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ABSTRACT

It is unusual for an historian to be able to establish in great detail the life of any but those consid-
ered one of ‘the great and the good’. The substantial amount of documentary sources, both by, and
about, the Quaker radical Daniel Eccleston of Lancaster (1745-1821), provide an opportunity to
view a turbulent period in British history through the experiences of one individual. The links
between industrial and scientific advance, Nonconformity in religion and calls for political reform
were growing increasingly common as the eighteenth century progressed.1 This paper attempts to
show the centrality of Eccleston’s Quaker upbringing to his later political radicalisation. Although
Eccleston was not an Erasmus Darwin, Thomas Paine or Richard Price, he was an Enlightenment
radical, prepared to defend with his pen and a consequent loss of his liberty, the rights of the British
to freedom of thought, speech, worship and writing.
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INTRODUCTION

Daniel Eccleston of Lancaster was born in 1745 at Comer Row, near the township
of Singleton in the Fylde and died, dismissed as an eccentric by the Lancaster Gazette,
on 3 March 1821.% These bare facts conceal a man who was first and foremost a
level-headed businessman always seeking a new opportunity to turn a profit: but who
was also a philosopher, scientist, political thinker, adventurer, merchant, inventor,
satirist, prisoner of conscience, republican and democrat: very much part of the
eighteenth-century radical Enlightenment. The main sources of information about
Daniel Eccleston are his two surviving copy-letter books, held in Lancaster City
Library Local Studies Collection and Friends House Library, London. These cover
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the years 1780 and 1781. The 273 letters in the copy books hold a huge wealth of
information: a splendidly eclectic mix of commercial business, bills of exchange,
protests at dishonoured bills, Quaker gossip and family news, all leavened by an
obvious good humour. In addition to the letter books there are a number of
individual items which include satires, letters of protest at the unjust imprisonment of
two debtors, a petition against a local Anglican clergyman, petitions to the king,
letters to the Board of Trade, and to the manufacturers Boulton and Watts, to
William Pitt the younger and to two United States Presidents. Further writings
traced include a series of Eccleston’s scientific lectures about the possible applications
of electricity and magnetism along with two books he wrote on religious freedom
and toleration.? One letter, dated 10 November 1795, to the President of the Board
of Agriculture, contains information central to understanding how the industrial
workers of the period fed themselves and points to an English version of the Irish
Connacre practice being well established in Lancashire, Cumberland and Westmor-
land.* To all these should be added Eccleston’s 1797 tract, Reflections on Religion.®
This selection shows Eccleston’s desire always to be engaged upon a new task or the
next thing and his versatility and energy are apparent in all of Daniel Eccleston’s
writings: he was a man of many enthusiasms and this zest for life is the key to his
many and extremely varied interests.

Daniel Eccleston was brought up as a Quaker, part of the Whitehaven Monthly
Meeting from 1749, in a family that appears to have had a tradition of being actively
involved with the work of the Religious Society of Friends — his grandmother Mary
Eccleston (died 1735) was noted for her itinerant missionary work. After her mar-
riage to Daniel’s grandfather Isaac Eccleston, she and a fellow-Quaker, Agnes
Tomlinson, travelled around much of northern England on a horse donated by the
Freckleton Meeting.® Daniel Eccleston’s father was appointed an elder of the
Whitehaven Meeting in 1755, indicating that as a child Eccleston was brought up as
a Quaker.” In fact, little is known about Eccleston’s early life, though he was clearly
well educated and his later writings reveal a man with an unusually wide variety of
interests: an Enlightenment polymath.

Eccleston was a man who engaged with, and to an extent, anticipated, the issues
and themes of his time such as religious toleration, the campaigns of Dissenters to
end their obligation to pay tithes, the latest scientific developments, parliamentary
reform and the question of feeding the mass of the people. As such, he deserves
serious consideration as a leading example of the development of a significant body
of provincial Enlightenment thought. The significance of the provincial experience
in the development of the British Enlightenment, has been described by Borsay et al.
in The English Urban Renaissance and more recently in Enlightenment, R oy Porter’s
magisterial survey of the English experience of, and responses to, the Enlighten-
ment.® What is most apparent from the collected writings of Daniel Eccleston is the
influence that his Quaker roots had on his development as a radical thinker in
politics, science and religion, and that his provincial Enlightenment experience was
founded on religious Dissent and intensified by trade and family contacts with the
radical politics of the New World.
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SOWING THE SEEDS OF RADICALISM? A NEW-WORLD ADVENTURE

The family tradition of travelling seems to have endowed Eccleston with a nomadic
streak. Whether he was seeking adventure or attempting to earn a living (although a
combination of both seems most feasible), he set off on a series of remarkable jour-
neys in 1767.° By 1769, Eccleston was travelling around Montreal as well as the
Hudson Valley and the Great Lakes region, probably seeking trading opportunities
and business openings.'’ In the late 1760s this was frontier territory and many of the
local tribes, especially the French-allied Huron, were hostile to the British, for what
the colonists called the French and Indian Wars (The Seven Years War 1756—63)
were barely over. An important interlude in Eccleston’s expedition was a journey he
took with native Indians. It was, in fact, common for settlers, trappers and frontiers-
men to use Indian people as guides and guards so Eccleston’s journey on Lakes
George and Champlain in a birch-bark canoe was not a unique experience, although
it was certainly unusual."’ Eccleston described the occasion thus:

In my returning from Montreal to Boston, sailed down Lake Champlain and Lake

George, in a birch bark canoe, with the king of the Cohnawaga nation and five other

Indians and was eleven days [and] twelve nights on the lakes and in the woods with
12

them.

The time he spent with native Americans may have helped develop Eccleston’s
Quaker outlook on the value of people, for his vision of a world in which all were
equal and all were valued, no matter what their race or religion, was clearly expressed
in his later work Reflections on Religion."

After his journey on the Great Lakes, Eccleston arrived in Boston, Massachusetts,
at that time a town of about 15,000 people, and the main port exporting to both the
West Indies and to Britain.'* The later Boston Tea Party (16 December 1773) was
not the first anti-British incident; for the town had a tradition of legal disputation,
Dissent and protest. Eccleston is likely to have had contact with Bostonian radicalism,
for the merchants of Boston, with whom he would have planned to trade, made up
the bulk of the town’s governing caucus and were in the vanguard of those calling
ever more stridently for political reform. They were increasingly concerned that the
actions of the British government were jeopardising trade and thus the prosperity of
the town."® Whether exposure to this politicised society assisted Eccleston’s political
education we can only speculate, but in the light of his admiration for the leaders of
the American War of Independence it seems reasonable to assume that his stay in
Boston had some impact on his developing political thought. As references in
Eccleston’s later writings reveal, his experiences in America had a profound impact
on this intelligent and questioning young man, and may have triggered the tendency
towards political radicalism initiated by his Quaker upbringing. Two of the most
notable aspects of eighteenth-century Quakerism are its emphasis on the equality of
all people, especially noticeable in their demands for an end to slavery, and their
challenging stance against established authority in the refusal to pay tithes and to
swear oaths. Even before he travelled with the Iroquois peoples and was perhaps
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exposed to Bostonian radicalism, Eccleston was a potential freethinker and reformer.
His American experiences and the later American Revolution were perhaps a
fortunate coincidence of time and place that sowed the seeds of political radicalism
on fertile ground.

Apart from travelling among Indian tribes and spending time in Boston, Eccleston
also travelled through Virginia and probably Maryland. It was in Virginia that one of
the most formative occurrences of his politicisation occurred. He recalled:

During my residence in Virginia, when at Alexandria, I had the pleasure, and I may
also add, the honour, of meeting with General Washington, who gave me an invitation
to call and spend a few days with him on his estate at Mount Vernon.'®

At the time of their meeting Washington was becoming increasingly radical, and his
ideas of freedom seem to have settled on the young Eccleston. A letter to George
Mason (1725-1792) written in 1769 is illustrative of Washington’s growing discon-
tent with the political status quo at this juncture."”

At a time when our lordly Masters in Great Britain will be satisfied with nothing less
than the deprivation of American freedom, it seems highly necessary that something
shou’d be done to avert the stroke and maintain the liberty which we have derived
from our Ancestors; but the manner of doing it to answer the purpose effectively is the
point in question.

Washington was thirteen years older than Eccleston, not a large enough age gap for
him to have appeared as a father figure, and indeed, had he appeared in thatlight it is
unlikely that Eccleston would have been so influenced by him. Young men adven-
turing alone do not generally welcome anyone who might wish to offer unwelcome
advice. The age gap was, though, sufficient for Eccleston to fix upon Washington as
a source of wisdom, perhaps a surrogate older brother, whose opinions were of value
and whose beliefs could be relied upon. He appears to have hero-worshipped this
radical, older man, and the influence of Washington is clear in the later writings of
Eccleston as well as in the medal that Eccleston caused to be made in memory of
George Washington in 1805.

We know little of Eccleston’s later journeys in America, although he certainly had
contacts in New York that were probably established during his travels. However,
Eccleston left the American mainland, probably from New York, towards the end of
1772, before the Boston Tea Party (1773) to which he refers in typically laconic style
as: “The disagreeable situation of affairs that took place in Boston soon after my
leaving the Continent’.'® Eccleston lived in Antigua with his older brother, Isaac, for
some eighteen months, acting as a junior partner in his brother’s business activities.
Eccleston could, in fact, have settled in Antigua, for there was a partnership with his
brother in the offing.!’

Eccleston arrived in Lancaster during the early summer of 1774, and spent around
eighteen months in the then small but prosperous market town.” However, there
are absolutely no records, which show he occupied his time at this juncture. There
was a substantial Quaker community in Lancaster, but, unsurprisingly, in view of his
later disownement, there is no mention in local Quaker records of Eccleston’s
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presenting himself at the meetings, or of his requesting a certificate of removal when
he left the town.2! He was, clearly, well acquainted with several Quaker businessmen
in Lancaster, and so he may have been acting as some sort of shipping agent. In 1776,
instead of settling down to some form of remunerative respectability that fitted the
Quaker ideal, Eccleston once again set off across the Atlantic.** Since he travelled
with an apparently substantial cargo that he planned to trade with in Barbados, it is
reasonable to suppose that he had accumulated some capital and that at that stage in
his life he had decided to settle on that island. Eccleston then remained in the West
Indies for three years (1776—79), engaging in a number of business adventures, with
varying degrees of success, but left the area for good in 1779. Eccleston was certainly
living well when he arrived in Liverpool just before Christmas, for he mentioned
that his rent was twelve shillings a week but that this was rather more than most rents
in that town.”

Eccleston appeared determined that he would now settle down, establish himself
in business and seek a wife; having spent just over a year in Liverpool, he settled in
Lancaster—-arriving back on 25 March, 1781, via a sloop from Liverpool—living on
Queen Street in the centre of the town, and being described as a gentleman.24 Had
matters gone as planned by Eccleston, we might have heard no more of the roving
thirty-four year old bachelor and may well have assumed him to have been claimed
by domesticity, destined to a life of conventional business application. However,
although he stopped his literal roving in 1781, Eccleston then began his exploration
of religion and politics, science and ideas — a metaphorical journey that almost cer-
tainly landed him in prison by January 1798.%° Most radicals caught up in Pitt’s ‘reign
of terror’ had reluctantly submitted to the rule of law by 1800 but Eccleston, true to
his Quaker inheritance, remained defiant of government attempts to control his
freedom of thought, and he continued his attempts to undermine what he saw as the
unjust legislation of authorities, spiritual and temporal, until his death.?

THE FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF AN ENLIGHTENMENT RADICAL

England in 1780 was a nation where the stirrings of a reform movement, established
by Major John Cartwright (1740-1824), John Wilkes (1725-1797) and Christopher
Wyvil (1740-1822) were taking hold. Although there was no formal, countrywide
reform organisation, and no specific list of grievances common to radical reformers,
the fledgling Corresponding Societies were a sign that all was not well in the land of
the Glorious Revolution.”” The American Revolution had not been met with uni-
versal disapprobation in England — there were those who saw justice in the American
claim to not be taxed without representation, and lack of representation was a matter
of concern to many Dissenters, including Quakers. These English reformers were not
of the stamp of the Bostonian radicalism that had possibly fired up Eccleston’s
political imagination, but the ideas they proposed were radical indeed in an English
context. Even though the corpus of Eccleston’s political writings so far traced cannot
be dated before 1794, he should be seen from the time of his return to England in
1779 as an authentic initiator of a radical camaraderie in the northwest. Several of
Eccleston’s letters written in 1780, with their wonderfully varied mix of business,
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gossip and news include satisfied mentions of the election of ‘our friend’ the Whig
Henry Rawlinson (1743-1786) to one of the Liverpool seats in 1780. Henry
Rawlinson’s cousin Abraham Rawlinson (1738-1803) was a retired West Indies
planter of Quaker origin, who had recently returned to England and settled near
Lancaster.”® He had been returned as MP for Lancaster in the same election.
Abraham Rawlinson voted in favour of parliamentary reform and in favour of ending
the second war with revolutionary France, and Eccleston regularly sent parcels to
Rawlinson’s address as he travelled around the country seeking goods for despatch to
the West Indies.?” The radical Whigs of the period, under the leadership of Charles
James Fox (1749-1806), were determined to end the disadvantaged status of the
English Catholics and Protestant Dissenters. They saw the need for Catholic eman-
cipation under English law as in no way at odds with their expressing at the same
time distaste for priest-craft and popery; such Foxite sentiments were very clearly
expressed in Eccleston’s later work Reflections on the Freedom of Religion.>

Between the years 1781-97, Eccleston employed himself as an insurance broker
and general and liquor merchant. Eccleston was also the inventor and manufacturer
of a large pair of wheels designed to allow safer and speedier passage across the sands
of Morecambe Bay. In addition, he had designed and produced a machine for
weaving sails in one piece, a typically practical response to a profit opportunity.
Lancaster had an active shipbuilding trade in the 1780s, and some of the firms
engaged in it were Quaker-owned. The machine was, apparently, still being used in
Lancaster on his death, possibly making sailcloth for the Quaker shipbuilding firm of
Brockbank.*! As a man of prodigious energy, Eccleston did not spend his leisure only
in the pursuit of pretty women and strong liquor (both of which feature in the letters
and his will) but he also believed in continuing both his and others’ education.’?> One
of his many scientific interests in the 1780s was the practical application of electricity
and magnetism to industry and to everyday life. He had a copy of Benjamin
Franklin’s (1706—1790) Letters on Electricity (1774) and owned a machine that could
be used to generate electricity.>> He decided that this new technology, if hamessed,
was a harbinger of the future and as a result wrote and delivered a series of lectures
on the subject, probably given at the Lancaster Assembly Rooms.** The type of
equipment that Eccleston was demonstrating was extremely expensive and consid-
ered remarkable in the late eighteenth century, and the lectures must have proved a
great attraction in a regional capital such as Lancaster, with a ready audience of the
well-to-do, educated, middle class. The links between a fascination with the
potential of new technology and radical politics in the eighteenth century are well
documented, and Eccleston’s interests and ideas exemplify the progressive Enlighten-
ment mind-set that had developed through the eighteenth century.’®

EXCLUSION FROM THE LANCASTER MEETING

As a man of many parts, Eccleston obviously found much to fill his life. However,
active participation in the faith of his parents was not one of his many activities. He
was clearly not taking any interest at all in the local Quaker Meeting; he had in fact
never officially notified local Friends that he had moved to Lancaster. However, he
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had attended at least one Yearly Meeting although his motives were not those of
seeking religious succour. He wrote to a friend:

For as I'm still unmarried, and now being settled in England, I'm on the lookout for a
Bedfellow, on which Account I was at the Annual Meeting of Quakers, which was
held at Penrith.*®

Nine years later, and still unmarried, his failure to make any public religious obser-
vances at all was causing the Lancaster Monthly Meeting a great deal of anxiety.
Eccleston was clearly identified by the people of Lancaster as a Quaker; accordingly,
his failure to attend meetings concerned the Lancaster elders.”” The Monthly Meet-
ing resolved to send a deputation of three worthy elders whose duty was to persuade
Eccleston of the error of his ways. This attempt failed and a subsequent minute was
made in January 1790.%® This disownment seems to have encouraged Eccleston to
dislike all organised religion, not simply the religion of the establishment. He replied
to the Lancaster Monthly Meeting by returning the minute annotated, ‘Father
forgive them for they know not what they do’.*” The reaction of the Lancaster
Meeting on receipt of this document is, sadly, not recorded for posterity; one can
imagine, however, that its irony was not especially well received. It was at that point
in his career that Eccleston seems to have made the cognitive leap from mainstream
religious Dissent to the realm of Deism and Unitarianism and then to his ultimate
search for a religion that could encompass any number of individual beliefs.

Eccleston’s spiritual journeying neatly illustrates Sommerville’s contention that by
the late eighteenth century a secular mind-set was the inevitable consequence of the
differentiation of religious institutions, the rapid progress of ideas of scientific cer-
tainty and the fact that Protestantism itself was a religion founded more on reason
than on myth. Sommerville expresses this change in outlook thus: ‘There can be no
history of thought that does not take into account what holds together the horizon of
the thinkable and the tools for thinking it’.*’ Paradoxically, it was Eccleston’s Quaker
background that provided him with the tools for rationalising religion. In common
with all Quakers, Eccleston was brought up rejecting the tenets and even the right of
existence of the Established Church as the church of the establishment; he was also
taught that all men and women were equal before God and therefore before men. It
was this background that allowed him to develop his ideas of religion and to later
reject all forms of religious organisation—including Quakerism itself. He did not
develop these ideas in isolation: Richard Price (1723-1791), Thomas Paine (1737—
1809) and other writers of the period expound similar ideas on religion in their
writings to those Eccleston developed in his work.*! The creed of the Enlightenment
was a belief in reason and justice, the ending of prejudice and the application of
science, with an overarching belief in the freedom of the individual as supreme — a
set of beliefs that can be seen to have had the potential to grow out of the Quaker
foundations of freedom of worship and the equality of all.*

Eccleston was far from downcast at his exclusion from the Lancaster Meeting and
even began taking an active interest in the affairs of the Established Church in
Lancaster. Some of the influential inhabitants of Lancaster opposed the Bishop of
Chester’s plan for the building of a new chapel of ease, that of St John and St Anne.*
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They held a meeting and proposed to establish their own church, under the leader-
ship of the Reverend William Coulton, curate of Lancaster priory, and got up a
subscription fund to which £4200 was subscribed in less than one week.** Eccleston
was especially exercised over the decision by Lancaster worthies to grant this pro-
posed living to Coulton, whom he had no fear of lambasting in a provocative
broadside to the people of the town, datable to 1795:

Who not content with the ample provision and revenue of his predecessor, hath
already rendered himself obnoxious to the people, by his avaricious and ill-timed exac-
tion’s on the property of the parishioners of St Mary’sA45

It is evident from the tone of this document that just as Eccleston was not prepared
to defer to the elders of the Quaker Meeting, neither would he allow the influential
citizens of Lancaster to remain unchallenged in their support for a man whom
Eccleston saw as reflecting all that was rotten in late eighteenth-century society—
patronage, pensioners and placemen—and he was ready to put up a spirited and
public defence of what he believed to be right. He also used the occasion to rehearse
the nature of his increasingly unitarian beliefs. The reference is unambiguous, and
will have irritated and exasperated those in the Established Church, and probably
caused the local Quaker Meeting genuine anguish too. Eccleston called on the
people of Lancaster to:

Convince the world that you are men, and not slaves, expunge from your prayerbooks
that uncharitable, unintelligible doctrine of St Athanasius’s creed. 0

Quakers were and are trinitarians; by 1795 Eccleston clearly was not."” The increas-
ingly radical nature of Eccleston’s beliefs is also indicated by the pseudonym he used,
‘Phileleutheros’, for this translates as ‘lover of freedom’. Eccleston seems to have been
concerned at the increasingly reactionary activities of both public opinion and the
government in their responses to calls for reform by 1795.*® Early Quakers had been
so persecuted that they had effectively been the first organisation to develop their
own political lobby,* and although the Lancaster Meeting in 1790 did not regard
Eccleston as a Quaker after his disownment, his political activities were in the tradi-
tion of Quaker protest.>’

THE FURTHER RADICALISATION OF ECCLESTON

Although Eccleston clearly took an interest in local and national politics and could be
described as being on the radical wing of Whiggery the factor that was the most
likely impetus for Eccleston’s move into open defiance of the government was
probably the trial of Thomas Walker (1751-1817) for treason. This took place in
Lancaster in April 1794 and it is inconceivable that Eccleston did not go to the aid of
a friend.®" It was after the trial that Eccleston took his political grievances to a
national stage with his 1795 signed petition to the king. In the circumstances of the
age and in the light of Walker’s recent trial this was the act of a brave man. The
lengthy petition reflected his views on the danger of ‘gagging’ legislation, and offered
a defence of an individual’s right to have freedom of religion and conscience.’? The
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Pitt government (1783—-1801) was finding it increasingly difficult to silence a growing
tide of radicalism, which it believed might lead the British to revolution, and was
particularly worried about the spread of radical ideas in print. The London Corre-
sponding Society had developed a countrywide network that was demanding reform,
and radical publishers and printers were disseminating ideas the government consid-
ered revolutionary. Eccleston was clearly engaging in the radical debate of the period,;
he had certainly read radical literature and he printed appeals for freedom of con-
science and worship on many occasions. Ideas of freedom and equality of worship, if
they were enshrined in law, relentlessly and almost inevitably led towards concepts of
freedom of speech, thought and the political equality of men and it was this that
concerned the government. The degree of alarm that Eccleston felt about the
increasing encroachments of the Church and State on individuals’ right to freedom
of conscience becomes clear when his petition is considered. Many radical ideas were
based on the notion that justice was done not only to individuals, but also to society.
Eccleston was a man with a passionate belief'in justice, who, in the face of increasing
persecution of radicals, was prepared to speak up. Where earlier Quakers had spoken
up for their right to worship a triune God as they chose, Eccleston spoke up for his
right to share in public any ideas he chose, and was prepared, in a protest against the
‘Two Acts’, to make public his dislike of both the increasingly repressive measures
being introduced by Pitt, and of the continuing war with France.>®

And should those bills at present pending in the two Houses of Parliament, which has
excited such a general alarm amongst your subjects, be sanctioned by YOUR
MAJESTY, and become a part of the laws of this country, I shall be really apprehensive
for that life, which I have always considered, and which the concurrent circumstances of
the TIMES, at this important Crisis, hath rendered so peculiarly and essentially
necessary to the tranquillity of this Kingdom... Had this unfortunate MONARCH
listened to the woices of his people, and cordially accepted the Constitution that was
offered Him by the Legislative Body, LOUIS the SIXTEENTH, might have been at
this day, the first Crowned Head in Europe.54

As all petitions addressed to the crown were sent to the Treasury Solicitors in order
to assess whether the content warranted the prosecution of the author, Eccleston
must have excited the interest of the authorities — for his petition, unlike many others
circulating at that time, was not anonymous.

Throughout the period after Eccleston’s return to England, he and other radicals
had been inspired by the success of the Americans in gaining their liberty (although
equality for all was not on the American agenda) while the French had gained both
liberty and equality. However, by 1795, many radicals were distancing themselves
from the French Revolution, on the grounds that even the sacred cause of liberty did
not justify the increasing violence, but also as a result of the rising tide of British
patriotism after war was declared in 1793. While leading radicals younger than
Eccleston were being imprisoned for seditious libel or had emigrated to avoid impris-
onment, Eccleston wrote in defence of the French people.®

I believe there never was in the History of Mankind, an instance of so great a
REVOLUTION in so large an EMPIRE, and Twenty Six Millions of People:
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effecting their emancipationfi-om a System of both Civil and Religious Tyranny, under
which they had groaned for many generations, with so little bloodshed.>®

Over the same period, it had become apparent that the ‘Freeborn Englishman’ was
not to be granted those liberties that the radicals felt should have been theirs by right.
The various campaigns by Dissenters for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts
had been rejected, while government was seen as increasingly corrupt and uncon-
trolled — a place of pensioners and sinecurists that had abandoned the principles of
Magna Carta and natural justice. Late eighteenth-century radicals, for the most part,
were not democrats; neither did they have a list of specific demands that can be
equated to the early nineteenth-century reform campaign that led to the Great
Reform Act of 1832. Indeed, the Corresponding Societies apart, they were barely
organised. The ‘Friends of Liberty’ and the ‘Friends of Peace’ were just that —loose
groupings of like-minded people, with no formal constitution or organisational
framework.>” They wanted to contain and curb the government, to eradicate pen-
sioners, placemen and patronage and to prevent further abuses by establishing checks
and balances that protected the natural rights of the people. They made no demands
for extensions of the franchise and had no national campaign platform. Eccleston,
though, seems to have moved to the extreme edge of British radical thought during
the late eighteenth century. He was certainly in favour of the French R evolution and
remained an admirer of Napoleon long after most radicals had abandoned admiration
of him as unpatriotic. In large part Eccleston’s views were those of the Foxite Whigs,
who, by 1797, were concemed that English radicals might become so aggrieved by
the lack of modest reform that they would rise up in imitation of the Jacobins across
the channel. However, Eccleston was to diverge from the Foxite Whigs in the depth
of his antagonism to establishment controls over freedom of conscience and it was
this that led to his most spectacular brush with the authorities.

REFLECTIONS ON RELIGION

Eccleston’s 1797 work, Reflections on the Freedom of Religion—No Atheism, was
published in Lancaster, as a precursor to his General History of the Religion of all Nations
in the World, and is described in the advertisement for the book as, ‘the amusement of
my leisure hours’.>® Reflections on the Freedom of Religion drew on many sources,
which he cheerfully acknowledged (although not by name) as expressing ideas
‘perfectly coinciding with my own sentiments’.”* In 1790s Britain the anti-radical
Church and King movement equated the French Revolution with state-sponsored
atheism.® Fear of radical ideas was linked to a fear of atheism, and indeed it was that
fear that drove on the Church and King mobs who regularly attacked radicals and
Dissenters. English radicals viewed the French Revolution from a different perspec-
tive to the Church and King upholders of the status quo. They saw the French
Revolution as part of a realisation of Enlightenment thought that would allow
reason, truth, justice and liberty to prevail. If the Enlightenment and its associated
radicalism were to succeed, and lead to a progressive, tolerant society, then fear of
the unknown, including atheism, had to be dispelled. In Reflections on Religion,
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Eccleston argued strongly that atheism simply could not exist. He also, in effect,
denied the doctrine of the Trinity.®' The book must have been quite widely circu-
lated, for several copies survive, and, indeed, the advertisement that appears at the
front of the book is widely quoted and often misinterpreted:

From my not having for some time past frequented the meeting of the Religious
Society I was born and educated amongst, or any other place of public Worship, and
from my having, on all occasions, spoken very freely against Superstition and Priest-craft,
Persecution, Tithes &c. I apprehend it has been maliciously represented by some, and
believed by others, that I must be either an Atheist or Deist. And I shall here, as a
general answer, repeat the reply I made when accused on this subject. Viz. “That I had
a Church in my own bosom, which at present, I was perfectly satisfied with; and that
there was a parson in the pulpit, who preached sound doctrine, withoutdemanding any
Tithes’. But I think it necessary, in my own justification, to publish my Religious
principles: and which I can’t do better than by an extract from the preface to a General
History of the Religion of all Nations in the World, which I have made some progress in
collecting materials for, and which continues, at times, to be the amusement of my
leisure hours.*?
Smith’s descriptive catalogue quotes the advertisement in full, which has led some
conunentators to assume that Eccleston’s main reason for publishing the book was to
rebut accusations that ‘I must be either an Atheist or a Deist’ > However, the book
itself seems to be built on the ideas of Thomas Aquinas, John Locke, William Paley,
Richard Price and other major philosophers. Eccleston used his book to condemn
priest-craft (although not Catholics), superstition and bigotry. He argued for the
essential equality of all people (a Quaker tenet) and all religions (not a Quaker belief):

W e ought to love and cherish every man, let him be black or white, Jew, Gentile,

Pagan or Christian, if he is a good member of saciery.(’4

This level of equality of religion and the discussion that followed of the route into
heaven for all, ‘no matter what their beliefs’, was clearly open to accusations of
blasphemy.® However, Eccleston did not stop there, but continued the argument by
describing the benefits of worshipping the Supreme Being (singular and not triune)

through the ‘broad scale of nature’:%

Nature, the minister of his irrevocable commands, the depository of his immutable
decrees, never deviates from the laws he has prescribed for her. She alters no part of his
original plan: but in all her operations, she exhibits the Eternal Lord of the Universe.®’

The book is worthy of a far more detailed examination than can be conducted here.
Eccleston concluded with an assertion that:

Whatever Religion is incapable of making proselytes. ..without the alliance or coercion
of civil power, that religion is not divine. Laws made to restrain the religious opinions
of mankind are...absurd...penalties inflicted to enforce conformity to any certain mode
of worship, are so many insults to the Almighty and to the human understanding.{’8

Having undoubtedly attracted the attention of the Treasury Solicitor by his previous
petitions, Eccleston, in this public synthesis of ideas of individual liberty and religious
liberty coupled with his printed criticism of government and church laws, was
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provocative in the extreme. The omission of the publisher’s details on the title page
of the book, thus circumventing the 1792 regulations demanding that publishers take
responsibility for the contents of any work they produced, is a clear indication that
Eccleston was prepared for his work to result in some sort of prosecution.®” Indeed,
it caused the authorities to take notice immediately.

Lancaster was part of the Diocese of Chester in 1798, but was administered by the
Archdeanery of Richmond. Although the government had brought a number of
high-profile treason trials as an attempt to contain radical views, juries were extremely
reluctant to convict defendants. However, the ‘Church and courts in England had a
long tradition of working together’, and trials for blasphemy where a publication
attacked the legally constituted Church were used as a means of containing radical
thought.”” Eccleston was a man who believed, before all else, in justice and the
power of reason; he undoubtedly thought that he would be able to trust to English
justice and the power of his reasonable and reasoned argument to either avoid prose-
cution or to achieve an acquittal. However, this was not to be, and by 1 January
1798, Eccleston was a prisoner in Lancaster Castle.

Eccleston occupied his time in a number of ways while in prison, and as a prolific
letter writer he was certainly engaged in protesting his innocence to whomever he
thought might or ought to listen. He also took up the case of two imprisoned
debtors, Daniel Holt and George Ward, describing the unjustness of imprisoning
men for debt, and demanding that the laws that allowed imprisonment for debt be
reappraised so that such iniquities ceased. Eccleston’s insistence that justice be done
to all, and his increasing anger at the lack of justice for ‘freeborn Englishmen’, are
also exhibited in the satires and verses he wrote while in prison: ‘O. My Country.
How long wilt thou suffer such fellows to have anything to do with the Liberty of
Englishmen’. While some of the writing he produced in prison was signed, one of the
more defamatory items ends with the challenge to the authorities: ‘If thou intends
prosecuting the author of this Incendiary Letter, thou must prove the handwriting’.”'
Since Eccleston was not prosecuted for the satire and its accompanying libel, we
must assume that no-one attempted to prove his handwriting on that occasion.

ECCLESTON’S DEFIANCY AFTER IMPRISONMENT

Following the influential work of E.P. Thompson, there has developed an under-
standing that the persecution of radicals in the 1790s did not cause radicalism to die
and then be resurrected again with Luddism and Peterloo, but that there was some
continuation of underground radicalism during the ‘fallow years’ of 1796—1815.7?
There is no doubt that the early Regency radicals were rather more discreet in their
methods, relying on anonymous broadsides and ballads to spread their message, and
often disguising any organisation they may have had as friendly societies, so as not to
attract the attention of the authorities.”® Eccleston, though, decided to thumb his
nose at the establishment in several fairly public ways in the years after he was released
from Lancaster Castle late in 1798. His immediate reaction was to add a sobriquet to
his name, and to ensure that he signed all future correspondence in full as Daniel
Belteshazzar Plantagenet Eccleston. Contemporaries would have easily understood
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these additions to his name as a reference to Eccleston’s political opinions. Belte-
shazzar is a biblical reference to the book of Daniel.”* The parallels between the
biblical Daniel and Eccleston’s giving of advice to an increasingly unbalanced George
III through his petitions, and having that advice ignored, are plain. The references to
the Jews’ right to freedom of worship outside the established religion of the land in
which they were exiled also have an obvious parallel with Eccleston’s contention that
all people of any faith should have a right to freedom of belief and worship. These
analogies would have been perfectly clear to Eccleston, who was a self-confessed
scholar of religious history.”® The Plantagenet reference was one with which English
radicalism was in perfect harmony.”® The English radical tradition differed from the
French in that it was not demanding universal rights as a result of natural law, but
rather the restoration of lost ancestral privileges.”” Eccleston’s use of nomenclature to
express his continued radical beliefs fits well with Wood’s contention that: ‘The
inheritance of the 1790s had changed not only what radicals thought but how they
could communicate their thought’.”®

While Eccleston’s addition of a slightly subversive sobriquet is not necessarily
indicative of a continuing strand of radicalism in Britain, in the political climate of
the time it would certainly have been understood as indicative of his dissatisfaction
with the current establishment. In the event, Eccleston continued to make clear his
disapproval of the British government by first sending in 1802 a commemorative
medal celebrating the achievements of Napoleon to the French government, follow-
ing it up in 1805 with a medal commemorating George Washington, who had died
in 1799.” The medals of Washington resulted in a continuing correspondence with
Thomas Jefferson (1743—1826) and James Madison (1751-1836). In his first letter to
Jefferson dated 20 May 1807, he commented under the address ‘“Thomas Jefferson,
President of the United States: I think there is a dignity in the plain address, superior
to all the titles in the world’.*’ The republican tone is obvious, and a logical con-
tinuation of the radicalism that Eccleston maintained as his life progressed.

ECCLESTON’S LATER WORKS

The mystery of Eccleston’s premature obituary has still to be fully unravelled.?' It
includes a reference to Eccleston as the author of several works, including Lamenta-
tions of the Children of Israel (1813). It was thought by Edith Tyson, one-time curator
of Lancaster Museum and author of a monograph about the life of Eccleston, that
this work did not exist, and previous attempts to trace it had proved futile.*> How-
ever, a book with the title Lamentations of the Children of Israel recently turned up as
an anonymous addition (published in 1813) to a copy of The Three Trials of William
Hone (1818).% While Lamentations of the Children of Isracl then disappeared from view
again, on the basis of information so far received it does appear to be a typical
Eccleston publication.® It calls for the removal of civil disabilities from all Dissenters,
with special pleadings for Unitarians, Catholics and Jews. It reportedly contains the
Eccleston trademark rhyming couplets. Eccleston did not live to see the repeal of the
Test and Corporation Acts (1828), nor Catholic Emancipation (1829), but he would
have been delighted by these measures towards equal rights for all.
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CONCLUSION

Eccleston died in 1821, naming two much younger men as executors to his will. He
appears to have become frail in his last months, for the handwriting on his will was
shaky. At this stage in his life Eccleston may have remembered his own comments to
his frail father forty years earlier:

I know tis an easy matter for the sound to give advice to the sick. I wou’d only just
recommend thy endeavouring to bear thy illness with as much patience and resignation
as possible. Something must bring us all to our Dissolution, and if it is my lott [sic] to
live to thy age, when it comes to my turn I hope I shall be resigned85

It is possible to speculate that his own lack of children and his lively mind led
Eccleston to seek friends in many age groups, rather than mainly from among his
contemporaries. The executors of his will were Dr Lawson Whalley, born in 1782
and left fatherless in 1783,% and the attorney William R obinson (1792-1862) who
later became Liberal Mayor of Lancaster. As young men, both were members of the
Lancaster Reform Association between the years 1828—32: did their earlier associa-
tion with the radicalism of Eccleston engender their political activity? Though his
obituary reduced his achievements to mediocrity by dubbing him eccentric, his
papers and publications reveal a man of extraordinarily diverse character and strongly
held conviction and a man of courage and humour.

The brief sketch of his life outlined here can only be a foretaste of a more detailed
work that has yet to be undertaken. What is certain is that Daniel Eccleston was a
man who engaged with, and to an extent, anticipated, the issues and themes of his
time, such as religious toleration, the campaigns of Dissenters to end their obligation
to pay tithes, the latest scientific developments, parliamentary reform and the ques-
tion of feeding the mass of the people. As such, he deserves serious consideration as a
leading example of the development of a significant body of provincial Enlighten-
ment thought. He was part of the radicalisation of England that took place in the
wake of the American and French Revolutions. His influence on events may have
been greater than has currently been established, as many papers, including corre-
spondence with Pitt and various government ministers, remain unexplored as yet.
The links between Eccleston, Thomas Walker and Matthew Boulton need to be
investigated, with a thorough examination of the Walker papers held at Manchester
and the Boulton papers in Birmingham, as evidence so far suggests more substantial
contact between radical groups across the country than has previously been estab-
lished. Whatever the extent of Daniel Eccleston’s involvement, there remains no
doubt that the man himself lived life to the full and left a legacy of value to both
Quaker and secular historians; a paradox he would have appreciated.
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