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Abstract

Birmingham was known as the ‘city of a thousand trades’ because of its diverse industrial
base, but one of these trades, brass manufacturing, has barely been explored by historians.
This thesis examines the origins of the industry, explores its expansion throughout the
eighteenth century, outlines the development of a national political presence through a
network of brass founders, and places the trade within an international context. Using
personal correspondence, Parliamentary records, trade cards, travel diaries and printed
primary sources, this research provides the fullest picture of the development of the
Birmingham brass industry to date. It reveals that the success of the industry was dependent
on increasingly sophisticated organisational methods and political strategies, developed by a
group of local industrialists. The collective political activities of Birmingham brass
manufacturers enabled local businessmen to assert their interests over and against copper
and brass businesses elsewhere in Britain, as well as continental Europe. This was achieved
by using manipulative propaganda, lobbying politicians, and the dismantling of opponents’
arguments. By 1801 the brass founders of Birmingham had established their trade as a
significant local industry. Crucially, they had also successfully asserted Birmingham’s

economic interests on the national stage.
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Introduction

This thesis explores the Birmingham brass industry between 1740 and 1801. Whilst historians
have acknowledged the extent and size of the brass industry in Birmingham during the
eighteenth century, historical accounts of its origins, organisation, expansion, and significance
have been limited.! This thesis is the first time that much of the scattered primary material
has been collated and analysed. By bringing together a range of disparate sources, this study
identifies the shape and nature of the origins and development of the Birmingham brass
industry. More particularly, this thesis shows how, alongside innovations in organisation,
processes and technologies, Birmingham industrialists actively developed political strategies
throughout the late-eighteenth century. Brass founders in Birmingham formed a political
lobbying group, through which they devised and campaigned for the protectionist policies
necessary to safeguard their industry during a period marked by revolutions, foreign industrial
competition, and wars. By revealing these developments, this thesis demonstrates the
emerging and interconnected political, social, and economic dimensions of the Birmingham

brass trade.

This research provides a case-study of the political activities of local brass founders. It
explores the aims of the group, as well as the leadership, structure, membership, methods,

and influential connections of brass founders, locally, nationally, and internationally. By the

L' W. Aitken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” in The Resources, Products and Industrial History of Birmingham
and the Midland Hardware District, ed. S. Timmins (London: Robert Hardwicke Publishing, 1866); M. Berg, The
Age of Manufactures 1700-1820: Industry, Innovation and Work in Britain (Abingdon: Routledge, 1994); H.
Hamilton, The English Brass and Copper Industries to 1800 (Abingdon: Routledge, 1967); P. Jones, Industrial
Enlightenment: Science, Technology and Culture in Birmingham and the West Midlands, 1760-1820
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008); M. Rowlands, Masters and Men in the West Midland
Metalware Trades Before the Industrial Revolution (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1975).



mid-eighteenth century brass and copper exports were lucrative markets throughout Europe,
Asia, North America, and West Africa.? The industrialists of Birmingham fought to gain wealth,
stability, autonomy, and influence within the British brass trade and by 1801 the brass
founders were regularly engaging with some members of the political elite of Britain
(Chapters Four and Five). The strategies utilised by brass founders to achieve their aims
changed significantly between 1740 and 1801. These strategic shifts are outlined in this
research. By examining these different phases, the thesis sheds light on the political and
industrial cultures of an important British trade during the second half of the eighteenth
century. Each chapter focuses on key moments, individuals, time periods, or conflicts which
shaped and changed the development of the Birmingham brass industry. In sum, the thesis
stresses that political engagement was a vital part of the industrial and economic changes

within the trade.

William Court described the pre-industrialised region known as Birmingham and District as ‘a
smallish area of some 200 square miles made up of parts of south Staffordshire, north
Warwickshire, and east Worcestershire.”®> Throughout the eighteenth century the area
underwent dramatic changes, including rapid population growth, industrialisation, and
urbanisation.* The drastic transformation of Birmingham and District during this period has
led to a diverse and growing level of historical analysis, exploring how and why social,
economic, and industrial change took place. This chapter begins by exploring the existing
secondary historical literature on Birmingham and its metal trades, highlighting the neglect

of the town’s important brass industry as a subject of study despite this diverse material. This

2 W. Aitken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” 229.
3 W. Court, The Rise of the Midlands Industries, 1600-1838 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1938), 2.
4 Court, The Rise of the Midlands Industries, 2.



section is followed by an exploration of the international trading context, as well as the
evolving historical literature and analysis of international trade, which is crucial in
understanding the changes that occurred in the brass trade of Birmingham. Following this
section, the political history of late-eighteenth century Birmingham is outlined, and it is
argued that there are a number of important factors that have been omitted in histories of
the town — most importantly the politics of the brass industry. Following the literature review
of these three core areas, the introduction focuses upon the methodology utilised in this
thesis. Birmingham brass has no centralised archives, it was a notoriously secretive industry,
and the sources are disparate and scattered, which creates methodological difficulties and
limitations for a researcher. The introduction finishes with an overview of the structure of the
thesis. The research is placed within current historiographical debates, and challenges aspects
of existing analyses. It builds upon the secondary literature of eighteenth-century
Birmingham metal industries, the town’s international trading context, and political lobbying,

to produce fresh perspectives and insights on an important industry.>

The History of Birmingham Metal Trades

Whilst the history of Birmingham continues to evolve, one theme remains constant within
the historical literature of the town: metalworking has always been vital to Birmingham’s
economic growth. William Hutton, in his eighteenth-century history, was clear that he

believed skill with metal lay at the heart of Birmingham’s manufacturing success:

5 Berg, The Age of Manufactures; |. Cawood and L. Peters, eds., Print, Politics and the Provincial Press in Modern
Britain (Oxford: Peter Land Publishing, 2019); J. Norris, “Samuel Garbett and The Early Development of Industrial
Lobbying in Great Britain,” The Economic History Review: 10: 3 (April 1958), 450.



Birmingham begun (sic) with the productions of the anvil, and probably will end
with them. The sons of the hammer were once her chief inhabitants; but that
great croud (sic) of artists is now lost in a greater: Genius seems to increase with

multitude.®

Hutton’s sentiment was echoed in the nineteenth century by liberal statesman Richard
Cobden who concluded that ‘our [Birmingham’s] strength, wealth and commerce grew out of
the skilled labour of the men working in metals. They are at the foundation of our
manufacturing greatness.”” Historians have continued to reinforce the idea that metalwork
has been a vital element in Birmingham’s history. Maxine Berg concluded that the metal
industries of Birmingham were intrinsically linked to the evolution of the town, more
particularly that the production of specialist metal products for international markets meant
that the town’s infrastructure and transportation networks were expanded and improved to
cater for markets outside of the borders of Birmingham and District.® This thesis provides
case-study evidence to support and extend Berg’s claim, highlighting the importance of the
brass industry in the transformation of Birmingham. It draws attention to how its expansion,
as a result of international demand for copper-alloy products, physically transformed the
landscape and infrastructure of the town in terms of the number of large brass houses and

the expansion of road and canal networks.

5 W. Hutton, An History of Birmingham (Birmingham: Pearson and Rollason Publishing, 1783), 79.

7 As cited in E. Wrigley, Continuity, Chance and Change: The Character of the Industrial Revolution in England
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 57.

8 M. Berg, Markets and Manufacture in Early Industrial Europe, (Abingdon: Routledge, 1991), 182.



In the 1990s, Berg argued that many of the details and complexities of specific metal products
and industries in Britain were still not entirely understood and stressed the need for further
research into individual industries.® Since then a far greater understanding of the various
different metal trades has emerged through a variety of studies. Robert Allen has provided
macro level models that highlight how several industries, including metal trades, responded
to the pressures of the international economy.!° Chris Evans and Géran Rydén have discussed
the varied social organisation found within the production of iron in Europe.!! Other industrial
centres in Britain have detailed accounts to explain the origins, rise, and popularity of
important metal and industrial trades, as well as the cultures surrounding them.!? For
instance, Geoffrey Tweedale has a thorough analysis of the development of the Sheffield steel
industry.'® Tweedale splits his history of Sheffield steel into distinct phases; he outlines the
establishment of competitive superiority within the market beginning in the 1740s, followed
by a description of how competition was dealt with through the diversification of family firms,
finishing in the 1920s and 1930s when the competitive edge was lost.'* In 2009 this work was
followed up with a revised intercontinental approach where he explored links to America.®
There is however, no equivalent study of the Birmingham brass trade. Whilst, as is explored

below, the Birmingham metal industries have received much attention, the brass industry has

° Berg, The Age of Manufactures, 232.

10R, Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
11 C. Evans and G. Rydén, eds., The Industrial Revolution in Iron: The Impact of British Coal Technology in
Nineteenth-Century Europe (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2005).

125, Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Vintage Books Publishing, 2015), 340-379; W. Crump,
The Leeds Woollen Industry 1780-1820 (Leeds: Thoresby Society, 1931); M. Keighley, Wool City: A History of the
Bradford Textile Industry (Bradford: Whitaker and Company, 2007); P. Satia, Empire of Guns: The Violent Making
of the Industrial Revolution (London: Duckworth Overlook, 2018); G. Tweedale, Steel City: Entrepreneurship,
Strategy and Technology in Sheffield 1743-1993 (Wotton Under Edge: Clarendon Press, 1995).

13 Tweedale, Steel City.

¥ Tweedale, Steel City.

15 G. Tweedale, Sheffield Steel and America: A Century of Commercial and Technological Interdependence 1830-
1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).



not been studied in detail for reasons hypothesised in the methodology. As a result of
methodological difficulties, the analysis of brass in Birmingham has often been a brief and
descriptive side note within wider histories of Birmingham manufacturing, which highlight the
importance of brass, but neglect explaining its origins and development.® By using a similar
approach to Tweedale, this thesis outlines the main phases of the history of the Birmingham
brass industry, whilst placing them within an international perspective. It outlines how and

why the brass industry expanded in the way that it did.

There had been studies of specific Birmingham metal trades and industries before Berg'’s
intervention in 1994, for example, Nicholas Goodison’s exploration of Matthew Boulton’s
ormolu reveals the methods by which Boulton’s luxury ornaments were designed, made, and
marketed between 1762 and 1782.” However, since Berg outlined some of the gaps in the
historical literature of Birmingham, an understanding of Birmingham and District’'s metal
industries has been augmented, expanded, and updated in various studies. Shena Mason
traced the origins and development of using precious metals in jewellery-making in
Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter.’® Peter Jones explored Joel Mokyr's Industrial
Enlightenment concept through a case study of Birmingham and the West Midlands, using
the scientific, technological, and cultural dimensions of various industries to explore the
transfer of ‘useful knowledge.’ Jones’ study featured a variety of metal trades as examples,

including steel and iron.'® More recently Priya Satia has reframed the Industrial Revolution

16 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, 129-139.

7' N. Goodison, Ormolu: The Work of Matthew Boulton (New York: Prager Publishers, 1974).

185, Mason, Jewellery Making in Birmingham: 1750-1995 (Felpham: Phillimore, 1998).

19 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment; ). Mokyr, The Gifts of Athena: Historical Origins of the Knowledge Economy
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2002), 28-77; J. Mokyr, The Enlightened Economy: An Economic History
of Britain 1700-1850 (London: Yale University Press, 2012).



using the expansion of the British Empire, as well as the emergence of industrial capitalism,
as crucial to the development of the gun trade; many of the metal gun components she
discusses were created or assembled in Birmingham.?° In the years since Satia’s book,
doctoral research has also revealed the importance of the enamel industry and the cut nail
iron trade, as well as luxury trinkets and toys to Birmingham.?! This thesis builds upon these
analyses of the metal trades of Birmingham and District and, by focusing on the brass industry,

helps in understanding what shaped their history.

The history of metalworking in Birmingham and District has inevitably focused primarily on
the achievements of two individuals: Matthew Boulton and James Watt. The focus has been
particularly strong in the last twelve years because of the bicentennial anniversaries of the
deaths of the two men (respectively in 2009 and 2019), which were commemorated in books
and conferences.?? In 2011 the pair also appeared on the Bank of England’s new fifty pound
note.??> The two influential industrialists are often used to represent metallurgical
entrepreneurs within the region, possibly because of their astute self-promotion and

marketing of their inventions, along with the survival of the Boulton and Watt archives.?* In

20 Satia, Empire of Guns.

21 ). Grayson, “South Staffordshire Enamels: The Lost Craftsmanship of Eighteenth-Century Copper Substrate”
(Birmingham City University PhD thesis, 2018): F. Sjogren, “Entrepreneurship and Technological Change: the
Birmingham and District Cut-Nail Trade, c. 1811-1913” (University of Birmingham PhD thesis, 2019). At the time
of writing J. Dixon at the University of Birmingham is conducting doctoral research into toys which were made
in eighteenth-century Birmingham.

22 ‘Where Genius and the Arts Preside’ Matthew Boulton and the Soho Manufactory Conference, 1809-2009, 5 -
6 July 2009, Birmingham; S. Mason, ed, Matthew Boulton, Selling What the World Desires (Birmingham:
Birmingham City Council, 2009); K. Croft, M. Dick, eds, The Power to Change the World, James Watt (1736-1819)
— A Life in 50 Objects (Birmingham: West Midlands History Limited, 2019); Rethinking James Watt (1739-1819):
Innovation, Culture and Legacy Conference, University of Birmingham, 30 August — 1 September 2019,
Birmingham; M. Dick, C. Archer-Parre, eds., James Watt (1736-1819): Culture, Innovation and Enlightenment
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020).

23 https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/banknotes/50-pound-note.

24 K. Quickenden, S. Baggott, M. Dick, eds., Matthew Boulton: Enterprising Industrialist of the Enlightenment
(Abingdon; Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 1-18; Berg, Luxury and Pleasure, 172-176.



contrast, this thesis identifies lesser known innovators and businessmen who made
contributions to industrial developments in Birmingham and District. Industrialists such as
George Simcox, Thomas Hadley, William Collins, and John Westwood were important in the
expansion of the brass industry and its politics but have received little academic investigation
or analysis - with only passing mentions in a number of articles.?> This research explores the
communication between well-known industrialists such as Boulton and Watt, and their lesser-
known local business associates. These men made important technological and social
contributions that raised the profile of the town. The co-operation and interaction between
the networks of brass founders in Birmingham, who co-ordinated their efforts to safeguard
their industry, created a powerful group with national and international connections; brass
founders used their political and industrial partnerships throughout Europe and North

America to solidify their national and international influence.

Despite a growing understanding of metal-based trades brass, one of Birmingham’s most
important industries in the eighteenth century, has not been explored in any depth. This
research rectifies this neglect by exploring the technological developments such as copper-
bolt and sheathing technology, the international dimensions of the brass trade, and the

development of a political consciousness by the men who ran the industry.

25 R. Hawkins, “Minor Products of British Nineteenth Century Diesinking,” British Numismatic Journal: 30: 1
(1960), 174-87; ). Harris, “Copper and Shipping in the Eighteenth Century,” The Economic History Review: 19: 3
(1966), 550-568; B Smith, “The Galton of Birmingham: Quaker Gun Merchants and Bankers, 1702-1831,”
Business History: 9: 2 (1967), 132-150.



International Trading Context

In 1989 Eric Hopkins explored the economic, industrial and social history of Birmingham, yet
isolated the town from the wider international experience by focusing on the slow process of
inventiveness and flexibility of the region’s workforce.?® He explored the division of labour in
workshops, and concluded that the economic expansion and social growth of the town was
typical of British industrial centres during the eighteenth century.?” Although his work is called
The First Manufacturing Town in the World, his analysis focused on the national economy,
with little examination of how Birmingham was influenced by international developments and
events.?® Although undeniably important, this account overlooked many metal products
which were increasingly tailored to its merchants' national and international connections;
brass founders, for example, tailored their products for international buyers.? Given the
limitations of sources for the trade in brass, it is difficult to determine precisely how important
these markets were compared to domestic ones, and to establish which international markets
were strongest, but the North American and European trades were especially important for

Birmingham brass founders.

Since Hopkins’ work, historians have highlighted the importance of studying British
manufacturing and trading within its international context, emphasising the need to widen

the geographic scope of historical economic studies, including regional research. This thesis

26 E. Hopkins, Birmingham — The First Manufacturing Town in the World, (Birmingham: Weidenfeld and Nicolson
Publishing, 1989).

27 Hopkins, The First Manufacturing Town in the World.

28 Hopkins, The First Manufacturing Town in the World.

2% M. Berg, “Commerce and Creativity in Eighteenth Century Birmingham,” in Markets and Manufacture in Early
Industrial Europe, ed. M. Berg (Abingdon: Routledge, 1991) 173; Hopkins, The First Manufacturing Town in the
World, 184.
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is influenced by recent historical scholarship, such as the work of Berg and Satia, which seeks
to apply international dimensions to the history of trade and urban growth.3° Pamela
Crossley, Guillemette Crouzet, Guido Van Meersbergen, and Kate Smith have highlighted
international histories and trading networks.3! Berg has shown that Chinese porcelain shaped
the Staffordshire pottery industries and influenced Matthew Boulton’s industrial practices,
whilst Giorgio Riello has outlined how the cotton trade shaped Manchester and Lancashire.3?
Building on earlier research, Satia has demonstrated the importance of the West African trade
for gun-making in Birmingham.33 Jones stresses that European dimensions reveal how the
Birmingham economy functioned. The fifth chapter of his Industrial Enlightenment explores
how the politics of the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars influenced the philosopher-
industrialists of the West Midlands.3* Jones’ European political context, Berg’s Asian
connections, and Satia’s West African trade links, provide a broader perspective for the
industrial history of Birmingham and District. This thesis builds upon their research by
exploring the Birmingham brass industry, to explore the interconnectedness of politics,
industry, and trade throughout the Atlantic World.3* Placing Birmingham’s brass trade within

the context of international markets reveals new insights, and sheds light on how the impact

30 M. Berg, ‘Skill, Craft and Histories of Industrialization in Europe and Asia,” Transactions of the Royal Historical
Society: 24 (2015), 127-148: 1: 2, 269-288; Satia, Empire of Guns.

31 p, Crossley, What is Global History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008); G. Crouzet and G. Van Meersbergen,
“What is Global History Now?“ last modified 8 November 2017,
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/history/ghcc/blog/jeremy_adelman_what/: K. Smith, “Amidst Things: New
Histories of Commodities, Capital, and Consumption,” The Historical Journal: 61: 3 (September 2018), 841-861.
32 M. Berg, “Britain, Industry and Perceptions of China: Matthew Boulton, ‘Useful Knowledge’ and the Macartney
Embassy to China, 1792-1794,” Journal of Global History: 1: 2, 269-288G. Riello, Cotton: The Fabric that Made
the Modern World (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2013).

33 B. Smith, ‘The Galtons of Birmingham: Quaker Gun Merchants and Bankers, 1702-1831,’ Business History, 9:2
(July 1967); W. Richards, ‘The Birmingham Gun Manufactory of Farmer and Galton and the Slave Trade in the
Eighteenth Century,” (University of Birmingham, M.A Thesis 1972); W. Richards, ‘The Import of Firearms into
West Africa in the Eighteenth Century,” The Journal of West African History, 21: 1 (1980), 43-59; Satia, Empire of
Guns.

34 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, 201-228.

35 Jones, Industrial Enlightenment, 2.
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of British wars and foreign policy shaped the development of the industry. Industrialisation
was intrinsically linked to international trade and much of the lobbying undertaken by
manufacturers of the town aimed to ensure that international connections remained strong

(Chapters Two and Three).

According to Antony Hopkins, the increasingly connected Atlantic World of the late-
eighteenth century was ‘marked by two main political and economic developments: the
reconfiguration of the state systems, and the growth of finance, services, and pre-industrial
manufacturing.’3® Christopher Bayly revealed that as early modern globalisation evolved,
through the emergence of the modern international order, capitalist groups became more
powerful and responded to each other and events throughout the Atlantic World.3” The
changing power balance within political systems, and between different states, created an
environment in which British manufacturers could thrive. Sven Beckert has outlined the
importance of global trading systems to the rise and fall of Manchester cotton, describing it
as ‘Cotton Imperialism.’3® Beckert argues that protectionist policies safeguarded the
development of the cotton industry in Manchester. In response to such work, this thesis
outlines the rise of an important British industry and the protectionist policies introduced to
safeguard it. Protectionist policies were not simply a nineteenth-century phenomenon, but
crucial to the eighteenth century as well. The industrialists who acted to influence such

policies became increasingly importance in this period.3°

36 A, Hopkins, “Introduction: Globalisation — An Agenda for Historians,” in Globalisation in World History, ed. A.
Hopkins (London: Pimlico Publishing, 2003), 6.

37 C. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World: Global Connections and Comparisons 1780-1914 (New Jersey; Wiley
Publishing, 2004), 15.

38 Beckert, Empire of Cotton, 340-379.

39 E. Wood, The Origins of Capitalism: A Longer View (London: Verso Publishing, 2002), 44-46.
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Historians have explored the commercial organisation and links formed by individuals and
businesses within the international marketplace, and increasingly have focused on the
relationship of those businesses and groups to rapidly-changing political systems. Vivien Dietz
has highlighted the complicated and changing dynamic between manufacturing groups and
the British state, and proposed the need for more case studies to understand the
relationship.*® Robert Allen, Martin Daunton and Christopher Storrs have drawn attention to
state-sponsored industries in the eighteenth century, often but not exclusively linked to the
military needs of Britain.** Huw Bowen has examined the changing structure and commercial
organisation of the East India Company and its relationship with the British state during the
economic and social changes experienced by British society in the second half of the
eighteenth century, underlining the importance of such relationships to the Company’s
development.*? Chris Evans and Géran Rydén have explored the Baltic Iron trade throughout
the 1700s, comparing British and Swedish state systems and the organisation of the differing
markets. They extend traditional histories of trade, manufacture, and inventiveness by
demonstrating a transnational interconnectedness. In contrast to the trend of simply
emphasizing cultural factors, their work outlines factors such as the impact of geography,
local resources, government policy, war, institutional differences, fear, and contingency —and

how those factors impacted certain industries.*® This thesis identifies the relevance of many

40y, Dietz, “Before the Age of Capital: Manufacturing interests and the British State, 1780-1800,” (Princeton
University PhD Thesis, 1991).

41 M. Daunton, State and Market in Victorian Britain: War, Welfare and Capitalism (Woodbridge: The Boydell
Press, 2008); R. Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 2.; C. Storrs, “Introduction: The Fiscal Military State in the Long Eighteenth Century,” in The Fiscal-
military State in Eighteenth-century Europe, ed., C. Storrs (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), 1-23.

42 H. Bowen, The Business of Empire: The East India Trade Company and Imperial Britain 1756-1833 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005); C. Evans and G. Rydén, eds., Baltic Iron in the Atlantic World in the Eighteenth
Century (Leiden, Brill, 2007).

43 C. Evans and G. Rydén, Baltic Iron in the Atlantic World in the Eighteenth Century (Leiden: Brill Publishing,
2007).
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of these factors, particularly local resources, government policy, war, and fear, to Birmingham
brass (Chapters One, Four and Five) and it continues the trend of exploring different British
manufacturing groups and their links to international markets, the changing organisational
methods of businesses, and the relationship of capitalist groups to a mercantile state. The
brass founders of Birmingham proved to be flexible in their business and political strategies
throughout the second half of the eighteenth century, as they tried to cater for various
international markets and attempted to manipulate the Government into supporting the
brass trade by playing upon fears of international revolutions, social unrest, and industrial

espionage to achieve their goals (Chapters Four and Five).

War disrupted British trade with important markets, including the American colonies,
following the American War of Independence (Chapter Two). Whilst the British Empire
increased (except for America), foreign policy isolated Britain from many important
international industrial centres and trading partners, such as the French and the Dutch.
Historians’ understanding of how eighteenth-century war affected domestic affairs is
changing and Stephen Conway has concluded that the domestic repercussions have not been
accorded sustained and wide-ranging treatment. Conway asserts that until recently,
historians have considered the conflicts of the eighteenth century as limited wars, fought for
limited ends with limited means, which necessarily had a correspondingly limited impact.**
Kathleen Wilson claims that political cultures of English towns changed during the American

war, and enabled a variety of groups outside the structures of the state to claim a stake in

4 S, Conway, War, State and Society in Mid-Eighteenth Century Britain and Ireland (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2006), 2.
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national affairs.> The research in this thesis provides evidence for the views of Conway and
Wilson, when applied to the Birmingham brass industry. It argues that the American War of
Independence was one of the most significant factors in the development of a political
presence in the brass industry of Birmingham, instigating a coordinated movement of political

pressure from the industrialists as they sought to influence new legislation (Chapter Two).

Bowen and Kirby have explored how the Government tried to cope with periods of extended
war throughout the eighteenth century and how those coping mechanisms placed stress upon
the population of Britain, including manufacturing communities.*® The ‘coping mechanisms’
employed by the Government, such as increasingly restrictive trade policies (Chapters Two
and Three), created forms of ‘stress” which are evident throughout this research. These
restrictions were discussed extensively by the brass founders of Birmingham in private letters
and organised meetings. Their increasingly unified response throughout the second half of
the eighteenth century reveals their growing political sophistication and provides a case-study
of British industrial and political action. The complicated international economic mechanisms
dictated much of how Birmingham brass manufacturers behaved during the late-eighteenth
century. This research explores how brass founders in Birmingham responded to international
demands and wars, and at times exploited the social unrest in the Atlantic world to further
their business interests. The threats to the prosperity of the brass founders as a result of the
Atlantic Revolutions, export restrictions by the Government, and competition from European

markets, prompted the industrialists of Birmingham to develop sophisticated political and

45 K. Wilson, The Sense of the People: Politics, Culture, and Imperialism in England, 1715-1785 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 4.

46 H. Bowen and M. Kirby, War and British Society, 1688-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998),
20-40.



15

lobbying activity to promote their interests and compete successfully with those who

threatened their interests in Bristol, Wales, and Cornwall (Chapter Three).

Politics and Political Pressure

Whilst historical analysis of Birmingham’s metal industries has widened and become
increasingly sophisticated, and the understanding of the international context of Birmingham
and District continues to develop, the work presented here explores a gap that still exists in
the historical literature of the town’s trades: the late-eighteenth century links between
Birmingham’s political history and industry. Nineteenth-century Birmingham politics has
inevitably received more attention because of the emergence of Thomas Attwood and the
Birmingham Political Union, but there is still a clear gap in knowledge relating to the
emergence and development of industrial political lobbying in eighteenth-century
Birmingham.#” John Money has briefly explored the Warwickshire elections during the 1760s,
but the relationship between industry and politics is untouched.*® He claims that Birmingham
was politically unimportant until 1838 and unable ‘to advance any claim to significance in the
affairs of the nation.”#° Hopkins’ work has also been criticised for including virtually nothing
on eighteenth-century town politics.>® Whilst Hopkins’ history was not designed to be a
political one, the omission has yet to be adequately rectified by historians. This thesis refutes

the idea of Birmingham’s political insignificance in the eighteenth century and provides

47 D. Moss, Thomas Attwood: The Biography of a Radical (Quebec: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990); C.
Behagg, “Thomas Atwood,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2009),
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/38133 (accessed 7 January 2020).

48 . Money, Experience and Identity: Birmingham and the West Midlands, 1760-1800 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1977), 158.

4 Money, Experience and Identity, 275.

50 R. Price, “Review of Birmingham The First Manufacturing Town in the World by Eric Hopkins,” The American
Historical Review: 119: 5 (December 1990), 1536-1537.
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evidence for the emergence of a group of industrialists who politicized the brass industry and
had productive relationships with the political elite of Britain, influencing elements of export
and import policy during a crucial time in British mercantile history. Many other aspects of
the history of Birmingham and District have been addressed and updated, but the specific
dimensions of late-eighteenth century industrial politics have, until this research, been largely

bypassed.

Roger Ward has explored the partisan, and often violent, politics of Birmingham but has
primarily focused on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, although he does refer to the
‘turbulent beginnings of politics’ in the late-eighteenth century.>! He extends this time period
in a chapter in Carl Chinn’s and Malcolm Dick’s first history of Birmingham since the 1970s in
their edited volume, Birmingham: Workshop of the World. He refers to limited petitioning in
1716 and the Improvement Acts of 1769, but these are passing mentions with limited
analysis.>? Whilst the research in this thesis is not a history of the politics of Birmingham, but
an exploration of the political dimensions of a specific industry, it is proposed that the brass
trade (and other trades) acted as important elements in shaping Birmingham’s industrial and
political history. This thesis focuses on the political lobbying of a group of brass founders, that
has been neglected by political and economic historians, to reveal important insights into the

town between 1740 and 1801.

51 R. Ward, City-State and Nation: Birmingham’s Political History, c¢. 1830-1940 (Chichester: Phillimore, 2005),
15.

52 R. Ward, “A Political Profile, 1700-1940,” in Birmingham: The Workshop of the World, eds. C. Chinn and M.
Dick, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016), 160-193.
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Political lobbying by social and industrial groups is an important aspect of eighteenth-century
history. This work builds on research by H.T. Dickinson, who has highlighted the growing
influence of commercial and manufacturing groups within Britain because of their
increasingly effective lobbying methods.>3 Patrick O’Brien, Trevor Griffiths, and Philip Hunt
draw attention to Manchester and cotton, and argue that protectionist policies introduced by
Parliament were instigated by industrial pressure groups which created a favourable trading
environment for various industries.>* Christopher Dudley is sceptical however, believing that
the political power of industrial lobbying has been overstated.>® He has called for more
research into these groups and their relationship with MPs, in order to shed light on the
nature of the political economy of Britain to understand why aspects of trade policy were
reformed.>® This thesis extends the debate by examining the extensive industrial and political
lobbying of an important metal industry, which reveals the unique relationships between an
industrial pressure group and the political elite of the country. There has been research into
lobbying movements in eighteenth-century Birmingham, such as J.R. Norris’ investigation of
Samuel Garbett, but this thesis expands on his ideas significantly (Chapters Two and Three),
by drawing attention to both the brass manufacturing network that supported him, and the

wider international context that shaped industrial lobbying within Birmingham and District.>’

53 H.T. Dickinson, The Politics of the People in Eighteenth Century Britain (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press Limited,
1994), 75.

54 P. O’Brien, T. Griffiths, and P. Hunt, “Political Components of the Industrial Revolution: Parliament and the
English Cotton Textile Industry, 1660-1774,” The Economic History Review: 44: 3 (August 1991), 416.

55 C. Dudley, “Party Politics, Political Economy, and Economic Development in Eighteenth Century Britain,” The
Economic History Review: 66: 4 (November 2013), 1084-1100.

56 Dudley, “Party Politics, Political Economy and Economic Development,” 1084-1100.

57 J. Norris, “Samuel Garbett and The Early Development of Industrial Lobbying in Great Britain,” The Economic
History Review, (April 1958), 454.
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In sum, this thesis builds on the existing historical literature by exploring the links between
Birmingham’s brass industries, the international trading context, and political engagement. A
wide range of primary sources has been utilised to illuminate the central themes of the
research. There are however methodological obstacles to overcome in order to build an

accurate image of the brass trade and its expansion throughout the eighteenth century.

Methodology

This research is a study of the industrial and political developments of the brass trade. Whilst
trying to summarize the historical brass productions that existed within Birmingham, W.C.
Aitken concluded that they ‘are so numerous and so varied that no one could be found who
could undertake to describe all.”>® More recently Eric Hopkins discussed the difficulty of
attempting an overview of industrial change during this period; ‘it is very easy to convey an
impression of steady and sustained growth when, in fact, industrial expansion was neither
uniform nor even.’>® This thesis pinpoints the key moments in the uneven industrial expansion
and accounts for the fluctuations in progress. It is organised around four sets of questions,
explored in five core chapters. Firstly, how and why did brass foundry become so significant
to the regional economy of Birmingham and District? (Chapter One). Secondly, how was the
brass trade organised as it expanded, and by whom? (Chapter Two). Thirdly, how did
Birmingham-based brass founders respond to the threats of national and international
competition? (Chapter Three). Fourthly, what was the nature of the links between these brass

founders and elected MPs, and how did they use these links to try and influence legislation

58 Aitken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” 208.
59 Hopkins, Birmingham, The First Manufacturing Town in the World, 60.
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and Government policies? (Chapters Four and Five). These questions are explored through
the identification of distinct phases within the evolution of the trade. The trends that emerge
include the rise and development of early individual handicraft workshops in the seventeenth
century, followed by the establishment of large brass houses after 1740, the development of
international business connections, and the formation of a politically-conscious group of
industrialists who pressured MPs into supporting the trade. By exploring these themes, this

thesis shows the interconnected development of industry and politics in Birmingham.

As previously noted, there are several practical reasons to account for the lack of studies into
the brass trade and its significance, despite its apparent importance; primarily that the source
material is scarce, scattered, and not systematically organised. There is no single collection
for the history of brass. There is also the nature of the brass industry, which was incredibly
secretive. The phrase ‘the art and mystery of making and selling brass,” appears repeatedly in
extant sources on the eighteenth-century brass industry.®® Very little written evidence
survives to shed light on individual technological processes: techniques were passed down
through the generations to maintain secrets (Chapters One and Two). Maintaining industrial
secrets was evidently important but provides significant obstacles when trying to create a
comprehensive picture of the industry. The lack of centralised archives for brass businesses,
as well as the secretive nature of the industry, has inhibited understanding. This thesis sheds
light on the history of the metals industry of Birmingham and District by collating and

connecting the scattered and diverse range of primary sources- including parliamentary

0 Wolfson Centre Archival Research (WCAR), MS3004/9: Articles of the Birmingham Brass Company.
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reports, private letters between brass founders, newspaper coverage, pamphlets, and trade

directories.

Due to the involvement of Matthew Boulton in the brass industry, and the extensive source
material relating to his businesses, the starting point for research was the Boulton and Watt
collection in the Library of Birmingham Archives.®? Personal correspondence led to links
across Great Britain, including material in the National Museum of Wales in Cardiff, the Bristol
Archives, and the Cornish Archives at Kresen Kernow. Alongside these collections, this thesis
has also uncovered relevant material in Staffordshire, Sandwell, Dudley, Walsall, and
Wolverhampton archives, such as business records, newspapers, and bankruptcy claims.®?
Travel diaries exist in Scandinavian and Russian museums that discuss the sophisticated
organisation of the Birmingham metal industries.®® The Cornish and Bristol Archives contain
letters from mine owners and brass traders discussing the success and dominance of
Birmingham brass founders. The Greenwich Maritime Museum has purchase records of

copper and brass bolts and ship sheathing.

There are limitations to some of the archives; many of the collections are family-created and
therefore generated from existing records which may have been filtered by dutiful sons and

daughters. The contents of many of the collections have been organised by archivists, so

61 These collections are found in the WCAR.

62 “Dydley Archives,” https:// www.dudley.gov.uk/resident/libraries-archives-and-local-history-service;
“Staffordshire CC,”
https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk/leisure/archives/collections/OnlineCatalogues/home.aspx; “Walsall
Archives,” https://go.walsall.gov.uk/local_history_centre_online; “Wolverhampton archives,”
http://www.wolverhamptonart.org.uk/about-wolverhampton-archives/.

63 S, Schréder Day Book 1748-1751, trans. D. Rood and P. Manning, (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, 2016);
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trans. P. Berg and T. Berg (Trowbridge: Cromwell Press, 2001); Rowlands, Masters and Men.
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human error, personal interest, bias, and agendas must be considered. Hannah Grout
discusses the flaws of archival cataloguing by stressing that ‘institutions signify what a society
has deemed worthy of preserving, with an emphasis on the objects as providing
substantiation of a person, place or event.”®* It is important that cultural bias be taken into
account as well; ‘inequalities which exist in human societies are reflected in the holdings of
the institution that keep them.’® Experiences that are often underrepresented in archival
holdings often relate to disability, sexual orientation, gender, religion, class and faith.®® The
‘absences’ that arise in historical archival practice, as described by Joan Schwartz and Terry
Cook, often present male-centric records that are representational of historical institutional
bias.®” The material analysed in this research undeniably falls into the category of male-
centric history and the focus of this history remains on the white, usually educated, men of
the brass trade. This may be due to historical archival bias, or simply representative of the
nature of the industry, but there are almost certainly gaps in knowledge and experience
within the brass industry of Birmingham, especially regarding the experience of the workers
inside brass houses. Boulton complained that many of his contemporary brass founders and
workers were illiterate, and whilst this may not have been universally true for all workers, the
paper trail is incomplete and inevitably focused on the experience of the educated and
privileged industrialists.®® Harry Smith has explored the difficulties of categorising different
social classes and groups within Birmingham between 1780 and 1832; there was no single

economic or social class that brass founders came from, but generally this thesis focuses on

64 H. Grout, “Archiving Critically: Exploring the Communication of Cultural Biases,” UAL Creative Teaching and
Learning Journal: 4: 1 (2019), 71.

55 Grout, “Archiving Critically,” 72.

56 Grout, “Archiving Critically,” 71-75.

67 J. Schwartz and T. Cook, “Archives, Records and Power: The Making of Modern Memory,” Archival Science:
2: 1 (September 2002), 1-19.

58 WCAR, MS 3782/13/36/151: Matthew Boulton Letter (7 July 1800).



22

the wealthier, more educated industrialists.®® This perspective means that the important
experience of the illiterate brass workers has been lost. The study is therefore concentrated
upon the political and logistical organisation of the industry rather than the everyday working
conditions within brass houses. It is based on the written records of the educated men who

shaped the industry and engaged with the political elite of the country.

Despite the limitations that are inherent in archival research, primary evidence from different
archives provides many leads. Brass founders in Birmingham have left behind a great deal of
correspondence which gives an insight into the trade through their discussions of
transactions, events, and alliances. As Clare Brandt and Rebecca Earle have highlighted,
letters continue to be important in eighteenth-century historical studies.”® Brandt describes
the range and diversity of letters in this time period as an invaluable source, but ‘sprawling,
huge and untidy.”’* As a result, generalisations about letters as historical sources are often
problematic because of how different each individual letter is, but what makes letters so
valuable is their immediacy, signalling what was important to individuals and groups at a
precise moment in time. Andriana Benzaquen describes them as the unintentional records,
private and intimate, written for a specific reader and with few exceptions not intended for
public consumption.”? This creates a window into the private discussions concerning the brass

trade, behind what was visible to the public, allowing for an analysis of not only how the brass

9 H. Smith, “Propertied Society and Public Life: The Social History of Birmingham, 1780-1832” (University of
Oxford, PhD Thesis, 2013).
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1600-1945, ed. R. Earle (Abingdon: Routledge, 1999), 2; C. Brandt, Eighteenth-Century Letters and British Culture
(London; Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 15.

71 Brandt, Eighteenth-Century Letters, 15.
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Palgrave MacMillan, 2018), 77.
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founders portrayed themselves publicly in newspapers and pamphlets, but also what was
driving their actions privately. The public and private image of the industrial group differed
greatly (Chapters Three, Four and Five). Whether publicly or privately, Boulton, Watt, and the
leading figures in Birmingham brass provide a self-serving and one-sided perspective of the
trade. As outlined throughout this work, many of their arguments and claims can be
misleading and difficult to verify and offer only one side of a larger conversation. Various
records and personal correspondence have been lost or destroyed over time, for example
many of the most valuable sources concerning James Keir’s work on copper alloy and brass
chemistry were destroyed by the fire at his daughter's residence, Abberley Hall,
Worcestershire, on 25 December 1845.7® Accidental damage is not the only issue; Boulton
finished one of his letters with the instruction ‘burn this piece,” which was almost certainly
not the only time he requested such action and suggests that there is important knowledge

which will never be uncovered.”*

To account for the limitations of personal letters, as well as the organisational constraints and
biases that exist within different archives, the thesis utilises many other types of sources.
These include local property records, family papers, minutes from legal disputes, business
listings, bankruptcy claims, and wills which have all been examined to verify some of the
claims made in private correspondence. Another source of primary evidence is newspapers.
Coverage of local news and events, through printed material such as Aris’s Birmingham
Gazette, is invaluable — and often contradicts the private letters. Uriel Hyed and Jeremy Black

have highlighted the importance of newspapers for understanding eighteenth-century socio-

73 A. Keir Moilliet, A Sketch of the Life of James Keir (London: Robert Edmund Taylor Publishing, 1868), 1-5.
74 Kresen Kernow, Cornwall’s Archives (KKCA), AD1583/1/47: Letter from Boulton to Wilson Regarding meeting
with Mr Pitt and various other matters (10 February 1785).
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economic history, and print culture is an important historiographical sub-theme.”®
Eighteenth-century newspapers were part of a far from enclosed system of information
which, in common with printed matter such as books and magazines, and unprinted matter,
such as newsletters and merchants’ correspondence, served as common sources. The flow of
information and opinion was varied and relatively unstructured.”® Despite the ad-hoc
organisation of information within newspapers, many insights can still be found. Aris’s
Gazette specifically, contains a variety of reports of the meetings of brass founders and their
interactions with Parliament (Chapters Two, Three, Four and Five). Aris’s Gazette was decried
by its rivals as a mere register of sales or a broker's guide due its high number of
advertisements, but Asa Briggs has described the ‘eighteenth-century Gazette as one of the
most important provincial papers, ranking with the Liverpool Mercury and the Edinburgh
Courant.””’ The paper was widely-distributed and often became a focal point for much of the
Birmingham population’s access to information, which makes it a significant tool for
historians of the region, especially for the diffusion of information.”® A variety of criticisms of
brass founders by the public is to be found within the paper, providing a vital insight when
attempting to counter the one-sided perspectives of private letters and propagandistic
pamphlets (Chapters Four and Five). The political role of the brass founders was often at odds
with the public’s perception — this is evident through study of the paper. To reduce the print
to a simple broker’s guide is unreasonable: it is an important source of knowledge regarding

local news, businesses and how they advertised themselves.
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The use of advertisements of businesses in newspapers has been studied in conjunction with
a third type of source, trade directories. Directories and guides of Midlands’ businesses, such
as Samuel Timmins’s 1866 guide to The Resources, Products and Industrial History of
Birmingham and Bisset's Magnificent Guide or Grand Copper Plate Directory for the Town of
Birmingham (1800), have been used to create a clearer image of the number of brass
businesses, and how they changed over time, in order to obtain an indication of the uneven
growth of the industry (Chapter One).”® Directories also have their limitations; businesses had
to pay a fee for advertising space, so a number of firms are not included in their pages which
therefore comprise incomplete listings.®° Anne Hargreaves concludes that ‘trade directories
were compiled, with varying degrees of rigour and honesty, as a purely commercial venture
and it was not an infrequent complaint at the end of the eighteenth century that the
information was out of date.”8! Whilst this research is for a different industry from the one to
which she refers, the sentiment remains relevant. Despite the gaps in knowledge, trade

directories are still a useful gauge for the types of businesses that existed in Birmingham.

In addition to the gaps in recorded businesses, the companies that are included within
directories must also be treated with caution, for example W.C. Aitken’s chapter on brass in
Timmins Manufacturing Guide in 1866.8% Aitken himself was involved in the brass industry

and cannot therefore be considered entirely objective upon the subject — the book was an

7 Timmins, The Resources, Products, and Industrial History of Birmingham, 229; ). Bisset, Bisset’s Magnificent
Guide for Birmingham (Birmingham: Swinney and Hawkins Publishing, 1808).
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opportunity for individuals to promote their trade to a wider audience. Some of the claims
Aitken makes are bold, hyperbolic, and shamelessly self-congratulatory. Aitken concluded
that ‘what Manchester is in cotton, Bradford is in wool, and Sheffield in steel, Birmingham is
in brass,” with relatively little evidence to support the statement.®3 One aspect of this thesis
is to test the validity of this claim. Whilst much of what Aitken wrote may be exaggerated
and should be treated with caution, he does refer to international dimensions that have not
been covered by the work of recent historians. He describes articles of Birmingham brass to

be:

Found in every part of the world; its gas fittings in every city and town into which
gas has been introduced, from Indus to the Poles — on the railways of every
country and on every sea, its locomotive and marine engine solid brass tubes
generate the vapour which impels the locomotive over the iron road, and propels
the steam-boat over the ocean wave —its yellow metal bolts, nails, and sheathing
hold together and protect from decay “wooden walls” of our own and other
countries ships — its “Manillas”, once made in tons, are the circulating medium of
the natives of the Gold Coast — and its rings and ornaments of brass, sent out in
immense quantities, are the chief decorations of the belles on the banks of the

distant Zambesi.?*

The overzealous claims of business owners means that directories have received criticism as

a source of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century business cultures for being inconsistent and

83 Aitken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” 229.
84 Ajtken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” 229.
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aimed at those who are wealthy and literate.?> Despite the limitations of newspapers and
directories however, they do still contain important information about the nature, variety,
and numbers of businesses, as well as being a channel for popular public opinion (Chapters
One, Two and Three). Timmins’ important survey provides insights which offer directions for

further investigation.

In addition to private letters, newspapers, trade directories, and archival research in a variety
of institutions, Parliamentary Enquiries have been extensively researched (Chapters Four and
Five). As the Birmingham brass trade expanded and became nationally significant, the
founders of brass businesses were forced to contend with Parliamentary trade restrictions
and industrial competitors in different urban centres of commerce. It is important to utilise
the evidence left by Parliament during a time in which the Government’s relationship to
mercantile groups was drastically changing as Parliament shaped social and economic
policy.® Michael Seery argues that one of the greatest sources of information in early modern
local history is the Parliamentary Enquiries of the eighteenth century, where detailed data
collection and analysis provides a rich source of information.®” The eighteenth-century
Parliamentary Enquiry still remains an underutilised tool for historians: this research
demonstrates its usefulness, highlighting the political dimension of industrial groups within
Birmingham (Chapter Four and Five). Bryan Gurrin describes Enquiry transcripts as ‘frequent,

detailed, often impressive in their thoroughness, and specifically focussed.’® This assessment
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proves to be accurate when reading the detailed Parliamentary minutes of the 1799
Parliamentary Enquiry into the State of the Copper Mines and Trades of the British Kingdom

— a series of long interviews with various individuals which took place over a month.#

Analysing the sources for Birmingham brass manufacturing provides a new perspective on the
history of Birmingham and District’s metal industries. Each type of source has its limitations,
as do the institutions and collections in which they are found, but the range of evidence allows
for a more substantial picture than revealed in published primary and secondary sources. The
history that is uncovered through analysis of the evidence, allows the reader to track the
evolution of the Birmingham brass industry during the eighteenth century, in more depth
than has previously been attempted or accomplished. This research identifies the most
important factors in the development of Birmingham brass manufacturing and emphasises
the development of a politically conscious class of industrialists. This research uses evidence
which begins in the sixteenth century with travel accounts by foreign merchants and finishes
in 1801 with an exploration of how Birmingham-based industrialists were engaging with

national policy makers.

89 Report from the Committee Appointed to Enquire into the State of the Copper Mines and Copper Trade of this
Kingdom (RCCT), (7 May 1799), 3-54.
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Chapter Structure

The organisation of chapters is designed to outline and explore the central questions: topics
are chronologically organised, but also divided into distinct themes, with several leitmotifs
throughout. This introductory chapter is followed by a contextual Chapter One, which
explores the first central question; how and why did brass foundry become so significant to
the regional economy of Birmingham and District? It initially explores pre-eighteenth-century
Birmingham’s metalworking communities. It explains the origins of steel and iron working in
the region, and then analyses how and why brassworking developed into such a prominent
industry. The definition of the terms brass founders and brass houses are also outlined and
are more complex than has previously been understood. The historical background of brass
founding is necessary to give the reader context for the remaining chapters, as well as to
introduce some of the most important factors that shaped later developments. The focus of
the chapter is centred on the mid-eighteenth century, where major organisational
developments occurred in the brass trade — especially between the period 1740 and 1754
after the introduction of Turner’s Brass House. Much of the chapter is based on the travel
diaries of European metalworkers and their descriptions of brass houses, as well as trade

directories that give an indication of the growth of the industry after 1740.

Chapter Two primarily focuses on the second central question of the thesis; how was the
brass trade organised as it expanded, and by whom? Questions three and four are also
addressed. The chapter outlines the development of a political consciousness amongst the
most important brass founders of Birmingham and District and the politicisation of the

industry through the town’s Commercial Committee, members of which pooled their
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resources to safeguard the trade. Between 1765 and 1783 key moments and developments
in how the Birmingham brass industry was organised are identified. The chapter proposes
that the origins of political lobbying through the brass industry can be seen in petitioning
campaigns during the 1770s and were instigated to combat trade restrictions, such as the
damaging 1779 Privy Council Order Prohibiting the Exportation of Copper, introduced by the
British Government as a result of increased political tension with America. The changing
structure of the British Government also played a significant role in how brass founders were

engaging with politicians and is a central theme.

Chapter Three primarily focuses on the third central question of this thesis: how did
Birmingham-based brass founders respond to the threats of national and international
competition? Whilst this question is also addressed in chapters Two, Four and Five, Chapter
Three has the most comprehensive analysis. It focuses on important relationships,
controversies, and conflicts that emerged towards the end of the 1780s between the
Birmingham brass founders, Cornish mine owners, and the Welsh copper-magnate and
richest man in Wales, Thomas Williams. The three factions clashed with one another to take
control of the lucrative brass industry of Britain and to dictate copper prices and supplies. The
conflict was exacerbated by William Pitt’s 1786 Irish Propositions and an exodus of
metalworkers to continental Europe, which resulted in new political strategies being devised
by the Birmingham brass founders — advised by new contacts at the heart of Government.
The chapter explores the different political relationships formed by the Birmingham
Commercial Committee during the 1780s, including the initially productive relationship

between Birmingham brass founders and Thomas Williams, who together created important
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and lucrative technological achievements. Through private letters, newspaper coverage, and
printed primary sources the deterioration of the relationship can be traced. The industrialists
of Birmingham experienced a variety of setbacks between 1783 and 1799 as a result of the
conflict, and the consequences are identified and outlined throughout- as is the extensive use

of print culture for propaganda which began in this period.

The final central question of this thesis is, what was the nature of the links between these
brass founders and elected MPs, and how did they use these links to try and influence
legislation and Government policies? These issues are explored throughout both Chapters
Four and Five — parts of which run concurrently. Chapter Four explores the height of the
conflict between Birmingham brass founders, Thomas Williams, and Cornish mine owners. To
resolve the increasingly acrimonious and public dispute, Parliament intervened via an Official
Enquiry into the State of the Copper Industry. Individuals from all sides were called to
Westminster to be questioned, and the minutes of this Enquiry are to be found in the Boulton
and Watt Archives. Chapter Four uses the transcript of the extensive investigation to explore
the conflict and the nature of the Birmingham brass trade and its organisers. The current
historical analysis of the investigation is limited; in response this chapter produces new
perspectives that highlight the sophisticated and unified political tactics and rhetoric of the

Birmingham brass founders.

In conjunction with Chapter Four, Chapter Five explores the ‘pamphlet war’ that was

conducted during and after the Parliamentary Enquiry. The use of printed propaganda in the
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conflict adds new evidence for the emerging historical sub-theme of eighteenth-century
pamphlets wars and demonstrates the speed with which political texts were being produced,
as well as the money involved in Birmingham brass foundry. The length, nature and rhetoric
of the Enquiry and pamphlet war outlines how important copper and brass products had
become for Great Britain, and by extension highlights the significance of the network of
Birmingham brass founders. The conclusion draws together the major themes from all the
previous chapters, highlighting the sophisticated approaches to political engagement and
organisational methods adopted by the Birmingham brass founders and outlines several ways

in which research can be moved forward.

In sum, this thesis utilises a variety of primary sources to explore the development of the
Birmingham brass industry and the importance industrialists placed on international trade. In
doing so it shows that co-operation between brass founders was key to sustained economic
success and highlights how their political strategies changed significantly during the

eighteenth century.
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Chapter One

The Emergence, Expansion, and Organisation of the Birmingham Brass Trade

Brass, along with its component elements copper, tin, and zinc, became vital for the growth
and development of eighteenth-century Birmingham, but tracing the historic relationship
between the town and the metal before the rapid expansion of commerce in the late-

eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries is difficult.! W.C. Aitken concluded in 1866 that:

It is a matter of regret that, with the exception of a brief, indefinite, and partial
allusion to the brass trades of Birmingham, made by William Hutton, to be found
in his celebrated history of the town, we have no record to guide us as to the
introduction, rise, and progress of one of our now most important branches of

local industry.?

This remains the case; there is no single account of how brass manufacturing became so
widespread in Birmingham and no explanation as to why it became so important to the local
economy. Hutton, in his original history of the town published in 1783, dedicates no more
than a few paragraphs to brass founding and writes about the industry with a tone of derision,
despite highlighting and praising many products that the metal was used to create such as
buttons, buckles, guns and bellows. Hutton states that ‘the curious art of brass foundry is less

ancient than profitable, that | shall not enquire whose grandfather was the first brass-founder

L' W. Aitken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” in The Resources, Products and Industrial History of Birmingham
and the Midland Hardware District, ed. S. Timmins (London: Robert Hardwicke Publishing, 1866), 225-331.
2 Aitken, “Brass and Brass Manufacturers,” 226.
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here.”? Despite his lack of enthusiasm for the origins of the industry, insights can be inferred
from his account. Hutton believed the first brass founders of Birmingham began working
during the reign of William Ill, between 1689 and 1702. The date Hutton provides is certainly
plausible as brass was becoming more widely used in William’s navies. At this time,
improvements in the casting of brass and iron enabled cannons to take a significantly higher
charge.* The early brass founders worked in relatively small workshops, and Hutton
acknowledges that the first major works were not established until the 1740s.> Whilst he
showed little interest in elaborating upon the variety of specific brass businesses, Hutton
acknowledged the popularity and extent of the trades that existed within his lifetime,
suggesting that the industry expanded and became financially lucrative in the mid-eighteenth
century. Exactly when, and how, has been uncertain and some of Hutton’s conclusions about

the origins of brass have yet to be adequately scrutinised.

Much of the emphasis by historians specialising in the industrial history of Birmingham have
focused upon the second half of the eighteenth century, after the evolution of processes of
industrialisation.® John Money, Eric Hopkins, and Peter Jones take 1760 as their point of
departure.” Birmingham’s history before 1760 has been neglected. Chris Upton provides

some analysis of the origins of metalworking in Birmingham, spanning 1500 BC until the early

3 W. Hutton, An History of Birmingham (Birmingham: Pearson and Rollason Publishing, 1783), 79.

4 J. Ehrman, The Navy in the War of William Ill, Its State of Direction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1953), 7-8.

5 Hutton, An History of Birmingham, 80.

6 G. Reisman, Capitalism: A Complete Understanding of the Nature and Value of Human Economic Life (Ottawa
ILL: Jameson Books, 1996), 127.

7). Money, Experience and Identity: Birmingham and the West Midlands, 1760-1800 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1977); E. Hopkins, Birmingham: The First Manufacturing Town in the World 1760-1840
(Birmingham: Weidenfeld and Nicolson Publishing, 1989); P. Jones Industrial Enlightenment: Science, Technology
and Culture in Birmingham and the West Midlands, 1760-1820 (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
20009).
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modern period; his work is not satisfactorily referenced and therefore must be treated with
caution.® A more dependable account of pre-eighteenth century Birmingham and its
metallurgical industries is contained in the works of Marie Rowlands, who supports her
arguments with specific primary sources.? Rowlands uses travel diaries, inventories, royal
decrees, as well as personal and private business correspondence to construct an
understanding of how Birmingham grew, and the significance of the metal industries in that
process.'® More recently Richard Cust and Ann Hughes, in their general study of Tudor and
Stuart Birmingham, make references to how metal industries were introduced into the town,
but regional identity and religion are more prevalent themes in their work.!* A variety of
reasons can explain how Birmingham became a centre for metallurgical activity including the
geography, natural resources of the region, and the increasingly diverse population, in
addition to wider historical, political, and industrial developments.'? There is no substantial
explanation, however, as to how and why brass working became so significant for the growth

of Birmingham before the eighteenth century.

This chapter shows that it was the specific industrial context of Birmingham which allowed
the brass trade to become so prominent. It begins by exploring the historical context of
metalworking in the region, showing that many of the techniques used to create brass items
were directly transferred from the methods used by metalworkers in the manufacture of iron

and steel in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The history of iron and steel working is

8 C. Upton, A History of Birmingham (Birmingham: History Press Limited, 2011).

9 M. Rowlands, Masters and Men in the West Midland Metalware Trades Before the Industrial Revolution
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1975); M. Rowlands, A History of Industry in Birmingham
(Birmingham: City of Birmingham Education, 1977).

10 M. Rowlands, Masters and Men.

11R. Cust 