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FOREWORD

People who ate capable of creating something
are always interesting. Whether William Shipley
appreciated the magnitude and importance of
the creation of the Royal Society of Arts is
uncertain but I think he would be entitled to a
modest glow of pride if he could see the
activities of the Society today.

Mr. Allan has put together a most illumin-
ating volume about a man who was at the centre
of much philanthropic work and deeply in-
volved in the encouragement of the Arts
during the most exciting years of the eighteenth
century.
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I

INTRODUCTION

‘William Shipley . . . lui dont j’anrois vouln voir e nom
dans le Plutarque anglois.”

P. N. Chantreau, Voyage dans les trois royaumes
d&’ Angleterre, d’ Ecosse et d’Irlande, 1792

[a] The biographical problem

In his History of the Royal Society of Arts, which was published
in 1913, Sir Henry Trueman Wood noted that ‘the materials
for a life of Shipley are scanty’,! and the sources he listed have
formed the basis of all subsequent accounts of the life of the
Founder of the Society. Hudson and Luckhurst’s admirable
bicentenary history of the Society? stimulated interest in
William Shipley’s achievement when it appeared in 1954 but
could add nothing to Trueman Wood’s list. In 1958 the present
writer completed a catalogue of the Society’s early archives
and during the years that followed a number of English and
American scholars published monographs on fresh aspects of
the Society’s history.? Techniques were developed for using
the Society’s minutes and membership lists in biographical
studies which made it certain that much could be learnt of
Shipley’s fifty-year-long association with the Society if time
could be found to apply them to his case. A further induce-
ment to attempt his biography was the discovery of several
letters from Shipley to the Society which had been overlooked
by its previous historians. Yet his life before the foundation of
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WILLIAM SHIPLEY

the Society remained a mystery and not much more was known
about his years in Maidstone.

The best known source for the pre-history of the Society of
Arts is Thomas Mortimet’s Concise Account, which was pub-
lished in 1763 as the printed version of 2 now vanished manu-
script of 1758. Mortimer traces the evolution of Shipley’s
scheme to stimulate artistic and scientific skills by competitions
for prizes, and from his narrative are derived the familiar
stories of the founder’s interest in the Northampton horse
fairs and of his successful struggle with the local fuel profiteets
during the winters of 1751 and 1752. Shipley’s local successes
encouraged him to persevere with his plan to form a national
society for the public good, and Mottimer states that he was
advised to try it out in London by ‘some ingenious and public
spirited gentlemen in the neighbourhood’. His London con-
tacts wete limited to three acquaintances who might be ‘capable
of forwarding his design’, including Henry Baker, the micro-
scopist, and ‘He had also a recommendation to the Reverend
Dr. Stephen Hales of Teddington.”

An enlargement of Mortimer’s narrative was attempted first
through a study of Hales, who because of his fame as a scientist
seemed most likely to be the best documented figure, and
though no correspondence between Hales and Shipley has
survived a link between them was found in ‘Thomas Yeoman,
an engineer and friend of Hales who turned cut to be the
President of a philosophical society at Northampton, to which
Shipley said in one of his letters in the Society of Arts’ archives
that he had once belonged. Mr. Eric Robinson, a modern
authority on Thomas Yeoman and the Northampton Philo-
sophical Society,? then supplied references to some letters
about that Society exchanged between Dr. Doddridge, the
celebrated Northampton Dissenting Minister and Henry
Baker, which are preserved in the Baker collection at the
John Rylands Library in Manchester.® Work on this collection
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INTRODUCTION

revealed holograph letters from Shipley to Baker written
during the crucial years 1749 and 1753, which contain refer-
ences to the genesis of the Society of Arts and sevetal signifi-
cant clues regarding the character and interests of their author.

The Baker letters presented Shipley as a man in early middle-
age well versed in scientific and antiquarian learning and yet
apparently too modest to claim Fellowship of either the Royal
or Antiquarian Societies where Baker himself had so much
influence. They show he had the leisute to pursue schemes for
the public welfare but say nothing of his financial or family
circumstances. To reconstruct the first thirty-four years of his
life a lengthy search was necessary amongst wills and parish
registers. Fortunately both encouragement and assistance was
received from Miss K. M. Kenyon, a Fellow of the Royal
Society of Arts, who resides in Twyford village, Hampshire,
where Shipley spent his boyhood years. Miss Kenyon not only
drew on her own extensive knowledge of the history of the
village but obtained permission from Mrs. M. Dykes, the
presentowner of Twyford Moors,? so that an inspection might
be made of the Shipley muniments. In 1964 the writer was
most hospitably entertained by Mrs. Dykes at Twyford
Moors and given complete freedom to work on the family
papers.

After the pattern of his family background had been estab-
lished the next subject of enquiry was Shipley’s professional
activity as an artist and a search was begun for some work of
his brush. Edward Edwards, Horace Walpole’s successor as
the historian of British Art, writing before 1808 referred to a
‘Mezzotinto print by Faber of a boy blowing a firebrand
marked with the name of Shipley as the painter’, and his state-
ment was repeated by Redgrave and later dictionaries of
artists.® But attempts to locate the print in the British Museum
on the basis of this information proved unsuccessful and wide-
spread enquiries addressed to other collections and published
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WILLIAM SHIPLEY

in the press yielded no result. It was not until a visit had been
paid to the Maidstone Museum and Art Gallery that some
progress was made towards a solution of the mystery. At
Maidstone there was displayed an oil painting entitled ‘Boy
blowing a brand’, attributed to the Dutch artist Godfreid
Schalcken (1643-1706). The name Schalcken was thought to
have been confused with Shipley, and a previous Curator of
the Museum had erased from his notes the statement that the
painting was by Shipley, though he had noted the oral evidence
of a descendant of one of Shipley’s servants that it had once
been in the possession of Shipley’s family at Knightrider
House, Maidstone.? However, a renewed search at the British
Museum, this time guided by the name of Schalcken, revealed
the mezzotint mentioned by Edwards. It was subscribed
‘Godfrey Schalcken Pinxt. William Shipley Delint. . Faber
Fecit., 1751. Done from the original Painting at Altrop [sic] in
the collection of John Spencer Esq.” Since the ‘original paint-
ing’ by Schalcken was found to be still in the collection of
Lord Spencer at Althorp House, Northamptonshire, 0 it could
be assumed that the version at Maidstone was a copy by
Shipley, made when he lived at Northampton in 1751, and
brought by him to Maidstone with his other possessions in
1768. Thus one picture by Shipley, albeit unoriginal, exists to
illustrate his considerable skill as a painter.

Next to his fame as the Founder of the Society of Atts is his
celebrity as the proprietor of a London drawing school.
Redgrave in his Dictionary confused ‘Shipley’s School’ with the
St. Martin’s Lane Academy and although Trueman Wood
pointed out the distinction between the two institutions,!!
later works of reference have followed Redgrave,!2 and this
has made the identification of Shipley’s students especially
difficult. A list of twenty-one names has been compiled on the
basis of statements made by contemporaries, and their pet-
formance as candidates for the Society of Arts’ premiums has

4



INTRODUCTION

also been checked against the Society’s records; a table is given
below showing the results of this analysis.!3

The location of the various premises used by Shipley for his
school was established in the course of research into topo-
graphical soutces for an historical monograph on the houses
of the Society of Arts,4 and a full description of the curriculum
of the School was found in the correspondence between
Shipley and his pupil Ozias Humphry which is preserved at
the Royal Academy.!s Examining the Humphry mss. at the
Royal Academy with the generous assistance of Mr. S. C.
Hutchison, the Librarian, proved a fascinating task though it
led to a fruitless search for any connection between Shipley
and the Academy.

Shipley it is true moved out of London to Maidstone in
1768, the year of the Academy’s foundation. But he continued
to practise as an artist, as well as undertaking the public work
mentioned by J. M. Russell in The History of Maidstone, pub-
lished in 1881, whose brief account of his later life was copied
in the Dictionary of National Biography and in the two histories
of the Society of Arts.16 With the enthusiastic co-operation of
Mzt. L. R. A. Grove, Curator of the Maidstone Museum, it has
been possible to fill out Russell’s sketch from documents in the
Museum’s collection amongst which are Shipley’s own
‘memoranda book’—covering the work of the Society of Arts
and the Maidstone Society, but particulatly precious for the
brief personal jottings it contains—and a copy of his previously
unknown Proposal to Establish a Society for Promoting Useful
Knowledge in the County of Kent. This pamphlet, like his other
publications, is not to be found in library catalogues and in
view of its rarity it has been reprinted below in the docu-
mentary appendix.l” Even Shipley’s Proposals and Scheme for
the foundation of the Society of Arts were never preserved in
its library; their content is only known because Mortimer
printed them in his Concise Acconnt, so they will be found re-
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WILLIAM SHIPLEY

published here in their appropriate place in the narrative of
Shipley’s life.?® A large patt of Shipley’s manuscript corres-
pondence has also been given ## extenso, either in the narrative
or the appendix, so that this book may stand in the place of
one which, but for its subject’s modesty, might have been long
since familiar as ‘Shipley’s Life, Works, and Letters’.

[b] The historical setting

When William Shipley proposed in a brief printed pamphlet an
easy method ‘to embolden enterprise, to enlarge Science, to
tefine Art, to improve our Manufactures, and extend our
Commerce’,! he was contributing to a tradition of economic
literature which was already a century old in 1753. The promise
of a nostrum which would bring strength and riches to the
nation had long been the theme of pamphleteers whether re-
spectable political arithmeticians who sincerely believed they
knew ‘how to pay debts without money’, and ‘to out-do the
Dutch without fighting’,? or Grub Street writers paid by
South Sea, Fishery, and other sectional interests. In beginning
the title of his pamphlet with the word ‘Proposals’, Shipley
might well have expected to raise the scepticism of his readets.
Between 1701 and 1750 over 250 ‘Proposals’ had been pub-
lished. There had been ‘Proposals for improving the Fisheries’,
. . . ‘for the encouragement of seamen’, . . . “for supplying the
nation with money’, . . . “for the due regulation of Servants’,
. .. ‘for employing all the poor’, and a host of other apparently
desirable objects, few of which had a chance of realisation.?
Public contempt for the Projector who ‘must be delivered by
a miracle or starve’ as Defoe wrote in his Essay o7 Projectst was
heightened by the disastrous expetiences of the Bubble-year of
1720. Yet there remained those who took comfort in the
example of Noah whose building of the ark Defoe called the
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INTRODUCTION

first project. Malachy Postlethwait reprinted much of Defoe’s
essay in his great Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce,®
which he compiled during the years 1730 to 1755. In noting
Shipley’s scheme for a Society for the encouragement of Atts,
Manufactures and Commerce, he recalled how ‘The Great
Colbert of France . . . used to declare, That he thought he spent
his time well in reading over a hundred proposals for the
advancing the wealth and commerce of France, though but
one of them deserved to be encouraged. And while other
nations are studiously cultivating the arts of commerce, we
shall hardly think them undeserving our regard, while our
whole dependence is upon them.’®

Postlethwait believed that ‘commerce should seem to be the
original Parent of the Arts and Sciences’” and Shipley wished
to enlarge commerce through fostering the arts and sciences.
However, economic strength was not Shipley’s only objective;
he wished ‘to render Great Britain the school of instruction as
it is already the centre of traffic to the greatest part of the
known wortld’.8 Precedents for his ‘Proposals’ need not be
sought amongst the numerous schemes for improving the
national finances, ot for discouraging imports and encouraging
exports, but amongst the smaller number of plans to foster the
inventive talents of the people through the foundation of
societies.

The association of ptivate citizens for public purposes is a
phenomenon which may be expected to occur in communities
which have to some extent petrified their traditional institu-
tions of government. In medieval times religious, local and
occupational organisations provided a framework for most
human aspirations. Under the absolute monarchies of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries initiative flowed from the
Crown. In England in the eighteenth century, however, the
executive government was not only limited constitutionally
but was largely preoccupied with the finance and the prosecu-
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WILLIAM SHIPLEY

tion of a recurring series of wars. It is in this century that we
find emerging organisations for the attainment of national
aims which bear the relatively new name of ‘societies’. As the
fear of religious and political persecution lifted with the end of
the seventeenth century, so the desire to form associations
grew amongst Englishmen.? Coffee-house meetings turned
themselves into clubs and many clubs were dignified with the
names of societies. “The Society of Free and Candid Enquiry’
was the impressive name adopted by the habitués of ‘Robin
Hood’ tavern in London.!® Mutual-improvement societies of
tradesmen such as the Spitalfields and Manchester Mathe-
matical Societies of 1717 and 171811 were matched at the other
end of the social scale by the Spalding Gentlemens’ Society of
17102 and the Dilettanti Society of 1732. The Dilettanti,
despite their serious and valuable work for archaeology and
art patronage, publicly admitted that ‘Friendly and Social
Intercourse was undoubtedly the first great object in view’.13
Their early Minute books contain parodies of the resolution
making procedure of mote serious bodies which recall seven-
teenth-century satires on House of Commons atrogance and
look forward to the Pickwick Club. Their use of 2 Roman
toga was more innocent than the dress of the Monks of Med-
menham, but it may be regarded as part of the same tendency
to ritualism, more serious manifestations of which could be
found in revived Freemasonry and Rosicrucianism. The
‘Society for the encouragement of Learning” which was estab-
lished in 1735 ‘to institute a republic of letters for promoting
the Arts and Sciences’'* was probably a masonic lodge and
even the Society of Antiquaries had strong ties with Free-
masonry.1%

Although the Society of Antiquaties sometimes claimed an
Elizabethan pedigree in the eighteenth century,!® the senior
and most respected English society in Shipley’s time was un-
doubtedly the Royal Society of London for the Promotion of

8



INTRODUCTION

Natural Knowledge. The story of its informal beginnings in
the late 1640s as a fulfilment of Bacon’s dream of an ‘invisible
college’ is well known.'” After the Restoration it received
Royal patronage and became the centre for the study of expeti-
mental science in England. No other national scientific society
was to be established in England until Shipley founded the
Society of Arts in the middle of the eighteenth century.
Shipley’s Society succeeded because it complemented the work
of the Royal Society and was founded at an opportune moment.
H. B. Wheatley, a Victorian scholar who was steeped in the
history of both societies, wrote:

As the condition of England in the middle of the seventeenth
century brought about the foundation of the Royal Society
and the popular and widely-spread interest in the investiga-
tion of science, so the condition of the country in the middle
of the cighteenth century brought about the formation of
the Society of Arts for the encouragement of the applica-
tions of science for the general good. As Dryden, Waller,
Evelyn, and the literary coterie of the Restoration period
largely supported the Royal Society, so the circle that sur-
rounded Dr. Johnson took a lively interest in the success of
the Society of Arts. The lines upon which the Royal Society
was founded were not followed by the founders of the
Society of Arts. The latter made an entirely new departure
and were strictly original in their scheme. Their objects wete
national, and the members gave their money and their time
not for their own private advantage, nor for the increase of
their personal knowledge, but in an attempt to raise the
productive powers of the nation itself.!8

Wheatley was incorrect in writing of the ‘strict originality” of
the Society of Arts. Similar proposals had anticipated Shipley’s
great idea and in some measure contributed to it. In spite of

9
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their failure they desetve consideration as stages in the
evolution of his achievement.

Eatly in 1722, less than two years after the bursting of the
South Sea Bubble, a pamphlet appeared under the title of
Three Letters concerning the Forming of a Society, To be called The
Chamber of Arts, For the Preserving and Improvement of Operative
Knowledge, the Mechanical Arts, Inventions, and Manufactures. A
detailed ‘Essay towards a Constitution for regulating such a
Society’ was printed with the proposal,'® but its essentials
were given in three paragraphs:

The Business of this socIEry may be to enquire into the
Manner of performing any Thing Curious or Rate in all
Atts, Trades, and Manufactures, as well Abroad as at Home,
and to keep a continual Register of the same; to invite
ingenious Artists and Mechanics, as well Foreigners, as
others, to apply to them; and to be at the Charge of Pro-
moting, and Encouraging, or making Ttials and Experi-
ments in any new Invention, Art, or Manufactute; and to
give particular Rewards to those that invent or contrive any
New Tool, or Instrument in Husbandry, or Workmanship,
by which any Trade or Occupation is benefited, and where
the Property cannot be secur’d to the INVENTOR by a Patent.

And to enable the socIETY to answer these great Ends,
each Member may subscribe to pay a small Sum Annually,
and make a Donation on Admittance, of such 2 Sum as their
different Circumstances and Inclinations will allow of: And
to reimburse this Charge, in Case of Success in any very
valuable Invention, they may, by Agreement with the
Inventor, have a certain Share in the Patent, or other
Advantage atising from it.
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The Consequences of the Success of such a socIETY, will
be very much for the Benefit of the Publick: Their Registers
will contain the Arts and Mysteries of our Trades and
Manufactures; nothing of Use can for the Future be lost to
Posterity; and every one that has the Liberty of perusing
them, may set his Head to work to make Improvements.
Their Contributions will be a continual Fund to help and
assist Ingenuity, and no useful Undertaking will belost, either
for want of due Trial, or the Incapacity or Obscurity of its
Projector. Even by this Means, we may draw from other
Nations their Trades and Manufactures, and make our own
Country the Retreat and Succour of every peculiar Genius
for ArRTs and INVENTIONS.?0

This was a striking anticipation of Shipley’s Society of Atts
and when rediscovered in the 1760s was said to have been a
possible influence leading to its foundation.?* But even the
anonymous advocate of the Chamber of Arts found it neces-
sary to answer the charge that 1722 was ‘not a proper time to
introduce anything new, when Projects in general are under
so much Disreputation, and so many People reduc’d to Mis-
fortunes by playing with them’. He argued in vain that ‘our
late Losses and Misfortunes might . . . make us more Indus-
trious, more Inquisitive, and more Diligent, by all honest
Means, to retrieve the ill State of our affairs’.22 It required the
more confident atmosphere of the middle of the century before
‘those of public spirit’ would ‘pursue the hint given by the
sensible author of those letters’,2® and then it would be as
much through Shipley’s un-projector like candour and per-
sistent personal canvass as through the power of printed
argument from himself or other authors. The great flowering
of inventive skill and the increased velocity of economic
growth which followed the turn of the century and was,
indeed, contemporary with Shipley’s public career, has been
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WILLIAM SHIPLEY

often described by historians. The causes of these develop-
ments are complex, and are still the subject of debate. Two
factors only need be mentioned here: firstly that by the time
Shipley came to publish his ‘Proposals’ England had enjoyed
her years of Walpolian peace and prosperity, forgetting the
uncertainty of ‘South Sea Time’ yet retaining her zeal for
commercial preponderance; and secondly that the inventive
idea bad been nurtured by English scientists ever since the
foundation of the Royal Society in 1660.

In his History of the Royal Society, a book much read in
Shipley’s time, Bishop Sprat defined the scope of the Society’s
interests:

These two subjects, God and the Sou/, being only forborn:
In all the rest, they wander, at their pleasure. In the frame
of Men’s bodies, the ways for strong, healthful and long life:
In the Arts of Men’s Hands, those that either necessity, con-
venience, ot delight have produc’d: In the works of Nature, their
helps, their varieties, redundancies, and defects: and in
bringing all these to the #ses of humane Sociery.?s

Soon after its foundation, the Royal Society had shown an
interest in improved methods of raising sheep and planting
corn, in ‘the propagating of fruits and trees’, ‘the transplanting
of vegetables’, the cultivation of silk in North America, the
discovery of dyestuffs and new ‘mechanic arts’.?5 These were
all topics which were to interest Shipley and his friends in the
Royal Society when they founded a new society ninety years
afterwards. In the meantime, the ‘Royal’ had achieved inte-
national eminence from the theoretical work of Boyle and
Newton and had become a continuing target for satirical
writers who could see no practical benefits emerging from
abstract science.? Literary ridicule of the ‘Virtuosi’, which was
undertaken by authors of all calibre in the eighteenth century,
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reflected the incredulity of the mass of mankind that anyone
should waste his time on incomprehensible experiments, and
a semi-affectionate acceptance of them as ‘characters’ whose
odd quirks of behaviour caused by absence of mind, gave an
added colour to the Spectator’s world. The stories which were
to be told of Shipley’s supposed arrest as ‘a spy or Jesuit’
because of his extreme taciturnity and of his missed matriage
belong to this tradition.?”

‘Sir Nicholas Gimcrack’, Shadwell’s improbable scientist
whom Addison resurrected in the Tatler, was said to have been
walking in the fields on Midsummer-day 1710, With his wife,
when according to her supposed narration: ‘he saw a very odd-
coloured butterfly just before us. I observed, that he immedi-
ately changed colout, like a man that is sutprised with a piece
of good luck, and telling me that it was what he had looked for
above these twelve years, he threw off his coat, and followed
it. T lost sight of them both in less than a quarter of an hour;
but my husband continued the chase over hedge and ditch till
about sunset; at which time, as I was afterwards told, he
caught the butterfly, as she rested herself upon a cabbage, near
five miles from the place where he first put her up. He was
here lifted from the ground by some passengets in a very
fainting condition, and brought home to me about midnight.
His violent exercise threw him into a fever, which grew upon
him by degrees, and at last carried him off.”?8 The legend of
Shipley’s marriage is remarkably similar, and though it had no
historical basis was confidently repeated a hundred years after
his death. ‘As to Mr. Shipley,” wrote a Maidstone antiquatian
in the eatly 1900s, ‘he was . . . a very absent man—after
courting a lady a long while (7 years I believe it was) the
morning for the martiage in Maidstone Church was appointed
—when it arrived the oblivious savant went out in slippets
and dressing gown into the garden as often he did—and lol 2
butterfly fluttered by towards the Church! and he realised that
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there ought he to have been—he arrived—but it was too late.
The disgusted bridal party had waited and started [and] the
lady would not see him but after another such term relented
and married they were at last.’?®

Shipley’s chief collaborators in the Royal Society, Stephen
Hales and Henry Baker, also suffered from ridicule and satire
in spite of their international reputations as scientists.3® Yet
both were occupied with economic improvements as well as
with morte abstract studies and would have completely rejected
Gimcrack’s distaste ‘for the Practick’.3! A modern historian of
science has pointed out the considerable interest in industrial
chemistry which was taken by Fellows of the Royal Society in
Shipley’s time.32 There was certainly no lack of desire in the
Society to harness scientific knowledge to practical ends, but
the constitution of the Society provided only for the publica-
tion of such knowledge and allowed for no direct reward to
inventors. The Chamber of Arts proposed in 1722 would have
remedied the situation by taking ‘up things where they are left
by the Royal Society’3? but it was never established. However,
some sixteen years later another attempt was made to extend
the work of the Society in this direction.

In 1738 ‘A Proposal for the Encouragement of Arts and
Sciences by the Royal Society’ was canvassed by a remarkable
projector called Philip Peck, under which the Society would
have raised a fund of £1,000 to be employed to assist persons
producing new and useful inventions.3¢ Peck had already
written persuasively in favour of the expansion of British
fisheries®® and he later took an interest in the iron industry
and in Irish agriculture.3® Like Shipley he spent his life pur-
suing schemes for the public good and he suffered similar
tebuffs and disappointments. His career was characterised by
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an admirer as being ‘attended with a variety of Accidents, as
the soaring you up to a very high Pitch of Fortune, upon the
Foundation of Schemes, well laid in the Opinion of your
Friends, being they were crown’d with Success. At other
times, from equally as good Judgement and Solid Reason,
different Undertakings of yours, for want of Power to carry
into Execution, have become abortive. And the very same
Persons who applauded your Foresight and Prudence at one
time, at another, insulted and neglected you under Misfortunes;
alledging all your Disappointments and Losses, flow’d from
the Consequences of a giddy Head, fill’'d with Projects and
Castles in the Air, which had only for Foundation, Chimerical
Frenzy . . .3 Though not a Fellow of the Royal Society, Peck
knew its President, Sir Hans Sloane, and was thus able to get
his “Proposal’ considered at a meeting of the Council.38 It was
tejected by an equivocally worded resolution, ‘that this
Society, as a Society, cannot assist in the establishment of such
a foundation; nor will they give any interruption to the design
of any other Society, which the proposer now seems to be in
hopes may be formed thereon’.3® The Society’s records say
nothing about the reason for the rejection, but it was probably
due to Peck’s suggestion that the subscribers to his scheme
should share in the profits of successful inventions—which
would have turned the Society into a sort of joint-stock com-
pany for the exploitation of patents. To Peck there would have
seemed nothing strange in this for he was a projector of the
classic sort, but it would hardly have appealed to the Council
which set a high value on the good name of the Society. When
Shipley came to enlist the support of Fellows of the Society for
his own proposals in the next decade, he would in no way link
them to the Royal Society by name nor include either patents
or distributed profits in his scheme.

Shipley’s attitude to the exclusive privileges granted by
patents of invention—albeit at considerable expense and
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through cumbersome legal processes—may be deduced from
the fact that he was himself never a patentee in spite of his long
career as an inventor and from the refusal of his Society of
Arts to grant ‘premiums’ for inventions which had been or
were intended to be patented.®® ‘Premiums’ or ‘Bountys’ were
the often interchangeable names used for direct rewards
carrying no future privileges paid to inventors or the pro-
ducers of nationally valuable economic products.®* Such
awards were offered under Acts of Parliament by the Board of
Longitude (1713) in England, the Linen Board in Ireland
(1710) and the Board of Trustees for Manufacture in Scotland
(1727).%2 Shipley wished to extend the system by raising a fund
from public subscribers. He was anticipated in England by the
Anti-Gallican Association, which was founded in 1745 ‘to
promote British Manufactures, to extend the commerce of
England, to discourage the introduction of French modes and
oppose the importation of French commodities’. It gave a
number of premiums for English lace and needlework between
1751 and 1754.4% Shipley’s ‘Proposals’ echoed to some extent
this economic nationalism, but they envisaged a properly
organised Society of Arts rather than the militant dining
brothethood which formed the basis of the Anti-Gallicans.

A closer precedent was the Dublin Society for Promoting
Husbandry and other useful arts, which in 1740 had adopted
the Revd. Dr. Samuel Madden’s plan for awarding premiums.44
Madden was such an enthusiast for premiums that in the
manner of the time he gained the wotd itself as a sobriquet.
Shipley arrived at the same views on premiums through inde-
pendent investigation, but he made use of the example of the
Dublin Society when he came to work out the details of his
scheme for an English Society of Arts. He did not become
acquainted with ‘Premium’ Madden until after he had success-
fully established his own Society. In 1757 Madden told Shipley
that he had himself tried to establish 2 premium fund in
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England and had sought the patronage of his ‘dear and ever
honoured Master the late Prince of Wales but I am sorry to
say,” Madden continued in a letter to Shipley, ‘though the
Prince approved it and my zeal, he told me his Finances would
not bear such a Burden, which was fitter for his Royal Father’s
Encouragement (or words to that Effect) than his, and so it
dropped neglected’.45 Unlike his son and grandson George 11
took little personal interest in anything beyond the purely
political and military spheres and Shipley received no Royal
support when he established his Society in 1754. By that time
Frederick, Prince of Wales,% was dead but the Princess
Dowager maintained her late husband’s ‘second court’ at
Leicester House and her Clerk of the Closet, Dr. Stephen
Hales, gave immense assistance to Shipley in his scheme.” If
no direct Royal patronage was forthcoming it was not long
before most of the Ministers of the Crown and the leading
statesmen of all parties joined the Society of Arts.8 A corres-
pondent of Shipley foresaw this in 1754, when he wrote: ‘that
no truly benevolent or public spirited Briton can hesitate
concerning so good a Design. A Design that when carried
into Execution will not only unite in one common Band all
real Patriots, or as I should then call them the Patrons of the
Nation, but will in time, I hope utterly extirpate all Party
distinctions, the Bar of Society and Civil Government: for as
we might in Charity conclude that the aim of all Partys is the
public good; so all Partys must if that be their Principle join
in promoting a design so well calculated for that great end.4?

Shipley had many links with the talented group of artists
which had received encouragement from Frederick, Prince of
Wales.?® The group felt strongly the need for a national
academy of arts. In 1749 one of its architect members, John
Gwynn, published an ‘Essay on Design’ which included ‘Pro-
posals for Erecting a Public Academy to be Supported by
Voluntary Subscription till 2 Royal Foundation can be ob-
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tained’ and ‘for Educating the British Youth in Drawing’.
Gwynn shared Shipley’s belief in the value of drawing instruc-
tion for all classes. “There is scarce any Mechanic, let his Em-
ployment be ever so simple,” he wrote, ‘who may not receive
advantage’ from it. He pointed out that although the Royal
Society was older and better than the French Academy of
Sciences, and the Académie Frangaise itself had become de-
generate, yet France had in her Academy of Painting and
Sculpture an institution which gave her ‘Glory and Advantage’.
Were such an academy ‘imitated and improved upon’, London,
Gwynn believed, would become ‘a Seat of Atts, as it is now of
Commerce, inferior to none in the Universe’.5 Although there
was to be no Royal Academy of Arts in England until 1768,
Shipley’s Society of Arts and Drawing School went a long way
towards fulfilling Gwynn’s suggestions in 1754.

The growing sense of professional self-sufficiency amongst
the London artists of Shipley’s time which made them put
forward schemes for academies and societies of art also per-
mitted them to make direct contributions to the public welfare.
A major object of their interest was Captain Thomas Coram’s
Hospital for Foundling Children and Hogarth’s work for this
important charity has often been described.®2 Shipley also took
an interest in the hospital3® but he went much farther than his
brother artists and initiated his own schemes for remedying
social evils and assisting the unfortunate, He was indeed the
only professional artist to earn a place amongst the great names
of eighteenth-century philanthropy. “Thrice happy the country
which can boast of 2 Howard, a Young, a Hawes, a Shipley’,
wrote Count Leopold Berchtold in 1789.5¢ It will be seen that
Shipley was active in prison reform, poor relief and life-saving,
the specialities of Howard, Young and Hawes, besides his
many other ‘plans for the public advantage’.5s

Shipley’s life included in its span the surge of English com-
mercial self-confidence which Defoe celebrated and which was
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to be feared by Napoleon, the spectacular first stage of the
Industrial Revolution from the flying shuttle to steam-powered
cotton mills, the flowering of English genius in the arts from
Hogarth to Turner, and the growth of English philanthropic
endeavour from the first county hospitals to Hannah Mote’s
‘Age of Benevolence’.58 In the shaping of these momentous
developments Shipley made a contribution which was both
distinctive and significant.
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‘Enconragement is much the same to Arts and Sciences as
culture is to Vegetables.

Shipley’s ‘Proposals’

(7] Family background and education

William Shipley was the third son of Jonathan Shipley, a
native of Leeds who had settled in London at an eatly age,
and of Martha, the daughter of William Davies of Twyford,
in Hampshire. According to the Dictionary of National Bio-
&raphy, William Shipley was botn in Maidstone in 1714.1
Trueman Wood disagreed about the place and questioned the
date; he believed that William was born in London and that
‘the correct date of his birth might be 1715°.2 His guesses can
now almost certainly be confirmed by the baptismal registers
of the united parishes of St. Stephen, Walbrook, and St. Benet,
Sherehog. The registers show that William, son of Jonathan
Shipley and Martha, his wife, was christened on 2nd June
1715. His elder brother, Jonathan, was christened in 1713,
and an older William in 1712.3 This William most probably
died in infancy;* had he survived he would have become the
heir of Twyford instead of his brother Jonathan, so there is
no possibility of his being the William Shipley who founded
the Society of Arts.

Jonathan Shipley was thirty-nine in 1715. He had eatned his
Freedom of the City by service in the Company of Leathet-
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sellers,® but was in business as a stationer, and it is as a ‘Citizen
and Stationer of London’ that he is described on his monument
in Twyford Church.® His master in his apprenticeship days had
been Joshua Sharp, a member of the Leathersellers’ Company,
whose actual business as distinct from his livery was that of a
stationer and who rose to such distinction in the stationery
trade that he became Sheriff of London and a Knight in 1713.
Sharp trained Jonathan as a stationer, making him and William
Davies, Junior—Martha’s brother—his business successors.?
The younger William Davies became a member of the
Stationers’ Company and although his btothet-in-law and
partner never joined it, Jonathan’s name is also mentioned in
its records with the designation of a ‘Stationer’ working in the
‘Poultry’,® which since the latter part of the seventeenth
century had become one of the City’s principal centres for the
printing and bookselling trade.® Perhaps his sons’ taste for
learning grew from eatly memories of their father’s and uncle’s
work amidst the authors and printers of Augustan London.

It seems unlikely that Jonathan Shipley was a man of great
wealth for he made no progtress in the civic hierarchy and his
London property was far from extensive.!® Yet his marriage
into a family which linked City to country gentlefolk indicates
that he achieved a certain level of prosperity; by it he provided
for his children a background which would not have been
theirs had his connections been limited to a circle of London
tradespeople.

William Davies lived at Twyford House in the beautiful
Hampshire village of that name. In later years Benjamin
Franklin was to write of the ‘sweet air of Twyford’ and
County historians have called it ‘Queen of Hampshire villages’.
Twyford House was a ‘fine mansion” and attached to it was a
comfortable estate.l! William Davies was evidently well dis-
posed towards Jonathan Shipley, the husband of his younger
and perhaps favourite daughter,!? and used to entertain him
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and his family. Unfortunately, Jonathan died in 1719, during
the course of one of his visits to Twyford.!® The Shipley
children then became the responsibility of the Davies family.

The three fatherless children, Jonathan aged six, William
aged five, and Martha aged three, probably lived at Twyford
House with their mother and grandfather until the latter died
in 1727. He bequeathed to each of them £ 500, to be paid at the
age of twenty-one, ‘in the meantime their mother to have the
interest thereof for their better education and maintenance’.}4
Their uncle, William Davies, Junior, was now master of
Twyford, and he took 2 hand in the upbringing of Jonathan
in the following year. The records of the Stationers’ Company
show that Jonathan Shipley, ‘son of Jonathan, late of the
Poultry, Stationer deceased’, was apprenticed in June 1728 to
his uncle William Davies, also of the Poultry and a Stationer.!s
But Jonathan did not persevere with his apprenticeship. In the
same year he was sent to Reading School, beginning the formal
education which was to lead him to the university and without
which his celebrated career in the Church would have been
impossible.16

William also went to school, but where and when remains
unknown. In a communication on education made by him to
the Society of Arts in 1782, he wrote of his days as a “School
Boy’ when he had expended ‘laborious application’ on the
Latin language which he said he had learnt ‘grammatically at
school more than nine years’.1” His name does not appear in
the registers of Reading School or of the established London
grammar schools of the period. All that can be stated with
certainty is that his schooling was sufficient to give him the
mental training necessary for the subsequent development of
his extensive scientific interests. Presumably at some stage it
allowed his talents as an artist to emerge.

For one year at least of his school days, William said that his
‘Relations’, presumably the Davies family, sent him ‘to lodge
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and board in a house where only the French language was
spoken’.}” He thereby acquired a fluency in French which in
later life disposed him to give language teaching by conversa-
tion an important place in his ideal system of education. In his
1782 communication he wished the time ‘saved to youth in
learning languages expeditiously’ to be ‘employed in learning
various Arts . . . which are rarely taught in schools and
Academies’. Amongst these he listed astronomy, geography,
optics, mechanics, hydrostatics, which were ‘Branches of
Experimental Philosophy’ familiar to him in his early man-
hood and which had presumably formed part of his own
education.

His belief in the value of moral instruction may be either
reaction against or the result of his personal experience. He
supposed ‘that it will be very difficult for any youth who has
for a considerable time been educated in a school or Academy,
where virtue is carefully taught, to become at once vety
vicious, almost as difficult for a swan to discharge his snow-
white colour and become black’. William’s religious beliefs
probably derived from his early home life and education. There
is no direct evidence available, although his statement that ‘it
will be no more difficult . . . to learn by heart some selected
sentences from the holy Sctipture than it is for the youth of
Common Schools to learn many thousand verses of the Greek
and Latin Poets’, sounds like a sentiment based on experience.

William Shipley considered that travel had a great part to
play in education. It is known that by his eatly thirties he was
accustomed to making ‘tours’ into different parts of the
country, and that he exercised the method of noting down
things of interest which he encountered.!8 In 1782 he urged
that parties of young gentlemen should travel about Great
Britain and visit places where there were ‘phenomena of
natural history’, important manufactures and trades, well con-
ducted systems of poor relief, and interesting ‘Antiquities’ such

24



PRELUDE

as ‘Abbeys, Roman Roads, Camps, and Barrows’, or Gentle-
men’s seats with ‘capital collections’ of paintings and sculpture.
To make the most of their travels the youths were to learn
drawing, ‘which will be very useful for them to take perspec-
tive views of any Machines, Buildings, or Pieces of Anti-
quities’.’” Economic development, philanthropic endeavour
and scientific and historical research were to be the lifelong
interests of William Shipley. To pursue these he needed a
means of livelihood, and this he found as a painter and teacher
of drawing, the skill which he believed so valuable in the
education of a gentleman. That he himself acquired it is a fact
relating to his early life about which there can be no dispute,
although the relevant evidence is, regrettably, as meagre in
detail as that relating to his schooling and childhood.

[#] Aprtistic training and the first London period

‘William Shipley, painter, Northampton.’® This brief memoz-
andum was made by George Vertue in 1748. It is the earliest
evidence available for Shipley’s professional calling, yet he had
almost certainly become an artist some years before his move
to Northampton in 1747. There seems little reason to doubt
the statement made some fifty years later by Edward Edwards
that Shipley ‘had been educated in art’. According to Edwards
he was ‘said to have been the pupil of a person of the name of
Philips’.2 It is generally assumed that Edwards referred to
Charles Phillips (1707-47), a successful painter of conversation
pieces and portraits,3 in which the figures are usually of a small
size. Phillips’ dates certainly fit, but otherwise there is no proof
that he took Shipley as his pupil. Shipley probably learned
both figure and landscape painting. He was called a ‘landscape
painter’ when he was teaching in London after 1754* and
before that, in Northampton, he had made his fine copy of
Schalcken’s ‘Boy blowing a firebrand’.® But with only one of
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his works surviving and with no details of his professional
training available, Shipley is remembered by art historians for
his skill as a teacher, not as a practitioner, of art—‘for if
Shipley did not create masterpieces he made masters instead’.®

The success of Shipley’s Drawing School in the years
1755-62, which was linked to the progtess of the Society of
Atts, of which Shipley was celebrated as the founder, probably
led writers such as Edwards and Redgrave to ante-date his
achievements and to credit him with the foundation of the
St. Martin’s Lane Academy.” This school went back to 1734
and had links with earlier schools dating from the days of
Thornhill and Kneller.8 In the 1750s and 6os it existed side
by side with Shipley’s school. Pupils passed from one school
to the other, and the Society of Arts awarded premiums to
pupils from both. The St. Martin’s Lane Academy was prin-
cipally a life school and was used by grown-up artists as well
as students. It is not inconceivable that Shipley had himself
studied at the St. Martin’s Lane Academy at some time between
1734 and 1747, and that having learned to draw and paint he
began to teach art, but there is no evidence to support these
conclusions.®

Trueman Wood wrote that ‘there really does not appear to
be any satisfactory evidence that Shipley had any Academy in
London before 1754’1 (the date of the Society’s foundation)
and his words remain valid to this day. But he also dismissed
in the same terms the idea that Shipley had lived in London
before that year. He seems to have overlooked the interesting
memoir of Shipley which was written by Joseph Moser for the
European Magagine and published in 1803.1! In it Moser not
only testified to Shipley’s friendship with his uncle George
Michael Moser, a leading figure in the St. Martin’s Lane
Academy, but to his custom of frequenting Old Slaughter’s
Coffee-House, an establishment in the same thoroughfare much
favoured by the members of the Academy.!2
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According to Joseph Moser, Shipley ‘then lodged in Greek
Street, Soho’. Moser gives no specific dates, but from a story
he tells which will shortly be quoted of ‘a disagreeable scrape’
in which Shipley was involved at Old Slaughter’s during the
aftermath of Prince Charles Edward’s rising, it can be assumed
that he refers to the years 1745 to 1747. As a lodger in Greek
Street, Shipley would not have been a ratepayer, but it may
not be mere coincidence that 2 Mrs. Mildmay paid rates as a
householder there from 1740 until 1747.2% There were, of
course, many branches of the Mildmay family, yet it seems
reasonable to speculate that this Mrs, Mildmay was a connec-
tion of the Mildmays of Twyford who were friends and neigh-
bours of the Shipley family,14 and that it was at her house in
Greek Street that he had lodgings duting this period.

Another speculation may be made on the basis of Joseph
Moset’s statement. Greek Street was in the chief foreign
quatter of London. Perhaps it was to a house thete or else-
whete in Soho that Shipley had been sent to ‘lodge and board’,
where ‘only the French language was spoken’,’® when he was
a schoolboy, in which case he would have been long accus-
tomed to the society of foreigners. In the anecdote which
Joseph Moser recounted he was mistaken for one. But this
was not on account of his speech but because of the lack
of it.

Joseph Moser wrote:

Some time after the rebellion of 1745 [when there was still
a general apprehension of Jacobite intrigues] Shipley’s sober
appearance and taciturnity had once neatly led him into a
disagreeable scrape . . . While the popular opinion ran so
strong against Roman Catholic Priests and Jesuits, Mr.
Shipley used to frequent Old Slaughter’s Coffee-House. He
then lodged in Greek Street, Soho, and consequently found
it agreeable to take his afternoon tea there, when not
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otherwise engaged. He seldom spoke, amused himself
with the papers &c., laid his sixpence upon the bar and
retired. His dress was at this time black, his appearance, as I
have observed, solemn, and his taciturnity so remarkable,
that it was the opinion of most of the company that ‘he did
not hold his tongue for nothing’. While conjecture was
wearying herself with respect to his character and profession,
he innocently administered to her more food for speculation.

It has been stated, that it was the property of his active
and energetic mind ever to be studying some plan for the
public advantage; consequently he had with him abundance
of papers and memorandums. These he used frequently to
contemplate at the coffee-house, and, from the idea of the
minute, make remarks upon them. The company had been
some time wavering in opinion, whether he was 2 spy in the
service of the French Monarch, or a Jesuit delegated by his
Holiness the Pope to take care of the concetns of the family
of a certain Cardinal;' but the production of these papers,
some of which might probably contain the ichnography [si]
of future manufacturies or mathematical diagrams, caused a
coalition of sentiments, and it was now on all hands believed
that Mr. Shipley, one of the most loyal, benevolent, and in-
offensive beings upon earth, was here acting in a double
capacity, with a view to remuneration from both these
potentates.

In consequence of this suggestion, some of these officious
gentlemen soon after intimated to an adjacent Magistrate the
danger that might arise to the State from suffering a person
of his description to sit for hours together in a public coffee-
room without saying a word to anyone; to read, write, and
sometimes to draw, unquestionably plans of the dockyards,
ot charts of the most accessible parts of the channel and
coast; at other times, when spoken to, only to answer in
mono-syllables; and, in short, do many other things of this
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nature, contrary to his allegiance, and such as rendered him
a very suspicious character.

The Magistrate, who happened to have a greater share of
sense and discretion than his informers, instead of sending a
warrant, which perhaps the ebullition of the public mind in
those times might have justified, desired some of his officers
to request the favour of the Gentleman to attend him, which
request was instantly complied with. But when Mr. Shipley
came to the judgement seat, whether he could not or would
not, explain his situation; whether his papers, which might
be plans and remarks that probably no one understood but
himself, made an unfavourable impression, is uncertain; but
it is certain, the Magistrate, who was unacquainted with the
hesitative mode of delivery of the culprit, appeared to have
considerable doubts of his innocence; and, in fact, matters
began to assume a serious appearance when two of his
intimate friends, who had heard of the adventure at the
coffee-house, came into the room.

‘What is the occasion of this crowd?” said one of them.

“We have got a spy and Jesuit in custody.’

‘Where is he?’

“There!” was the reply.

“There! Why this gentleman is as loyal a person as any in
His Majesty’s dominions. He is brother to an eminent
Divine of the Church of England.’”

‘Is this certain?’ said the Magistrate.

‘Certain!’ replied the Gentleman. ‘You know me, Sir, and
1 can vouch for the truth of what I have asserted.’

‘Why, then, did he not speak?’

‘We know,” continued the Gentleman, ‘that it is an offence
in certain circumstances, to stand mute at the bar; but this
is the first time we ever heard it was any to be guiet in a
coffee-room. However, as the taciturnity of our friend has
involved him in such disagreeable consequences, we will
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endeavour to prevail with him to be more loquacious in
future.’18

Joseph Moser does not name the friends of Shipley who
helped him out of this predicament. They could have been
some of the celebrated artists of the St. Martin’s Lane Academy
or scientists of distinction.

For if it is probable that Shipley had made friends amongst
the leading London artists before he left for Northampton in
1747, it is quite certain that he had been introduced into the
chief scientific circle of the metropolis. His friendship with
Henry Baker began in this period. Baker practised profes-
sionally what in modern times would be called Speech Therapy.
He was both successful and prosperous in this work and had
sufficient leisure to play a leading part in the deliberations of
the Royal and Antiquatian Societies. He had published studies
on Natural History and was especially well known for his book
on the use of the microscope. When Shipley told him that he
was going to live in Northampton, Baker asked to be kept
informed of any geological rarities or other ‘natural curiosities’
which might be discovered in the area. Shipley promised to
report on anything of interest. A correspondence was begun
which lasted until Shipley returned to London in 1753.

[#i] The move to Northampton, 1747

‘The Northampton to which Shipley moved in 1747 was full of
neatly built late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century
houses. Few buildings wete of a date eatlier than the devas-
tating fire of 1675, and this absence of medieval, Tudor or
Jacobean irregularities was pleasing to contemporaries, who
thought the town ‘as pretty . . . as any in England’.? Shipley
took lodgings in a street known as The Drapery in the western
quarter of the town and not far from the horse market, which
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was ‘reckoned to exceed all others in the kingdom’. The hotse
faits proved of great interest to him and helped to confirm his
views on ‘the good effects of rewards’.2 Mortimer described
how his thinking on this matter developed:

At Northampton there ate annually two very considerable
fairs for horses, at each of which, several thousands are
exposed to sale, and the dealers in horses resort to these
fairs to purchase them, not only from different parts of this
kingdom but also from foreign countries: Mr. Shipley
having observed for some time what large sums of money
were annually returned by this branch of trade, was induced
to enquire into the cause of the success of these fairs, and
was informed that the premiums of the king’s plates, and of
the plates given by private subscriptions for races in the
different counties of the kingdom had encouraged a great
number of jockies and other dealers to breed race horses,
and for that purpose to import Arabian stallions, by which
means in process of time the breed had been so considerably
improved, that vast numbers of valuable horses not only
proper for races, but also useful in the field of battle, and for
many other purposes, had been bred in many counties, and
had been sold at much higher prices than were formerly
given for the best horses at these fairs; and he was also
informed that the value of the exports of horses to foreign
parts at this time was computed to amount at least to thirty
thousand pounds per annum.

From this remarkable instance of the good effects of the
premiums given at horse races, so little known or attended
to by the generality, who only look upon these races as
seminaries of every species of vice, Mr. Shipley made this
sensible reflection: if such is the advantage arising to my
counttry from these partial premiums, which in appearance
seemed only calculated to promote a favourite diversion,
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how glorious, how extensively useful it must prove, to
establish public premiums for the general encouragement of
Arts, Manufactures and Commetce!2

Although Shipley earned his living as a painter in Northamp-
ton,® he devoted much of his leisure time there to his scientific
interests. He was fortunate in finding a flourishing philo-
sophical society established in the town. Its most recent his-
torian has described it as ‘one of many such societies that
have not yet received their full due’.# Shipley called it the
‘Royal Society in miniature’5 Its members aimed at ‘im-
proving themselves and each other in natural knowledge’.6
They listened to papers on magnetism, electricity, mechanics,
hydrostatics, pneumatics, optics and meteorology. Shipley
attended their meetings first of all as a guest, and seems to
have become a member early in 1748. As a friend of Henry
Baker, he was certain of 2 warm welcome. He told Baker in
a letter dated 18th October 1747, the first of a series which he
wrote to him during his stay in Northampton, that at the
meeting of the Society held ‘Last Tuesday’ (i.e. 13th October),
‘some of the Gentlemen, hearing that I had the honour of your
Acquaintance asked me if I thought that their correspondence
with you would be agreable’. Shipley thereupon undertook to
write to Baker, for which he ‘received the thanks of the whole
Society’.? Baker ‘willingly embraced” this offer of a correspond-
ence with the Northampton Society. Writing to Shipley on
22nd October he expressed his belief that ‘Nothing can pro-
mote knowledge and discover Truth as much as a mutual
Communication of Observations made by People in the same
Enquiries’ and went on to promise that “Whatever therefore
you shall be pleased to send me that is either curious in itself
or can aid in any Manner to rectify a2 Mistake or inform of
something not so well known without it, I shall if you give me
leave communicate in your name to the Royal Society where
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I can assure it a candid and kind Reception, and in return I
shall willingly transmit to them anything of a like nature as
shall be brought by the said Society or come to my knowledge
by them’.”

Baker’s reply was communicated by Shipley to the Society
early in November 1747, and one of the leading members,
Dr. Philip Doddridge, was deputed to answer it. Doddridge
had already achieved a national reputation as a theologian and
educationalist but was modest about his attainments as a
scientist and about the standing of the Northampton Philo-
sophical Society. He was ‘a little surprised’ that ‘good Mr.
Shipley (to whom we are very much obliged) should mention
it even as a contingency that we might have an opportunity of
communicating anything which might do the least towards
enriching your [Baker’s] elegant, ample and curious collec-
tion’. He warned Baker ‘that you are to expect nothing from
me as a philosopher’, though he offered him his personal friend-
ship and spiritual support.® Yet the postscript of his letter,
describing a medical phenomenon, was esteemed of such im-
portance by Baker as to warrant its communication to the
Royal Society. Baket’s warm response expressed his pleasure
at the opportunity of winning ‘the Esteem and Good Wishes
of so benevolent 2 Mind’.? They corresponded regularly during
the next three years and frequently exchanged complimentary
messages to and from William Shipley. The subjects Dod-
dridge treated in his letters to Baker he also discussed with
Shipley, and in one instance Shipley anticipated a favour which
Doddridge had asked Baker to petform. Doddridge was
interested in cases of telepathy and premonition. Early in 1748
he asked Baker to look up a passage in ‘Lord Bacon’s works’
which he had heard was concerned with these matters. Before
Baker could reply, Shipley had supplied the reference, having
looked it up during a visit to London.!?

Shipley had spoken to him enthusiastically about Baket’s
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seventeen-year-old son, David. Under his father’s expert tute-
lage David Baker had developed a talent for science and
languages and had published his first book before he was
fifteen.’* In discussing the boy’s progress, Shipley would have
tevealed to Doddridge his interests in education, and Dod-
dridge was, of coutse, in a favourable position to gratify them.

Doddridge’s Academy, ‘in many ways the most famous of
Nonconformist seminaries’,!2 was in Sheep Street, the northern
continuation of The Drapery. There Shipley was able to par-
ticipate in a community where religious exercises and the study
of divinity were blended with scientific experiments, philan-
thropic endeavour and social conviviality; and where Church-
men and Sectarians, the ‘nobility, Gentry and Others’, could
be united by their friendship for its head. No doubt this
encouraging environment assisted Shipley to mature his plans.

While still but a guest of the Northampton Philosophical
Society, Shipley put forward a proposal that the Society should
institute an annual prize medal, which, he told Baker, ‘they
seem much to approve . . . and next Tuesday [i.e. 20th October
1747] it is to be put to the vote’. The outcome of the meeting
is not mentioned by Shipley in his subsequent letters to Baker,
and no minutes or reports of the proceedings have so far come
to light. But the suggestion is interesting because it shows that
as eatly as 1747 Shipley was beginning to think about prizes
and their utility as a method of stimulating inventiveness. This
was probably one of the occasions which Mortimer refers to
when he writes of Shipley having, at Northampton, frequently
taken ‘an opportunity of mentioning the good effects rewards
had been productive of, on many public and private occasions’.

According to Mortimer, Shipley quoted ‘in support of the
truth of his remark . . . several instances both from ancient and
modern history: but what more patticularly engaged [his] . . .
attention to this subject was a familiar instance which then fell
within his own observation’. The ‘familiar instance’ was the
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stimulus given to British horse breeding by the prizes offered
by the King and private subscribers at the races, which as has
been seen attracted Shipley’s notice in the Northampton hotse
market.

Shipley’s acquaintances amongst what Mortimer called the
‘learned and ingenious gentlemen of Northampton’ agreed

with him about the value of rewards but did not encourage

him in his scheme to form a national Society for their dis-
tribution.

He met [writes Mortimer] with so little encouragement from
them, owing to the great difficulties which they apprehended
must necessarily attend the carrying so extensive a scheme

into execution, that he was totally dissuaded from attempt-
ing it, and for the present laid aside all thoughts of making
any further applications on that head, but as he thought the
proposals might one day prove of some utility, he carefully
preserved them; and happily, some time after, a favourable
circumstance once more expanded the wings of expectation,
and opened a door to a more successful attempt to accom-
plish this important design.!?

The ‘favourable circumstance’ occurred in 1751, when
Shipley successfully overcame the Northampton fuel profiteers.
Before that, however, he co-operated with his friends of the
Northampton Philosophical Society in the less direct method
of enlarging national resources by means of scientific experi-
ment.

[iv] Scientific curiosity, 174850

Whatever the outcome of his proposal that the Northampton
Philosophical Society should institute a prize medal,! it in no
way affected Shipley’s enthusiasm for the general work of the
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Society. In May 1748 he informed Baker that he was ‘now
myself a member’ and that he was endeavouring to assist the
Society in its meteorological observations. He had worked out
a method of improving the readings on barometers and sent
Baker a description and diagram for his consideration, for he
had no doubt that Baker would ‘presently perceive whether it

is practicable or not’ and be able to obtain an estimate of the
cost of making the proposed instrument.? Shipley’s barometer
turned out to ‘be very troublesome to make’ and to have been

long since published to the world’ by Descartes. He had
‘accidentally thought of it without the least previous know-

ledge of Descartes’ scheme’, and Dr. Doddridge, Chatlewood

Lawton and others had ‘thought it might be put in practice and
esteemed it 2 new contrivance’. This first recorded experiment
of Shipley’s showed that he was not destined to be an original

scientific thinker. His genius was to be revealed in the world
of men, and of ideas about human problems, and not in

theoretical calculations; yet he understood their value and

turthered the cause of science by encouraging and assisting
others to undertake experiments.

Baker, who had a profound knowledge of geology, was
always grateful for the specimens which Shipley collected for

him or atranged for others to collect for him in Northampton-
shire and the neighbouring counties. Soon after arriving in
Northampton Shipley had obtained for Baker ‘a variety of
Petrified shells and some Kettering stone’. He mentioned his
intention of visiting the mines of Staffordshire, where he
would search for fossils.® In May 1748 he was still hoping to

undertake the trip, and he told Baker that he would ‘not fail
to enquire amongst the miners for the Fossils’; Charlewood
Lawton, who was ‘going shortly to live in Derbyshire’, would
collect fossils for Baker in that county. Baker replied expressing

his gratitude and asked to be sent an ‘Impression of a Fish in
g P

coal’ which he thought Shipley had mentioned to him. There
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is in fact nothing about this in Shipley’s letters to Baker, but
he may have talked about it to Baker during a visit to London.*
Two years later, in 1750, Baker was intetested to receive from
Shipley the impression of ‘an unknown production’ which
Baker believed ‘to approach to something of the cones of the
fir kind’.5

Baker was also glad to accept the specimens of animalcules
which Shipley offered to send him. In January 1748/9 Baker
wrote to Dr. Doddridge sending his compliments to the
Northampton Philosophical Society ‘and to Mr. Shipley in
particular and pray tell him I take it as a great favour, if he can
send me some of the wheel animals’.¢ These ‘wheel animals’
were Rotifera,a class of animalcule distinguished by the wheel-
like motion of their head organs. Baker had shown how the
microscope could be used to investigate the various categories
of ‘wheelers’, as he sometimes called them.? Doddridge told
him that Shipley had ‘some dry Mud on which there are Eggs
of Wheel Animals which he will send you with some other
little things as soon as he conveniently can. He finds pretty
good encouragement here’.8

Seventeen-fifty was a year of earthquakes in England. The
newspapers catried sensational reports of the shocks, and some
clergymen saw them as portents of Divine wrath. The scientists
were interested in collecting precise information. On 8th Feb-
ruary, ‘between 12 and 1 o’clock after noon’, it was reported,
‘an earthquake was felt throughout London and Westminster’.?
Baker sent an account of it to Doddridge to be communicated
to the Northampton Philosophical Society and also enquired
‘if you at Northampton felt anything?’.® Doddridge replied
that he was ‘credibly informed that a Lady of this Town, Sister
to Mr. Wilmer,!! our late representative in Parliament, and a
Gentleman, son to Dr. Conant,!? a very celebrated Preacher of
the Last age, both of them felt a strange shock just at the time
it was felt in London. I am not acquainted with either of them,
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but I have the report from very good hands, and indeed
Mr. Shipley is my immediate author’.13

The more violent shock which troubled London on 8th
March!4 seems to have left Northampton untouched, for
Doddridge could not ‘find that anything was felt there’.1s On
3oth September, however, according to the newspapers and
magazines, Northampton suffered under a shock of record
proportions.1® Doddridge responded to Baket’s request!? for
information by sending an account which was so meticulously
detailed that it was published in full in the Philosophical Trans-
actions of the Royal Society. ‘Some’, he wrote, ‘thought the
Quivering of the Ground continued longer than others appre-
hended, but I have met with none, that in this respect were so
accurate in their Observation, as my ingenious friend Mr.
Shipley, who assures me he felt four distinct concussions, the
second and third of which were more violent than the first and
last, all with 3 or at most 4 seconds.’®8 Shipley was evidently
well trained in the assessment of these seismic phenomena.

Shipley was also interested in numismatics. He had a con-
siderable collection of ancient Roman coins and medals. Some
were originals and others were sulphur casts made by Baron
Phillipe von Stosch, from the great continental collections.1?
Shipley was skilled at making plaster casts from these sulphurs
as well as from his originals, and he appears to have undertaken
to supply a set to Dr. James Parsons, the celebrated physician
and antiquary.?® In his letter about the barometer Baker told
Shipley that ‘Dr. Parsons . . . will be very thankful for the
Casts you intend him. I should likewise myself be very glad of
any you have to spare which you have not favoured me with
already, and in particular the Heads of all the Roman Ladies
would be highly acceptable’. Shipley replied on 3td July 1748,
promising ‘to send the Empresses Heads . . . as soon as I can
possibly get them finished’. In fact three years were to elapse
before he was able to finish them. By then he had made a set
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of 100 casts—representing the best of his own collection—and
covering the ‘Roman Commonwealth’ as well as the Empire.
He sent them to Baker in a five-drawer cabinet ‘stained of a
fine red’. “The Gems being set on a ground of that colout,’
Shipley thought, ‘gives them a very pretty appearance.’?!
Within the limitations of his moderate means Shipley indulged
the tastes common in his period amongst wealthy connoisseuts
of art and science. He was also to emulate those of the rich
who contributed to charitable endeavour. In this sphere, how-
ever, he became more than the follower of a trend of his time;
he was to guide men of many classes towards a national
objective.
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‘Some of the Nobility, Clergy, Gentlemen, and
Merchants, baving at heart the Good of their
Conntry . ..

Shipley’s Notice To the Publick on behalf of the
Society of Atts, 1754

[v] The Northampton Fuel Scheme and the ‘Proposals’, 17512

In June 1751 William Shipley apologised to his friend Henry
Baker for delaying his promised present of ‘several impressions
of antique Gems’ and excused himself on the grounds that he
had ‘been very much engaged in a variety of business’.l
Amongst the engagements which would have occupied
Shipley at this time were his project for combating the
Northampton fuel profiteers and a tenewed canvass of his
‘Proposals’ for establishing a premium society.

According to Mortimer it was the success of the fuel project
which prompted Shipley ‘once more to turn his thoughts to
the revival of his favourite plan for encouraging Atts, etc.’.?
Mortimer suggests that the fuel project was initiated in the
summer of 1751 and continued in operation until 1753, yet as
early as 8th July 1751 Shipley was to refer to his ‘Proposals’
as having been ‘much approved by Gentlemen of Fortune and
Taste’.3 No doubt the success of the project made for the
success in canvassing the proposals, but the two were contem-
poraneous rather than consecutive operations.
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Shipley makes no direct reference to his fuel project in his
letter to Baker, and since no other soutces appear to be avail-
able, Mortimer’s well-known account will be quoted in full:

In the year 1751, having observed the oppressive methods
made use of by the engrossers of wood and coals in the town
of Northampton, whose usual custom was, to lay in great
stores of these commodities in summer, and to sell them
retail to the poor at very exorbitant prices, during the rigour
of the winter, he [Shipley] formed a scheme for preventing
this cruel practice in future, by proposing to some of the
substantial inhabitants to raise a fund by voluntary subscrip-
tions in order to buy in a stock of fuel on the best terms, and
to retail it to the poor at prime cost, subject only to the
incidental charges of warehouse room, and a moderate profit
to a man to take care of the stock. The persons applied to,
not readily agreeing to this proposal, Mr. Shipley, who had
this act of charity greatly at heart, resolved to employ what
money he could spate in this benevolent plan; and accord-
ingly laid out twenty guineas in purchasing wood and coals;
which he