he has to please, the different opinions he has to combat and the trouble he must necessarily take, render it an arduous, difficult and expensive undertaking[…]

“The printer of a newspaper is entitled to some small share in the praise which is due to those who are serviceable to their species as his endeavours have tendency to promote trade and commerce, convey useful and desirable information and rescue from oblivion acts and events which would be lost to the world but for such registers and means of communication as the press furnishes and the industry of man avails himself of. A newspaper may be compared to a reservoir of water, for as the latter receives the beautiful springs of nature from all around it and distributes streams to supply the surrounding country so does the former receive its numerous articles of information from various sources, and, in its wide-extended circulation, furnishes the public with its agreeable and interesting contents. It makes known the wants and necessities of individuals and forms a link in the vast chain which connects mankind and each other. We see displayed in a mirror, the patriotism of one man, and the intrepidity of another, the magnanimity of a third and the generosity and humanity of a fourth, and thus discover perfection which exalts the species and stimulates us to follow their example, whilst on the other hand the artful villain, the bold and reprobate and all public pests of society are held before us as objects of abhorrence to be avoided and despised if we would escape from injury and ridicule.”
 

Whatever its eventual achievements, the content of the newspaper over the first two years falls somewhat short of these idealistic, grandiloquent aspirations. Most of the paper was taken up with advertisements and recapitulation of national and European news culled from London papers. Editorial opinion in the first six months was infrequent and cautious. The proprietors of the newspaper appear to have been zealous to avoid giving offence and losing sales as they sought a viable level of circulation amongst what, at this stage, must have been a relatively prosperous commercial and professional clientele, whose values and politics were broadly reflective of their position in society though probably far from homogeneous given the high percentage of dissenters in the town and its surrounding area.
 

[image: device]
 




Local news 1787 – 1788
 

In the first year of the newspaper, local news was mainly a catalogue of marriages, deaths, crimes accidents and social events with a particular emphasis on musical performances.

Crime reports were mainly about burglaries, highway robbers and footpads, though from the beginning there are also stories of dishonest market traders. One of the first such is an account of the prosecution of a trader for selling rancid butter.

Accidents reported include a man killed when his millstone shattered and a Rawmarsh boy killed by a single blow from a thirteen-year-old following a dispute arising from a game of quoits. Reports of local social events include the “elegant dinner” enjoyed by the members of the Firework Club in honour of the King’s birthday as well as the annual Cutlers’ Feast, an event that still takes place in Sheffield.

Other local news included the success of a recent army recruiting drive in the town and a report on the recent improvements in the town, including new buildings, better regulation of markets and the extended range of manufactures.

In July the editor notes the “bright rays of increasing trade in the town with orders for Sheffield manufactured goods from Russia and other foreign parts,” and, in August, editorial support is given for a newly founded organisation for recovering runaway apprentices. Editorial approval is also given to the relevant authorities for preserving the peace of the Sabbath by putting six boys in the stocks who were caught bathing in the river Don during church service.

In January of 1788, the newspaper notes a collection of £700 for the relief of the poor prompted by the recent spell of cold weather. In April, the Duke of Norfolk is commended for his £25 endowment of the newly erected Park Free School and in the same edition an anonymous individual is praised for donations to the two charity schools and to the welfare of inmates in the town gaol.

Also in April of that year, the editor comments that the behaviour and decorum of the girls at the charity school reflects well on the “regularity with which they are governed” and observes that in one year the girls have spun enough wool to make clothes for themselves and stockings for the boys at the boys charity school from the surplus. The school is commended for rescuing them from “indigence and perhaps vice.”

Celebrations of the King’s return to health included a ball and a firework display prompting the local Quakers to insert a notice in the paper giving thanks for the King’s return to health but declining to participate in the illuminations, feasting and “riotous excess” — also expressing concern at the attacks on their property and persons occasioned by their abstention.

Other social events mentioned include “the brilliant and numerous assemblage of ladies” at the final subscription concert at the Assembly Rooms with the cessation of the concerts much regretted by the editor and an eulogy on the farewell performance of the celebrated actress Mrs
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