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Chapter Four 

C O M M U N I C A T I O N S

“Several waggons were set fast and the coach was in the greatest danger of 
overturning … All the outside passengers of weight alighted and had to wade 

through much mud and dirt to the great discomfort of their persons.”

Margaret Gray (daughter of Jonathan Gray) aged 13 describing a 
family trip from York to Manchester 31 July 1822

The founding of the Society in York in 1786 was not the only event 
of that year which was to have a significant effect on the life of 

York and Yorkshire. As far as most York citizens were concerned, they 
would doubtless have been more immediately aware of the establishment 
of the Edinbro’ Mail, a new stage coach service between London and 
Edinburgh.1 It was in three sections: London-York, York-Newcastle and 
Newcastle-Edinburgh, each operated by a different company working in 
close collaboration with the others. The first leg of the journey north was 
by way of Ware, Royston, Huntingdon, Stilton, Stamford, Newark, East 
Retford, Bawtry, Doncaster, Ferrybridge and Tadcaster before arriving 
at the Black Swan in Coney Street – the site now occupied by British 
Home Stores – a distance of 197 miles. Its best time was 24 hours 54 
minutes, including all stops for changing horses etc, although 36 hours 
or thereabouts was the norm. By 1796 three coaches a day were running 
to London, two to Leeds and a Royal Mail coach ran to Liverpool. The 
Edinbro’ Mail continued to operate until 1842 by which time it was 
possible to reach London from York by train. In 1706, eighty years 
before the inauguration of the Edinbro’ Mail the coach journey from 
London to York had taken four days and even thirty years later, in 1754, 
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a contemporary advertisement tells us that the journey along the whole 
length of the Great North Road between London and Edinburgh took 
ten days in summer and twelve in winter. 

This improvement in travel between York and London at the end 
of the 18th century was to have an inevitable effect on the city’s future. 
This would scarcely have been foreseen at that inaugural meeting of the 
Society “at Mr Ringrose’s House” but it meant that London would no 
longer be below the psychological horizon for the Yorkshire gentry and 
the attornies and solicitors who were their professional advisers. The 
infamous highwayman, Dick Turpin, convicted and hanged in York in 
1739, is reputed to have ridden his mare Black Bess from London to York 
in twenty-four hours but this has long been discounted as a myth. Such a 
feat would have been well-nigh impossible for a single horse as horses do 
not possess that degree of combined speed and distance stamina. Riding 
a single horse was one thing; coach traffic on better roads, with efficient 
provision for changing horses, was another. Following a meeting with 
Prime Minister William Pitt on Sunday 29 November 1795, William 
Wilberforce was reckoned at the time to have performed a remarkable 
feat by getting himself up the Great North Road to York to urge support 
for the government in time for an important political meeting at the 
Guildhall on Tuesday 1 December. With the loan of one of Pitt’s own 
carriages and four of his horses he was able to cover the 67 miles to 
Alconbury by the Sunday night and the further 106 miles to Ferrybridge 
by Monday night. He arrived in York on the Tuesday just in time for the 
meeting.2 It was of course the improved state of the roads which made 
possible the achievements of the Edinbro’ Mail and the Prime Minister’s 
supporter. Even so, as is evident from Margaret Gray’s account of a 
coach journey between York and Manchester in 1822, even road travel 
in summer could be problematic although to be fair their problems had 
arisen on that occasion because a four mile stretch of the main turnpike 
“was in a state of Macadamization” and traffic had been diverted. 

The key to road improvement in the latter part of the 18th and early 
19th century was law-based rather than engineering-based. The famous 
Scottish road building pioneer, John McAdam (1756-1836), did not 
begin his second career until he returned from the United States in 1783 
to become a trustee of the Ayrshire turnpike. He had previously been a 
financier and it was to be a little while before his new “macadamised” 
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road construction techniques were to have a significant effect in England. 
The first Act was the Highways Act 1662 but it was not until the latter 
part of the 18th century that they were to come into their own. It was the 
general Turnpike Roads Act of 1773 that was to do for turnpikes what 
seventy-two years later the Railways Clauses Consolidation Act 1845 was 
to do for railways – provide a code which would simplify the passing 
of legislation dealing with the establishment of a particular turnpike 
or railway undertaking. The basic idea behind the legislation was to 
encourage private trusts to be responsible for the financing, construction 
and management of a particular stretch of public highway for which 
they would be remunerated by the collection of tolls, except that the 
collection aspect was let for a period to the highest bidder. For 18th 
century governments the arrangement had the same attraction as Private 
Finance Initiatives have for those of our own day: keeping unwelcome 
capital costs off the Treasury’s balance sheet. By all accounts the levels of 
efficiency achieved by such financial legerdemain then and now were not 
significantly different but at least in the case of turnpike trusts they were 
an improvement on what had gone before. Under previous arrangements 
public highways had been the responsibility of the parishes through which 
each section happened to pass – hardly a recipe for joined-up governance, 
let alone joined-up transport. 

Yet even under the turnpike system most trusts were only responsible 
for stretches of about 20-30 miles and no attempt was made at any unified 
system of management over the entirety of key “trunk” routes but at least 
there were slightly more joined-up than they had been under the old parish 
system. However, there were still problems: many trusts raised excessive 
mortgages and became overwhelmed by the interest payments and thus 
unable to spend the necessary funds in keeping their stretch of road in 
repair. Also, there were many exemptions from the tolls, most obviously 
foot passengers, ie the poor and, more significantly, the mail coaches. 
From 1840 onwards, with the rapid expansion of railways,3 there was a 
marked decline in the long distance carriage trade upon which turnpikes 
depended for most of their profit. They effectively disappeared entirely 
with the creation of county councils by the Local Government Act 1888 
with power to declare “main” roads and take over responsibility for their 
maintenance. Parliament, however, is still struggling even today to lay the 
ghosts of turnpikes past. Really sharp-eyed members of the Society may 
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have noticed, for example, that Part 10 of Schedule 1 of the Statute Law 
(Repeals) Act 2008 disposed of no less than 50 Turnpike Acts, ranging in 
time from the London to Harwich Roads Act 1695 to the Norwich and 
Swaffham Road Act 1835. 

Turnpike trusts in their heyday must have proved a useful source of 
income for solicitors. One of the Society’s founder members, William 
Gray, was clerk to the Tadcaster-York turnpike (part of the present 
A64). The following advertisement appeared above his name in the Leeds 
Intelligencer in 1798: 

The same edition of the Leeds Intelligencer contained four other similar 
advertisements for turnpike franchises. Traffic between Tadcaster and 
York on the A64 in 1798 seems comparatively modest in raising a net 
income of only £608. The tariff on this particular stretch of highway at 
the time was a shilling for a six horse coach and one penny for a single 
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horse and rider. The Wakefield and Austerlands (Saddleworth) Turnpike 
Road over the same period raised £2,755 but perhaps this is not entirely 
surprising as anyone making this journey today would spend much of their 
time on the M62. The clergy also had an interest in turnpikes as trustees 
since not only were they local residents, they could read and write4 as can 
be seen from a charming letter of resignation as trustee of the York to 
Oswaldkirk Turnpike (the present B1363) from the Rev Sydney Smith to 
William Gray’s son Jonathan. Smith had been a trustee of this particular 
turnpike when he had been rector of Foston but had forgotten to resign 
on moving to Combe Florey in Somerset. It was to prove an expensive 
oversight as the letter reveals. 

The White Bear at Stillington, to which the letter’s postscript refers, 
still exists. Most trusts had many trustees, often 40 to 50 – hence the 
reference to the trustees being “jammed together”, “crushed into a mass” 
or “perspiring intensely”. The clerk was almost invariably a local lawyer 
but there would also be a treasurer and a surveyor as well as representatives 
of the local gentry, tradesmen and clergy. 

To Jonathan Gray Esq, York 

Combe Florey, Taunton Oct 10th 1829 

My dear Sir, 

Nobody can more sincerely wish the prosperity of the road from York 
to Oswaldkirk than I do. I wish to you hard materials, diligent trustees, 
gentle convexity, fruitful tolls, cleanly gutters, obedient parishes, favouring 
justices, and every combination of fortunate circumstances which can fall 
to the lot of any human highway. These are my wishes, but I can only 
wish. I cannot, from the bottom of Somersetshire, attend in person, as a 
letter (2s.6d. postage) yesterday invited me to do. Perhaps you will have 
the goodness to scratch my name out of the list of trustees. 

You will be glad to hear that I am extremely pleased with this place. 
Friendships and acquaintances are not speedily replaced; but as far as 
outward circumstances, I am quite satisfied. If ever you come into this 
country I shall be very glad to see you; and I remain, dear Sir, with sincere 
respect and goodwill, yours truly, 

SYDNEY SMITH 
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PS I shall think on the 15th of my friends at the White Bear, Stillington. 
How honourable to English gentlemen, that, once or twice every month, 
half the men of fortune in England are jammed together at the White 
Bear, crushed into a mass at the Three Pigeons, or perspiring intensely at 
the Green Dragon. 

The reference to “2s.6d” postage (roughly £12.50 in today’s money) may 
need some explanation for the modern reader. The high cost of postage 
(charged as much by distance rather than just weight) and the fact that 
before the introduction of stamps and the “penny post” by Sir Rowland 
Hill in 1840, postage was generally payable by the recipient, made for great 
inefficiency.5 Fraud was commonplace – the sender could include coded 
messages in the address which the intended recipient could examine and 
then simply refuse to accept delivery.6 

Such chicanery was by no means confined to the general population. 
The year 1786 which saw the establishment of the Society and the 
Edinbro’ Mail, equally witnessed the 27 year old Prime Minister William 
Pitt struggling to end the scandal of MPs abusing one of their perks in 
the form of an entitlement to free postage by posting letters for family 
and friends as their own. This “free postage” was estimated at the time 
to be costing the taxpayers, and there were far fewer of them then, about 
£40,000 a year – possibly £4M or so in terms of today’s money although, 
as we have seen, before the advent of the railways and the penny post the 
relative cost of postage was significantly higher than it was later to become. 
Pitt’s efforts to control abuse of the postal system by parliamentarians 
was wholly effective. They were clearly keen to protect their perks. In 
1800 Lord Petre, whose descendants still occupy Ingatestone Hall near 
Chelmsford, was in dispute with the Postmaster-General on the subject 
of free postage for peers (as parliamentarians). They were still entitled at 
the time to frank their correspondence by the simple expedient of signing 
it. The problem was that Lord Petre was a Catholic and although, as a 
peer, he was entitled to turn up at the House of Lords, his faith made it 
impossible to take the oath required at the time. In legal terms, was the 
entitlement based on the mere fact of being a peer of the realm, or was 
it necessary to have been as it were “sworn in”? He brought a test case 
against the Postmaster-General for the recovery of 7d which he had been 
obliged to pay on one of his letters. He lost.7 
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It so happens that both Jonathan Gray and Sydney Smith left ample 
records of their activities in the form of letters which have been preserved.8 
Despite the cost of postage, both were prolific letter writers. In addition, by 
the standards of the age, Jonathan Gray travelled extensively both within 
Britain and on the continent. Even Sydney Smith as a clergyman certainly 
got around but his visits to Edinburgh were essentially work-related 
although he did manage to visit Paris, Belgium and the Netherlands in 
1837. Jonathan, however, was a passionate traveller to places which had 
nothing to do with his legal practice: Scotland, the Isle of Man, France, 
Germany and Switzerland. He even made it to Blackpool, which he 
compared unfavourably to Scarborough, and to Waterloo which he visited 
on 25 August 1815, just ten weeks or so after the battle. Of his spur-
of-the-moment visit to France the previous year (during the temporary 
peace after the original defeat of Napoleon but before his escape from 
Elba) he has left an account which serves as a graphic reminder of some 
of the difficulties and hazards of travel in those days as well as illustrating 
his close involvement of promoting a bill in parliament relating to the 
York – Tadcaster turnpike of which his father William was the clerk to 
the trustees. This is in the form of letters to his wife from Boulogne (23 
May 1814) and from Calais the following day. 

Boulogne, May 23, 1814 

My Dear Mary, 

You will be surprized to hear from me here; but need not be alarmed as I 
never intended to proceed further into France than I am at present; I am 
to be in London again on Wednesday morning; and hope to finish my 
business so as to be in York by Saturday night. Finding there would be 
an interval of 3 or 4 days after I had got my Tadcaster road bill through 
the Commons before I should be wanted in the Lords I preferred a short 
ramble to remaining in London, and left the opening of any letters on 
business to Brodrick [his London agent]. On Saturday I left London in 
company with D. Tuke and Mr Atkinson of Ouse Bridge. 

He goes on to describe the journey to Dover along the Old Kent Road, 
through “Shooters Hill 8 miles from London” through Dartford, 
Gravesend, Rochester, Chatham and Canterbury. But at first the rambling 
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tourists from York are not hopeful of achieving their ambition of a brief 
cross-channel break. Jonathan’s letter continues: 

Finding that there would be no packet for Calais before Wednesday,9 we 
had given up all thoughts of visiting this country. We saw about noon 
100 French prisoners embark for Boulogne to revisit their homes; an 
interesting sight; but I for one did not wish to break the Sunday by joining 
their party: immediately after afternoon service however an unexpected 
circumstance occurred; a Russian messenger arrived with despatches from 
London to sail immediately. D. Tuke, who did not go along with us to 
church was so eager, that he had sent a person to fetch us out of church 
on the occasion but we missed him. Not a moment was to be lost. The 
officer pd. 20£ for the packet boat and we and two other passengers a 
guinea each; our luggage (2 small parcels) was smuggled into the packet 
without the knowledge of the Customhouse officers, which had it been 
of weight it could not have been. The packet was a compact elegantly 
furnished vessel; with several clean beds in it: it was carpeted and neatly 
furnished. The wind was strong from the N.E. and it being impossible to 
make Calais we were to sail for Boulogne. 

Dover Harbour with Dover Castle in the background. Precise date unknown 
but doubtless more recognisable to Jonathan Gray in 1814 than it would be to 
the modern traveller on a cross-channel ferry.
(Image supplied by the Dover Museum and Bronze Age Boat Trust)
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After describing the crossing when all the passengers were sick, particularly 
the Russian officer who had chartered the packet, Jonathan describes their 
arrival at Boulogne: 

It now became necessary to take in our sails (it being low water) and to 
take soundings for fear of striking the shore. We had been only 3 hours in 
performing about 30 miles, but this operation was tedious, and occupied 
about 40 minutes. At length we anchored about 1½ a mile from the 
harbour, and let down our small boat; the getting into which from the 
swell in the sea was attended with difficulty. We now rowed away for the 
shore; the sea was quite out of the pier, and a number of women came 
running down to the pier end to assist. When they saw our boat could not 
reach dry ground from the flatness of the beach sands, they came wading 
about a hundred yards to take us on their backs to the shore. Their foreign 
appearance and their gabble were very singular. All of them had large 
pendant gold earrings; most of them several handsome finger rings, and 
some of them large gold crosses. Their dress was loose and slovenly; their 
countenances very lively and animated. When Daniel presented himself, 
the woman in waiting called out “Non, non!” wishing to avoid such a 
burden; but Dan persisted & she very soon deposited her burden in the 
sea. I contrive to get one of the boatmen to carry me out. Our difficulties 
were not over; It was necessary either to walk 2 miles or ford the river 
which runs through the harbour, a rapid stream of about 2½ feet deep; 
but much broader than the Ouse. About 100 women were standing on the 
other side of the river: several now came to help. Each woman took a man 
on her back, & other two women assisted her, & each took half a leg of 
the man to keep it out of the water. Thus I was carried over; & the women 
carefully wrung out my coat laps, which had drabbled in the stream. But 
the grandest spectacle remained, Daniel was unwilling to cross, but was 
besought by a multitude of women to venture. At length he consented, 
& was brought over by nine women; each of whom laid hold of an arm, a 
leg, a rump, a shoulder, or anything they could catch. You may conceive 
the laughter which this occasioned to the females ashore amongst whom 
we stood. We could not understand their observations, but one of them 
exclaimed groupe! groupe!” and indeed it was a group which Hogarth 
might have painted. We now proceeded at a little before 8 o’clock into the 
town followed by about 100 people; chiefly women. The countenances of 
the women sparkle with animation. They were from 25 to 40 years of age. 
About 60 of them claimed to be remunerated for assistance, we desired 
them to attend at the hotel; and gave them 12 livres to “divide as they 
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thought best”. They were completely satisfied & happy. We understand 
they are chiefly the wives of poor fishermen and extremely poor. 

Later he describes the hotel where the waiter, somewhat surprisingly, was 
English. The following day, 24 May, Jonathan writes again to his wife, 
this time from Calais. After describing various sights the letter continues: 

The landlord of our inn, Parker, is an Englishman, and has lived in France 
a great many years and kept this Inn. During the short peace he married a 
young English wife from Canterbury; probably with a view of managing 
the Inn in the English fashion; she and her relation Miss Davis have lived 
here ever since and managed the Inn; Parker is paralytic and bedridden. 
The war ruined the fortunes of him and his wife, who were in good 
circumstances; and they have now, she says, to begin the world anew. It is 
surprizing how awkwardly she now expresses herself in English. The head 
waiter who is a Yorkshire man has only been here 3 or 4 days, and knows 
not a word of French. The other waiters are equally ignorant of English, 
and we had some ludicrous blunders and difficulties. 

Jonathan Gray’s letters give a vivid account of the “blunders and 
difficulties”, both practical and linguistic experienced in his time attendant 
upon a relatively modest cross-channel journey. Also, it is fair to note 
that even land-based journeys were not always trouble free. In 1758 VJ 
Peyton published a combined English grammar and phrase book for the 
benefit of the French Les Élémens de la Langue Angloise. New editions 
were published in 1776, 1787 and 1794. It was the Berlitz phrase book of 
the age. As so often with contemporary documents, it casts an instructive 
light on the social conventions of the age. We can also see the difficulties, 
then as now, that French speakers had with both pronunciation and tonic 
accent in English, to say nothing of the usual difficulties of the road. A 
brief extract will suffice to illustrate: 

English English 

Maid, make my bed, and give me clean sheets. – Bring me other sheets. 
Why, Sir? These are not clean. They were washed yesterday. Excuse me, 
they have been already lain in. I’ll give you something if you give me clean 
ones. 
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English – as spoken by the French 

Maide, maique mai bédde, ann guive mi clíne chítze. – Brínng mi o-ther 
chítze. Houai Sorr? Thize aire natte cline. Thai ouaire ouâchte yiss-
terdai. Es-quiouze mi, thai haive binn âll-ré-dy laine inn. – aille guive iou 
somme-thinng, iffe iou guive mi cline ouonnze. 

French 

Servante, faites mon lit, & Donnez-moi des draps blancs. – Donnez m’en 
d’autres. Pourquoi, Monsieur? Ceux-ci ne sont pas nets. Ils furent blanchis 
hier. Pardonnez-moi, ils ont déjà servi. – Je vous donnerez quelque chose, 
si vous m’en donnez de blancs & de nets. 

It is interesting to note that in 1814 there were English staff working in 
both hotels (Boulogne and Calais) in which Jonathan stayed in France 
and the one in Calais was actually owned by an Englishman and had 
been throughout the war. He had suffered only financially – in the loss of 
cross-channel traffic and hence trade – due to the hostilities. Although the 
French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars are considered by historians 
to be the first wars in modern European history which engaged the 
entire “nation” there was seemingly no concept of any general need for 
internment.10 

Another member of the Society to attest to the newfound middle class 
taste and opportunity for travel for pleasure rather than from necessity 
was Richard Garland (1775-1827). He was originally a York man but on 
joining the Society in 1808 he had seemingly been practising in Hull since 
1802. Before moving to Hull in that year he had lived at Barnard Castle. 
There he had published anonymously one or two pamphlets suggesting a 
variety of improvements to the town which were subsequently adopted. 
Whilst living at Barnard Castle he had several letters published in the 
York Herald extolling the tourist attractions of Teesdale which were 
subsequently published in York in 1813 under the title Tour in Teesdale. 
It was to go through several editions. 

This ability to get about as the result of improved road transport had 
social and economic implications for York as will be seen in the next 
chapter. For most of the 18th century leisure travel was largely the 
preserve of the aristocracy or the very dedicated and determined. But 
if some of the physical difficulties had been removed, the cost of travel 
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and indeed postage remained high and would continue to be so until the 
advent of the railway age. This high cost was an economic fact of life for 
the legal profession and equally, of course, for their clients. The York firm 
of Grays has in its possession a conveyancing bill dating from 1801 where 
they were acting for the purchasers. The total invoice was for £6.19s.10d. 
Of this £2.4s.10d. represented stamp duty and the cost of parchment 
– the latter would not nowadays be regarded as a disbursement – and 
a further 3s.8d. represented the fee payable to the North Riding Deeds 
Registry at Northallerton. However, there was a further disbursement 
of 15s.0d. for a proportion of “horsehire and expenses” of the journey 
to Northallerton to register the deed. This meant that only £3.16s.4d. 
was what we would now call “profit costs”, so the cost of horsehire and 
expenses amounted to roughly 20% of the former. If leisure travel was 
no longer the exclusive preserve of the aristocracy it was still in practice 
confined to the monied classes. This was to remain so until the advent 
of the railway age. When Thomas Cook (1808-1892) organised what is 
thought to be the first railway excursion (for temperance supporters) from 
Leicester to Loughborough in 1841 it truly marked the beginning of the 
transition from the age of travelling to the age of tourism. This transition 
did not always meet with universal favour: the Duke of Wellington, 
for one, is said to have objected to railways on the grounds that they 
would only “encourage the lower orders to move about”. However, even 
the pioneering Thomas Cook could hardly have foreseen that in 1886, 
less than fifty years later, when the Society was celebrating its centenary, 
the occasion would be marked by no less than three railway excursions 
from York to Ripon (for Fountains Abbey), Scarborough and Whitby 
(the latter with an optional add-on between Whitby and Scarborough by 
the newly opened coast line). Further, that the (London) Law Society’s 
National Conference would be held in York likewise to mark the occasion, 
drawing solicitors from all over England and Wales – something which 
would hardly have been possible but for the extraordinary way in which 
rail travel was to revolutionise travel for all.11 

N O T E S 
1.  See Tom Bradley The Old Coaching Days in Yorkshire Yorkshire Conservative 

Newspaper Co (The Yorkshire Post) Leeds 1889 
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2.  William Pitt the Younger by William Hague – Harper Collins 2005 

3.  From the moment the railway arrived in York in 1839 improvement was 
rapid. A rail connection with London was available from 1840 when the 
journey took 14 hours via the York and North Midland connection to 
Normanton. By 1841 this had reduced to 10 hours 20 minutes and by 1848 
to 6 hours 10 minutes. 

4.  The gentry were not always as well educated as the clergy. Sydney Smith 
himself, whilst living in Heslington pending the construction of his new 
vicarage at Foston, wrote of his neighbour the local squire, Henry Yarburgh 
of Heslington Hall “At first, he heard I was a Jacobin and a dangerous 
fellow, and turned aside as I passed: but at length when he found the peace 
of the village undisturbed … he first bowed, then called, and at last reached 
such a pitch of confidence that he used to bring the papers that I might 
explain the difficult words to him … and ended by inviting me to see his 
dogs.” – Lady Holland A Memoir of the Reverend Sydney Smith, Longman, 
Brown, Green and Longmans 1855.

5.  The public was beginning to appreciate the general inconvenience of 
postage being normally payable by the recipient and facilities were available 
for pre-payment by the sender. At a general meeting of the Society held 
on 28 March 1828 it was resolved “that all circular Letters sent by the 
Treasurer or Secretary to the Members shall be Post paid and the expense 
thereof paid out of the Funds of this Society”. 

6.  At least Jonathan Gray’s letter (2s.6d. postage) had been accepted by its 
intended recipient. Dick Turpin in an earlier age had not been so lucky 
with these curious postal arrangements. Whilst operating under the alias of 
“John Palmer” the infamous highwayman had got himself arrested in 1739 
at Brough where he had unwisely, in a fit of drunken frustration, shot a 
game-cock belonging to the landlord of the Ferry Inn where he was lodging 
at the time. He had then threatened to shoot an innocent bystander who 
had objected to this rather anti-social behaviour. The local magistrate 
was minded to bind him over to keep the peace but Turpin aka Palmer 
was penniless at the time and unable to provide the necessary sureties. 
Accordingly he found himself in the House of Correction at Beverley. But 
he had a cunning plan and wrote to his brother-in-law in Essex in an appeal 
for help. This proved to be his undoing as Turpin was estranged from his 
wife and the brother-in-law declined to pay the sixpence postage. As a 
result the letter came into the hands of the village post-master, John Smith. 
Unfortunately for Turpin, Smith was not only the village post-master he 
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was also the village schoolmaster who had taught him to read and write. 
Smith recognised his former pupil’s handwriting and decided to travel to 
York from Essex to report the matter to the authorities as there was by 
this time a substantial reward of £200 for Turpin’s apprehension. Palmer’s 
true identity was thus revealed and in due course he found himself in the 
Debtor’s Prison in York (now the Castle Museum) where his cell can still 
be seen, although not the one that was previously thought to be his until 
the museum’s previous error came to light in 2009. In due course he was 
tried, convicted and hanged on the Knavesmire. 

7.  Robert Edward 9th Baron Petre (1742-1801) may have missed a useful 
vocation as a member of the law’s awkward squad. During his lifetime 
two papal bulls in 1738 and 1751 had been issued in condemnation of 
freemasonry but as they had never been promulgated in England, he did 
not consider himself bound by them. He accordingly had no compunction 
about serving as Grand Master from 1772 to 1776. 

8.  For members of the Gray family see Papers and Diaries of a York Family by 
Mrs Edwin (Almyra) Gray – Sheldon Press 1927 and A History of Grays 
of York 1695-1988 by William Cobb – William Sessions Ltd 1989. For 
Sydney Smith, see Lady Holland – op. cit. 

9.  Before the days of steam, cross-channel traffic was of course always at the 
mercy of the wind and, until deep water ports were established at Dover 
and Calais in the middle of the 19th century, at the mercy of the tide also. It 
was not until 1821 that the French government purchased a Glasgow-built 
paddle steamer, the Rob Roy to transport mail between Calais and Dover. 
It was still tiny by today’s standards – 88 tons with only a 30 horsepower 
engine. It managed the crossing in about 2¾ hours – only a little faster than 
Johnathan Gray’s three hour crossing by sail but still dependant on the state 
of the tide for entering the harbour. And it was not until 1928 that the first 
cross-channel car-ferry service was established – with space for 15 cars that 
had to be craned on and off and the first roll-on, roll-off car ferry did not 
make its appearance until 1953. 

10.  Compared with much present day practice the attitudes of both the French 
and British governments towards “enemy aliens” could be surprisingly 
relaxed. In 1813 at the height of the war with France Sir Humphry Davy 
(who had received his knighthood only the previous year), accompanied by 
his assistant Michael Faraday, travelled to Paris at Napoleon’s invitation to 
receive a medal bestowed on him by the Emperor for his electro-chemical 
work. Even attitudes to prisoners of war were often just as relaxed. Over the 
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period 1793-1815 the are estimated to have been about 200,000 POWs in 
Britain altogether of whom about 120,000 were French. Prisoner exchange 
was common, particularly during the earlier period and most officers 
were eligible for release on parole unless they had acquired a reputation 
as troublemakers when under actual confinement or broke their parole 
conditions. Civilians on the whole tended to be left in peace unless they 
were men of military age although the French had a system for those they 
described as détenus. One of the principal locations for both POWs on 
parole and détenus was the fortress town of Verdun. In 1812 the town 
contained a total of 840 UK citizens on conditional liberty, roughly half 
of each category. Their numbers were sufficient to support a number of 
flourishing clubs. Such was the economic benefit to the town that Metz 
itself petitioned the French government to become a parole centre. On the 
British side, the relaxed attitude to the officer class was much the same; 
some were able to arrange for their wives to join them in “captivity” and one 
senior French officer spent the latter part of the war at Chatsworth as the 
personal guest of the Duke of Devonshire. In his later years this particular 
POW described his time there as one of the most enjoyable periods of his 
life. French tolerance in such matters, however, could vary according to 
time and place and the régime in power. One Yorkshire woman Maria 
Crathorne, later to become the wife of Michael Tasburgh-Anne, the squire 
of Burghwallis Hall, near Doncaster, had found herself in France at the 
beginning of the war in the charge of some Augustinian nuns but had only 
managed to escape back to England in a coffin labelled as containing the 
body of one of the dead sisters. 

11.  For details of the centenary celebrations, see Chapter 7. In just ten years, 
between 1840 and 1850, the total route mileage of Britain’s railways 
increased by about 4,750 miles from 1,850 miles to 6,600 miles, roughly 
66% of its current network of 10,000 miles or so. It was to reach its 
greatest extent in 1927 at about 20,400 route miles. This rapid railway 
development was linked to the equally rapid (and symbiotic) development 
of the telegraph. The railway companies had a close interest in telegraphic 
technology for their own purposes and the construction of new railways 
provided convenient routes for the laying of cables. The Electric Telegraph 
Company was founded in England in 1846 and by 1855 had become 
the Electric and International Telegraph Company. It was thanks to the 
astonishingly rapid spread of the international telegraph network that 
senior commanders, both British and French (many of whom had seen 
service under Wellington and Napoleon respectively) found to their dismay 
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during the Crimean War (1854-1856) that they were subject to political 
interference from London and Paris of a kind that would have been 
impossible in any earlier age. 




