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By the eighteenth century social and legal changes had denuded the office of coroner of most of its medieval functions, and the role had become almost entirely concerned with the investigation of sudden and violent deaths. However, as a legacy of the early foundation of the office, the county coroner was elected by the freeholders of the county. This bestowed a continuing political significance on the office which has not yet received from historians the attention that it deserves.
 The amount spent was sometimes out of all proportion to the legal or economic significance of the role. The nature of that expenditure, and the manner and circumstances in which the contests were used, throws light on the political issues, strategies and allegiances within a county, and a wider social and cultural history. This paper will examine two coronial contests in Staffordshire in 1826 and 1830. It will first set them in their wider chronological and regional context, to show that such contests were largely a phenomenon of time and place. It will then detail the opportunities presented by vacancies, and describe how a complex mix of national and local issues could be turned to maximum political advantage. 

Under an Act of 1818, election to the office of coroner was by show of hands at the county court. If required, this was followed by a poll, for a maximum of ten days. Voters had to be of full age and own a freehold within the county, but there was no minimum freehold size, value or period of ownership. Sometimes there was only one candidate; on other occasions several candidates expressed interest but all except one withdrew before nomination; a smaller but significant number were decided by a poll. Parliamentary returns list 32 polls across 20 English counties between 1800 and 1837, and reveal that the average number of votes cast increased steadily between 1807 and 1832, but then declined (table 1). The two highest polls were the Staffordshire contests that form the subject of this paper.

Table 1

Votes cast at elections for English county coroners, 1800-37.

	Years
	Polls
	Average votes cast (mean)

	1800-06
	1
	1,267

	1807-11
	1
	1,100

	1812-16
	5
	1,272

	1817-21
	5
	2,257

	1822-26
	6
	3,453

	1827-31
	8
	4,063

	1832-37
	6
	1,891


Local newspapers report the outcome of 54 of the 56 vacancies that occurred in Staffordshire and its six contiguous counties of Cheshire, Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Warwickshire, Worcestershire and Shropshire between 1787 and 1846. Overall, 25 of the 54 were wholly uncontested, 18 contests terminated through the withdrawal of all except one candidate, and the remaining 11 vacancies were filled through a poll. The elections form a distinct pattern (figure 1). Before 1797 contests were common, but generally abandoned before nomination; between 1797 and 1821 there was rarely more than one candidate for each vacancy; from 1822, polls became commonplace, deciding the outcome of nine of the 25 vacancies, including four of the nine vacancies in 1822-31. This echoes a wider pattern of popular political activity,
 which declined during the war, but reappeared and intensified in a period of major debate over issues including Catholic emancipation, the Test and Corporation Acts, parliamentary reform, the corn laws, and Chartist demands.

Figure 1

Coronial elections in seven midland counties, 1787-1846
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Although not identical, there was sufficient similarity with the county parliamentary franchise for those thinking of challenging for parliamentary representation to use a coronial vacancy as an opportunity to test or demonstrate the strength of their support. In 1827 a former Middlesex coronial candidate described contests as ‘a trial of strength between political parties in the county (who generally subscribe for the purpose)’.
 In 1832, George Strickland advised fellow members of parliament that a recent coronial contest in Staffordshire had been, ‘between two political parties, who wanted to try their strength, and who gladly adopted the opportunity offered them by the election of a coroner. The expenses of that contest were defrayed by them’.

It was not simply a matter of party. There was a growing body of opinion that the coronership ought not to be filled simply through the power of patronage, but should be based on merit, and on the wishes of the freeholders, who had a constitutional right to be consulted. Additionally, the role might bring the coroner into conflict with mine owners and industrialists, or with county magistrates in connection with their responsibilities for law and order and the prisons, and some saw independence as vital.

Both the 1826 and 1830 coronial contests in Staffordshire were ten-day polls, and newspaper reports paint a vivid picture.
 In 1826, vehicles of every description entered Stafford each day, handbills were issued, songs composed, and speeches made. In a scene reminiscent of the conclusion of a parliamentary contest, the eventual victor, lawyer John Dent, was carried through the streets of Stafford, before several thousand people, in a decorated chair, behind a band of musicians and a parade of banners. He left Stafford in an open carriage drawn by eight horses, behind a procession of horsemen, flag-bearers and musicians, for a tour of the Potteries towns, ending in his home town of Hanley, where he was greeted by an estimated 40,000 people. In 1830, musicians wearing the sky-blue favours of William Harding paraded the streets of Stafford for the two days preceding the nomination meeting. On the day of nomination Harding’s supporters, on foot, horseback or in vehicles and wearing sky-blue ribbons and laurel, left his home town of Burslem at dawn for a four-hour journey to Stafford, gathering supporters at the various townships along the route. Fenton’s similar cavalcade, decorated with sprigs of oak, had begun from Newcastle-under-Lyme. Harding was victorious, and was chaired through the streets of Stafford and in the Potteries. Although the third candidate made no public entry, at the conclusion of the poll he was accompanied home with flags, music and carriages, despite losing, and made three addresses in Newcastle and another in Hanley, where about 20,000 people had gathered.

Until 1787 there were two county coroners in Staffordshire, based in Wolverhampton and Stafford. They covered the whole county, except for the borough of Lichfield and the manor of Burton-upon-Trent, which had coroners of their own. Over the second half of the eighteenth century population growth, stemming from the expansion of the Staffordshire coalfield, the metal industries in the south of the county and the potteries in the north, made it appropriate to appoint further coroners. On the death of the Stafford-based coroner in 1787, the magistrates obtained the Lord Chancellor’s agreement to the election of three new coroners to replace him. A contest was avoided on that occasion after the magistrates indicated that ‘for the ease and convenience of the inhabitants’ these three coroners should reside in Stafford, Newcastle-under-Lyme and Uttoxeter.
 Assuming that each parish, for convenience, used the nearest coroner, four territories of broadly similar physical size were created (figure 2).

Figure 2

Approximate territories of Staffordshire coroners, 1787-1842
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Although the coroners elected in 1826 and 1830 would serve only northern Staffordshire, freeholders from across the county were canvassed and encouraged to vote. In 1826, a total of 8,222 freeholders polled, and in 1830, 9,095 freeholders cast their votes. The county parliamentary electorate before 1832 has been estimated at ‘over 5,000’.
 It was said that in 1826 one party was prepared to spend £10,000 to secure the election, and that one of the candidates in 1830 was willing to pay £5,000. If more was spent in 1826 it may be due to the time it would have taken to establish a list of freeholders, for there had been no parliamentary contest since 1747, and no contest for a coroner for many decades, if at all. In 1826 a local newspaper estimated that the emoluments of the office were less than £47, and pointed out that an annuity of twice that sum could have been bought for each candidate for a fraction of the money spent on the election. The actual remuneration was probably a little higher, for the successful candidate in 1830 received £128 from the role in his first full year of office.
 The expenditure was considered justified by the wider political value of the election process, rather than the financial or social value of the role.

A coronial vacancy created a number of political opportunities. If it was hoped to contest a parliamentary vacancy at a later date, a list of the county freeholders could be constructed or updated, and the nature and extent of any influence could be identified. This would be especially valuable in counties such as Staffordshire, where there had been no recent parliamentary contest, and where extensive industrialisation, population growth and urbanisation were changing the political landscape. Perhaps more importantly, a canvass could test the strength of support within the county for a parliamentary candidate or a political party, as any subject could be discussed and views obtained. Popular reaction to the speeches at the nomination meeting could be assessed, and the show of hands gave everyone the opportunity to indicate their views. A poll provided a nightly opportunity for further speeches, and an important forum for political debate in a period in which political meetings could be discouraged or forcibly dispersed by the authorities. Similar opportunities were provided by celebratory dinners at the conclusion of a contest. Although sentiment could be assessed during a canvass, the result of the poll was a public statement, which would be widely reported. The employment of local people in roles including musicians, cooks, serving staff, banner-makers and assemblers of ribbon favours, could be a way for political representatives to maintain favour outside the context of a general election, to minimise claims that parliamentary voters were being bribed.

To obtain the maximum political benefit, the freeholders had to be persuaded to vote. Employer and landlord influence had a place, and conveyances and refreshment were usually provided. To avoid accusations of partiality, newspapers did not link the candidates to political issues, but reporting could be encouraged through pageantry, and through differentiation of the candidates on non-political grounds. At coronial elections across the country debate was encouraged on places of residence and professional backgrounds. There was almost endless scope for candidates to claim that their situation was preferable, as they lived closest to a dangerous river, mines or quarries, or a centre of population. In Staffordshire a further dimension was added, that of civic pride. Occupation did not feature in these two elections, for each of the candidates was an attorney.

In 1787 the magistrates had indicated that the new coroner for the north of the county should be based in Newcastle. When he resigned in 1826, some county freeholders were determined that his replacement should live in one of the growing Potteries towns, which were vying among themselves and with the historic borough for pre-eminence in the north of the county. Newcastle, although a parliamentary borough, did not have the right within its charter to appoint a coroner of its own, and in 1826 the corporation was determined that the town should not lose its resident county coroner. The two candidates at that election were Hyatt, from Newcastle, and Dent from Hanley. Hyatt had the support of the mayor and corporation and was allegedly backed by a ‘long purse’. Dent had possibly been chosen to represent the Potteries as he had not been released from a bankruptcy of 1822, and could therefore claim that he had not purchased any votes. Undoubtedly, money was subscribed by individuals, but the county had managed to wrest one of its parliamentary seats from Earl Gower in 1820, and independence was seen as important. Some votes were cast on grounds of civic pride, others either for ‘Dent and Independence’ or as compelled voters in the Newcastle interest. Additionally, Dent was in favour of Catholic emancipation, an important issue in a county with a large Catholic population, but Hyatt’s name was linked in a handbill to a vote against ‘Popery’. With a general election anticipated, some used the contest to test the degree of opposition within the county to the views of the two elected representatives, who had both voted in favour of the Catholic relief bills. It served its purpose, one party noting, following the prorogation of parliament, that the coronial contest had ‘proved that they might dismiss the bugbear, expense [of a parliamentary contest] from their minds’.

On the death of Dent in 1830, the borough of Newcastle determined to win back the office. Their standard-bearer was John Fenton, whose family had acted for many years as agents for the Leveson-Gower family. If his connections alone did not encourage voters, his pecuniary circumstances might have attracted sympathy, for he had a family of eight young children to support. It was initially a three-way contest, although Fenton retired after the third day of the poll. The two other candidates were from the Potteries, Griffin from Shelton who proclaimed himself independent, and Harding from Burslem. Once the Newcastle candidate had withdrawn, local rivalry between the Potteries towns featured, but the candidates were also each canvassing, and had established committees, in the south of the county. Harding won, largely due to the support he received from some of the leading Catholics in the county, including Lord Talbot and the Giffards of Chillington. The general election, called shortly after the coronial vacancy occurred, following the death of the king, was not contested, the coronial contest perhaps being preferred from a combination of the more loosely defined franchise and the lack of any formal mechanism for challenging the validity of the votes.

To conclude, elections to this office had a wider significance. These two Staffordshire contests illustrate the range of political opportunities and benefits that arose from the process, and demonstrate how a complex mix of national and local issues could be used to motivate the undecided and provide a public demonstration of support for a particular political viewpoint. Such contests were a product of time and place, occurring only when considered necessary, but once underway they could be as exciting and important as any parliamentary contest.
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