
 In-Common Sites

This early nineteenth-century etching by Archibald Dick depicts a mass gathering on 
the Town Moor, Newcastle. Focus in on the picture’s midpoint, hustings rise above 
a swell of people, bearing a raft of political speakers aloft. Banners, fluttering in the 
breeze that courses across the open grasslands herald the sentiments of the day. ‘Order, 
Love and Unity’. ‘An hour of glorious liberty is worth a whole Eternity of Bondage’. ‘In 
memory of those who were murdered at Manchester’.  ‘Annual Parliaments – Universal 
Suffrage – Election by Ballot’. Under this compelling canopy, Mr Mackenzie addresses 
the men and women assembled from Newcastle and the surrounding pit villages and 
ports. Their attention turned towards him, we view a sea of backs – tailcoats and shawls, 
top hats and bonnets – out-of-doors attire for the autumnal day. In the foreground, the 
intense focus softens to reveal the peaceable spirit of the crowd. A youthful woman, 
basket in hand, confers with a young fellow. A trio of gents parley, one leaning jauntily 
on a long-stemmed umbrella. A dog trots spritely after a child. A lad catches a glance 
towards a fella resting on the ground. The orderly individuals merge into the tumult, 
where white wands tipped with white crepe knots are lifted skyward. A symbol to 
honour the dead. In the background, the procession of flag-carrying marchers continues 
to snake into the grounds as thousands more join the rally. Now use your imagination 
to turn up the volume on the scene. You might tune into the popular pulse of brass 
bands or the rousing rhetoric of reformers. Then listen to “the shouts of the multitude”, 
reported to being “so tremendous that a Partridge, flying over their heads, dropt down 
dead with shock” (Dick: 1855). 

A view of the Meeting held on the Town Moor, Newcastle: The 11th of October, 1819. Engraved by Archibald Dick. 1855. 
Image reproduced with thanks to the York City Public Libraries. 

 #5 Protest



As a large open space close to the city, the Town Moor offered an ideal place of 
assembly, whether for celebration or protest. In this instance, the Great Reform 
Meeting was billed to rally at the Parade Ground, a central point in Newcastle. But on 
sight of the vast numbers of protestors amassing on the day, the organisers redirected 
the procession towards the Race Course on the Moor. The slogans stitched into the 
river of flags pointed to the mission of the meeting as the call for voting reform and 
universal suffrage. There had been a swell in support for the reformist movement among 
working people at the time. Tax rises, wage suppression, unemployment growth and 
harvest failures; families found it hard to make ends meet. Yet, under a skewed political 
system in which only a tiny fraction of men (5%) could vote, their interests were not 
addressed. But more poignantly, the congregation here voiced public outcry at the 
brutal suppression of another peaceful reform meeting. “We mourn for the massacred 
at Manchester” commemorated those slain in St Peter’s Field in August (1819). When 
the Manchester and Salford yeomanry had slashed their way through men, women and 
children in their purpose to arrest the radical orators on the podium. An event dubbed 
by the press, The Peterloo Massacre, in a sardonic echoing of the battle of Waterloo.

Peterloo Massacre, Manchester. Print published by Richard Carlile. 1st Oct 1819. Image reproduced with thanks to the 
Manchester Libraries, Information and Archives. 

Returning to the platform on the Moor, speakers vigorously condemned those involved 
in the Manchester atrocity and set up a fund to aid victims. Denouncing both regional 
and national leaders, the meeting asserted the right of freeborn Englishmen to protest to 
Parliament. Then, the crowd, estimated at 25,000 to 30,000 people, returned quietly to 
their homes. Despite the peaceable demeanour of the assembly, the show of collective 
strength disquietened the elite. By December, local landowners and business people had 
raised a corp of yeomanry to enforce public order; the Northumberland and Newcastle 
Volunteer Corps of Cavalry. Nationally, the passing of the ‘Six Acts’ (1820) prohibited 
mass political meetings, so suppressing the reform movement for over a decade.



WORKING MEN!
OF THE NORTH OF ENGLAND,

GET READY__ PREPARE YOURSELVES 
FOR THE

CORONATION-DAY!
A Great PUBLIC DEMONSTRATION will be held on 
the TOWN MOOR, NEWCASTLE, on the day of the 
Coronation, June 28, for the purpose of meeting Messrs. 
ATTWOOD, COLLINS, and SALT,  and the other 
Delegates from the Men of Birmingham, when a PLAN 
for the UNION of the Industrious Millions of England, 
Scotland, and Ireland will be laid before the meeting, 
which, if followed up, will enable us to wrest from the 
idle and profligate the rights of industry. The PEOPLE’S 
CHARTER, drawn up by six members of the Working 
Men’s Association of London, and six Members of 
Parliament, will also be brought before the meeting for 
its adoptions. 
Working Men of the North,__This is the way to spend 
Coronation-day, to battle for our rights, leaving “The 
useless and idle Pageant” to be gazed at by aristocrats 
and fools. 
Subscriptions towards defraying the Expenses of the 
General Committee will be received at the Working 
Men’s Association Rooms, Northern Liberator Office, 
and by Mr. David France. 
Newcastle, June 2, 1838. 

This announcement appeared in Newcastle 
newspaper, The Northern Liberator, to 
herald another mass meeting on the Moor, 
on June 28, 1838. Read through the notice 
to discover why the date was signigicant. 
It seems the organisers aimed to subvert 
the day of popular celebration for Queen 
Victoria’s coronation to useful purpose - 
the campaign for universal male suffrage. 
Radical reformers, especially in the North 
of England, objected to the immense cost 
of the “idle Pageant”. For the spectable 
was financed by taxation on workers, yet 
labouring classes were still denied a voice 
in Parliament. Observe also the ambition 
of the demonstration - to spread news of 
The People’s Charter with its manifesto for 
a more democrative electoral system. The 
meeting, then, took place in the infancy of 
the Chartist Movement.  

Much had happened in the intervening years between our two Town Moor rallies. 
Under government repression, the reformist movement seemed to subside, but by the 
end of the 1820s radical politics was on the rise again. An alliance between middle class 
and working class reformers mobilised popular support, pressurising the government 
into action. But when the House of Lords rejected the proposed reform bill of 1831, 
public disorder broke out. Notably, rioters took hold of the city of Bristol for three days, 
with the Mansion House, Bristol gaol and Bishop’s Palace set alight. 

The Burning of the Custom House, Queen Square by James Muller. 1831. Image reproduced with 
thanks to the Bristol Museums, Galleries & Archives. 

A year later,  the Great Reform Act (1832) extended voting rights to the property-
owning middle classes, but critically not to the workers. Out of this sense of betrayal, 
Chartism emerged as the first fully working-class movement in Britain to mobilise for 
equal social and political reform. 



No image can be found to aid our imagings of this early Chartist meeting on the Town 
Moor. Still, a report in the Northern Star newspaper vividly describes “the most splendid 
display of the working classes ever witnessed in England” (June 30, 1838). Once more, 
bands accompanied the parade, and banners bore “the notice of freedom”, fluttering in 
the breeze. It was difficult to tell how many thousand came to “swell the popular ranks”, 
but the procession stretched two miles along “a wide road literally jammed with people”. 
Chartist campaginers, among them charismatic orator Feargus O’Connor, mounted 
the hustings and rallied the multitude to endorse the Charter and a National Petition. 
We can but imagine the cheers, for the report characterised the crowd “as peaceable as 
a single family assembled on its own hearth”. Not so the authorities, it asserted, who 
sent in a squadron of the 5th Dragoon Guards followed by a detachment of the 52nd 
foot. Carbines in hand, the Dragoons marched through to divide the crowd, while 
the infantry marshalled close to the hustings with bayonets fixed. Read how the story 
unfolded in the snippet below or CLICK HERE  to view the Northern Star article in full.

The commander of the district, CAPTAIN 
FENWICK, remained within five or six yards 
of the hustings for some time after the troope 
had passed. The people, thus bearded and 
insulted by the mercenery hireling, whose 
tinsel uniform and gaudy trappings have been 
purchased with the labour of their sinews, began 
to grow outrageous. The “gallant” (!) officer 
was saluted with a fearful volley of hisses; and, 
had it not been for the timely interference of Mr. 
O’CONNOR, it is probable that more substantial 
proofs of disapprobation would have afforded 
him, and a dreadful and sanguinary combat 
have been the result. If the fury of the people 
was restrained, it was because they, whom 
such Whig and Tory bantlings as this “gallant” 
Captain style the mob, had more prudence and 
discretion,-- more love of order and propriety,--
and more attachment to the constitution and the 
laws, than the contemptible and villanous clique 
to which he appertains. Thank God, however, 
the blood-hounds were disappointed---the cut-
throats were balked of their “amusement”---and 
the people, to their eternal honour, maintained a 
perfectly unbroken peacefulness of demeanour. 

Tune into the echoes of the Peterloo Massacre, too. The provocations of the militia 
may have led to “a dreadful and sanguinary combat” if not for the speaker’s “timely” 
intervention. Later, the legacy is directly evoked as the report goes on to caution: 
“Gallant Captains must not imagine that the Peterloo tragedy can be enacted among 
Englishmen every year”. These are fighting words from the Chartist newspaper. Words 
to summon the “working men of England” to press for constitutional change. “To have it 
or take it” - because “a tyrant Government conceeds nothing to any principle, but that of 
fear”. 

Listen to how the report characterises 
the authorities - the Whig and Tory 
politicians and the militia who served 
them. A ‘villanous clique’ itching for an 
excuse to suppress ‘the mob’ as if for sport. 
It counters with a view of the people as 
orderly, sensible and law-abiding. Aiming 
to undo a key reason the workers had 
been denied the vote, the government 
considered them too uneducated or “unfit”. 

Image: Chartist Mosaic, Rogerstone. Photo © Robin Drayton,  geograph.org.uk/p/6319004. Reproduced under a creative commons 
license.

https://ncse.ac.uk/periodicals/ns/issues/vm2-ncseproduct1012/page/4/articles/ar00410/
https://ncse.ac.uk/periodicals/ns/issues/vm2-ncseproduct1012/page/4/


The Chartists, however, favoured the tool 
of petitioning in their political quest for 
the vote. In the following year, a petition 
in support of the Charter was presented 
to the government (July 1839), but it 
did not gain parliamentary approval. 
Further petitions followed in 1842 and 
1848. In each case, large-scale outdoor 
meetings were organised, often on town 
commons, tasked to muster popularity 
and signatories. The mass support was 
evident in the 3.3 million names signed 
to the second petition, written upon a roll 
six miles long. Still, each petition failed 
to move Parliament. Although successive 
rejections were met with industrial action 
and civil unrest, ultimately, these failures 
blunted the Chartist movement. 

It would appear Chartism failed. And yet, 
take a close look at the six demands for 
parliamentary change outlined in their 
manifesto - The People’s Charter. You will 
observe all but one has been conceded. 
Universal suffrage for men over the age 
of 21 years. No property qualification 
and a salary for MPs to enable working 
class people to enter the Commons. The 
institution of secret ballots to prevent 
bribery in the vote. Equal representation, 
so smaller constituencies do not have the 
same weight as more populous ones. It 
is the demand for annual Parliaments, 
intended to ensure quick removal of 
a corrupt government, which was not 
enacted. The journey may have been 
protracted. The campaign trail staked 
out with many a mass demonstration, 
including on Newcastle’s Moor in the run 
up to the 1867 and 1884 Reform Acts. 
But the legacy of Chartism remained 
in the minds of people until Parliament 
accepted the need for reform.

The People’s Charter. Written by William Lovett on behalf of the London Working Men’s Association. 1838. Image reproduced with 
thanks to the British Library,  C.194.a.938

“Not So Very Unreasonalbe!!! Eh?”. Cartoon by John Leech from ‘Punch’, 1848. Published in ‘Mr. Punch’s History of Modern England’
by Charles Graves. 1921. Image reproduced with thanks to the University of California Libraries and the Internet Archive.



Was it, perhaps, the benefit of a Charter, a set of clear, simple principles, which helped 
keep the ambition for constitutional change alive in the collective mind of the populous? 
The six points acted as both a map for the direction of travel and a way marker for goals 
gained. As we look at the role urban commons have played in supporting our calls for 
change,  might we not draw upon the Charter to clarion the needs of the commons in 
the future - in a Community Charter for Urban Green Space. 

Dr Siobhan O’Neill December 2021
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