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language is indeed alarming, and will cause men to hesitate,
lest, by too generally acknowledging the Principle of Reform,
they should be presumed encouragers of means tenfold worse
than the grievance’.! From the first the Gloucestershire sup-
porters had been moderate men dissenting from the more
advanced doctrines, and forming the party known in ridicule
as the Alarmists, because they chose rather ‘to bear the ills
we have than fly to others which we know not of’. They felt
themselves bound less by theories of abstract right than by the
consideration of what was practicable, believing with Paul that
‘it may not be Beneficial or Convenient to enforce every
constitutional right at all Times.” For, as he told Wyvill, ‘in
regulating Governments we must not reform merely on abstract
propositions, but in a compound ratio of what is a right and
what is beneficial.” Any attempt at reform demanded the
utmost caution. ‘Before I begin to pull down my house I will
have fully considered and fixed on the plan for a new one’.
They were agreed on the necessity and importance of economic
reform, and prepared to approve ‘any measure of calm deliber-
ate remonstrance on the infamous waste of public money,
worded as to unite all disinterested persons in the justice of the
complaint and alarm none with the fear of confusion or resent-
ment.” In 1782 Paul could see quite clearly that ‘National
Oeconomy as a point of Finance, and as the bane of Corruption,
was the favourite, and indeed the only object of our former
exertions. Means of established Oeconomy’ he continued,
‘cannot be dangerous, cannot alarm, can tend to no Consti-
tuttonal Innovation ; it is a measure calculated for times of
national distress ; it is strengthening the exhausted arm in the
hour of danger’.2

The influence of Edmund Burke, then member for Bristol,
on the county, hinted at in the previous pages, goes far to
explain both the sudden collapse of the association and the
absence of any radical proposals. Charles Barrow, speaking of
Fox and Burke in September 1780 had said: ‘Both of whom I

1 Paul to Wyvill, 6 Dec. 1782, Political Papers, 1v, 244.
2 Paul to Wyvill, 29 Oct. 1782, ¢bid., 326.



188 TRANSACTIONS FOR THE YEAR IQ50

look up to with revefence and conviction as our tutelary deities,
and the palladium of English liberty’.! Champion and Harford
were both equally involved with him in Bristol. Early in the
year when he had been in communication with some of his
constituents on the question of economic reform Burke had
written to Richard Champion: ‘You will therefore be so good
as to talk over this matter with Mr (Alderman) Merlott, Mr
Harford, Mr Noble, and the rest of our friends who are men of
weight on the Corporation.’? Harford, of whom Burke wrote
so warmly, was a great personal friend and strong supporter:
‘A man of more honour and more ability in every respect is
not of my acquaintance. He it was, that with Mr Champion
first invited me to Bristol. Without his encouragement I should
not think of Bristol now. I shall have the honour of being at
his house when I pay you my intended visit’®. In April 1780 he
received a letter from Burke commenting on the conduct of
the meeting at St. Albans Tavern. ‘I was sorry to see that the
committees, when they metin London, had turned their thoughts
towards a changein the constitution, rather than towards a cor-
rection of it as it now stands. I think that, until such correction
is heartily prosecuted, and its effects tried by some experience,
a greater frequency of elections will be mischievous and mis-
chievous in a degree far greater than is apprehended by those
who dislike the repetitions of them the most.’*

At the end of February Burke had addressed a very full
letter to the Gloucestershire committee in which he had con-
gratulated them on the part they were playing, and once again
set before them his ideals: ‘My object was to give real Strength
and Energy to Government by taking from it a considerable
portion of that Influence, to the support of which Administra-
tion had been almost wholly apply’d, and to whose operation

1 Charles Barrow to Edmund Burke, 18 Sept. 1780. Fitzwilliam MSS,
Burke Papers, 1, 928, Sheffield City Library. I am indebted to Mr I. R. Christie
for this reference. :

2 G. E. Weare, Burke's Connection with Bristol from 1774 till 1780, 1804, 144.

3 Burke to Job Watts, 10 Aug. 1780, ibid, 151.

¢ The Correspondence of Edmund Buvke, ed. Earl Fitzwilliam and Bourke,
1844, 11, 339-40.
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they have entirely trusted to those Effects which ought to
be the consequence of Wisdom, Diligence, and Ability. . . .
Without giving Freedom and Independence to Parliament every
Attempt at National reformation must prove abortive. These
were my views, and these I judged were the wishes of the
people.” This declaration of faith was doubtless still ringing in
their ears when a month later they received the full impact of
Shelburne’s burst of propaganda to the county committees.
Early in April a divergence had appeared between the Rocking-
hams and Shelburne on the question of parliamentary reform?
Shelburne was in favour of more radical activity on the part
of the local committees, supporting the suggestions for shorter
parliaments and additional members of the House of Commons.
A letter of his to the Gloucestershire committee was read at the
meeting of 13 April. The text is not given in the committee
book but it was no doubt the same as one of the same date
addressed to the chairman of the Wiltshire Association in
which he declared in no uncertain terms: ‘The same right which
the People had formerly, and through the blessing of God,
exerted so happily for us in their posterity, to have Parliaments
frequently holden, when they were aggrieved with the Crown’s
with-holding them, now goes to have them frequently and
equally chosen. . .. Not only did Shelburne and Burke
disagree over this question of constitutional reform but Shel-
burne also resented the latter’s influence over Rockingham.
The committee therefore held high hopes of the Rockinghams
when they came into power in March 1782, and looked to them
to provide some measure of economic reform at last. They were,
however, destined to be disappointed. ‘The Whigs of this
county generally feel disappointed with the new Ministry in
matters of Public Oeconomy’ wrote Paul to Wyvill after they
had held office for eight months, ‘Col. Barre’s Pension, and the
obtaining the Dutchy of Lancaster for special purposes for
personal favour, we consider a perfect renunciation of the
Principles; and however the reform of a few particular offices

1See I. R. Christie, * The Marquis of Rockingham and Lord North’s Offer
of a Coalition, June-July 1780°, English Historical Review, LXIX, 1954, 390.
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may be permitted, the unreformed list of great emoluments,
and the eagerness for the power of disposal are unequivocal
proofs which mere protestations will not do away’.!

Admiration for Burke however was never allowed to dominate
entirely the very strong strain of independent thought in the
county. As Paul had no hesitation in telling Granville Sharp in
a letter of 4 May, 1780: ‘The Common Council of London
is a most respectable authority, but no Authority should out-
weigh the deliberations and self-formed Opinions of each
county respectively’.? Sir William Codrington spoke first and
foremost as an independent country gentleman, determined at
all costs to safeguard the positions and interests of his class.
Possibly his initiative lay behind a resolution passed on
18 April, which was made so clearly in the interests of men of
‘old and respectable Families’. He expressed himself more fully
on the same theme in a letter to Wyvill. ‘If new knights of the
shire were to have higher qualifications by property than at
present and if they were to be chosen by a superior class of
Electors, persons capable of judging, and above the reach of
private corruption, there would be a dignity of character
introduced into Parliament very conducive to public virtue,
not only in the Persons so honourably chosen, but in the general
mass of Members’.2

The Chairman of the committee, Sir George Onesiphorus
Paul, sums up in himself much that has been said of the person
and outlook of the typical Gloucestershire reformer in 148o.
He came from a family whose fortunes were derived from the
cloth industry, but he himself, leaving trade and settling at
Hill House, Rodborough, enjoyed the life of a landed country
squire, joining in all the social activities of the neighbourhood,
the round of race-meetings, music festivals and balls, while at
the same time keeping a town house and spending some time

1 Shelburne to John Audrey, 26 March 1780, Wyvill, Political Papers, 1v,
131-6.

2 Lloyd-Baker papers. I am indebted to Miss Olive Lloyd-Baker for allowing
me to see these letters of Granville Sharp.

323 Nov. 1782, Wyvill, Political Papers, 1v, 206.
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of each year in London, where he was a member of Boodle’s
and of the Dilettante Society. Concerning himself with every
aspect of local government from parish affairs to Quarter
Sessions, which he attended most regularly, he was not only
active in his own locality, but well-informed on larger issues,
for his library reveals interests ranging from contemporary
French literature through Adam Smith to Bolingbroke and
Godwin. He himself held clear ideas on the subject of reform
which he was never afraid to express openly and strongly. He
rejected the proposal for equal representation unhesitatingly:
“The attempt to bring the principle into practice is infinitely
dangerous.” Frequent parliaments he believed could only
mean an increase in evils, unless preceded by laws to root out
the expenses of election and corruption. Of the importance of
qualifications for electors he had no doubts: ‘I cannot think it
necessary that every man should possess a Roman privilege
unless he also possesses Roman virtue to direct him in the use
of it Universal franchise should not be granted until the
elector could exercise it ‘with uncorrupt integrity, and with
unequivocal independency. Is any man so bold as to assert
there now exists this universal virtue amongst the people?’?
Wyvill, in printing these views, spoke of them in a footnote as
‘written in the very spirit of Manly Independence and Prudent
Patriotism’—a phrase which might be applied with equal
justice to his fellow members of the committee for parliamentary
reform.

129 Oct. 1782, ibid., 238.



