
Charles Bradlaugh and
the 1868 election

campaign in
Northampton 

‘How miserably we acknowledge some people. Charles 
Bradlaugh, pelted with insults, facing imprisonment and 
bankruptcy and his life shortened, ultimately defeated the 
Anglican hierarchy and the Conservative Party at its late-Victorian
nastiest. Elected Liberal MP in 1880, he took his seat in 1885. He 
then proved an exemplary member, adding the India Office to his 
enemies as he asserted the rights of the actual Indians before 
dying exhausted in 1891 at 57. Much of our modern mindset is 
Bradlaugh's creation.’ Review of Bryan Niblett’s biography of Bradlaugh 
‘Dare to Stand Alone’, by Edward Pierce.

Charles Bradlaugh (1841-90) was an influential 19th century 
atheist, political activist and reformer. He was MP for 
Northampton between 1880 and 1891 and is remembered today
for the dispute that arose when he was prevented from taking 
his seat in Parliament because of his overt atheism. On one 
occasion when he refused to withdraw from the parliamentary 
chamber he was arrested and imprisoned overnight in the Tower
of Big Ben. This became a prolonged dispute and  led to a series
bi-elections which saw support for him strengthen in 
Northampton.  He was finally allowed to enter the House of 



Commons without obstruction after being re-elected in the 
general election of 1886.

Bradlaugh had first visited Northampton in the autumn of 1857 
aged 24. He spoke at the Woolpack Pub in Kingswell Street to a 
‘crowded and orderly’ audience on the theme ‘Atheism 
preferable to Theism.’ Over the next twenty years or so be 
became a well- known but controversial political figure  and was
a frequent visitor to the town. From the pulpit he was portrayed 
as the devil incarnate, and the political establishment 
condemned him as a traitor and a dangerous menace to society. 
He was mobbed, stoned, ridiculed and arrested in some places. 
His opponents were powerful and well-funded, his supporters 
poor and dispersed.

In the mid-1860’s he became a leading figure in the National 
Reform League which campaigned for the vote for all adult 
males (Bradlaugh supported votes for women too, but this was 
considered a step too far at that time!) Hoping to gain support 
for the ruling  party, Conservative  leader Benjamin Disraeli 
introduced the 1867 Reform Act  which extended the vote  to 
‘all male heads of households’ and doubled the numbers of 
eligible voters in many places, including Northampton.  
Bradlaugh saw this reform as an opportunity for him to 
represent the new working class voters as an MP at the general 
election of 1868. His friends and supporters in Northampton 
asked him to consider standing as a candidate here for the 
Liberal Party.  Northampton then  had two Liberal MP’s – 
James Gilpin who was considered to be a progressive ‘radical’ 
liberal,  and Lordy Henley, a  pro-establishment aristocrat, 
opposed to reform.    In some other towns and cities the Liberal
Party had attempted to consult it’s supporters about the choice 
of suitable candidates to represent the new electorate. Bradlaugh
wanted to challenge Lord Henley, but the local Liberal Party 
refused to allow a contest. It has been speculated that if the local



party had permitted such   a competition then Bradlaugh would 
have lost. However, this perceived unfairness led to a serious 
split within the Northampton Liberals, and many of the radical 
liberals left to support Bradlaugh, who had been persuaded to 
stand as an independent Radical. 

Northampton’s population was increasingly rapidly over this 
period, mostly due to growth of the shoemaking industry.  The 
shoemakers had a strong community spirit, and a reputation for 
atheism and republicanism. At that time the ‘Infidel 
Crispinites’ were widely regarded as the scourge of Victorian 
society. Northampton also had a thriving working-class 
Nonconformist community of Baptists and Methodists.  In spite
of his atheism the Nonconformists shared a common affinity 
with Bradlaugh against the Anglican establishment. 

Bradlaugh’s election addressed proposed: 

A system of compulsory national education. 

Reform of the Land laws. 
A reduction in national expenditure –ceasing to employ hereditary nobles in
in public office. 
A system for the settlement of industrial disputes and the improvement of 
relations between employers and employees. 
Separation of Church and State. 
The removal of Bishops from the House of Lords, the abolition of hereditary
peerages and their replacement by life peers selected as a reward for merit. 
The removal of restrictions on freedom of thought. 

Campaigning began in July and continued through to mid- 
November.
There were great efforts to discourage support for Bradlaugh, 
and there was a strong ’tinge of bigotry’ to this opposition– his
personal morality was questioned and voters were warned 
that any Christian who supported him would be offending God! 



The libelous ‘Watch Story’ was  published and circulated, 
alleging that  Bradlaugh had stood on the market square and 
challenged the Almighty – if he existed – to strike him dead 
within ten minutes! 
A second  ‘Radical’ candidate, Quaker and non-conformist 
Dr.F.R.Lees was persuade to stand, attempted to split 
Bradlaugh’s vote.  
Resolutions in support of Bradlaugh came from working men’s 
organizations all around the country asking the electorate to 
return Bradlaugh as the ‘friend of the worker’. The philosopher 
and economist John Stewart Mill sent £10. Shoemaker James 
Wilson composed the song ‘Bradlaugh for Northampton!’, 
put to music by John Lowry.  Supporters in the Staffordshire 
Potteries unable to send financial support manufactured 100 
pint pots decorated in mauve and green and inscribed 
‘Bradlaugh for Northampton!’ They were sold for a shilling 
each. Northampton Museum has a pair of these mugs in its 
collection. 

Bradlaugh’s daughter Hypatia later wrote of the campaign:  

‘The women soon decided upon his election colours, and at the conclusion of 
a meeting held by him in the theatre in the middle of July, 1868, presented 
him with a rosette made of mauve, white and green ribbons, a combination 
unique among election colours , afterwards generally identified with 
Mr.Bradlaugh, and loved for his sake. Some of these same rosettes 
fashioned and worn at this election were cast into the grave at Brookwood in
1891, and some others, which their owners had carefully treasured for six 
and twenty years were worn for the last time on the 25th June, 1894 when 
the statue of Bradlaugh was unveiled in Northampton.’ 

A week before polling day Bradlaugh’s wife Susannah and their 
children Alice, Hypatia and young Charlie travelled with him on 



the 12 o’clock express from Euston. They were greeted at the 
station by a ‘tremendous gathering’ with banners declaring 
‘Bradlaugh For Northampton !’ A brass band escorted them 
to the Victoria Hotel on the market square for a tea party with 
100 supporters, followed by a Ball that evening at the Corn 
Exchange. 
On the 17th of November, the candidates appeared on the 
hustings on the market square . Bradlaugh’s speech got the 
greatest applause of the  candidates, but apart from Lees who 
pulled out late on poling day, he got the lowest vote.  Gilpin and
Henley were re-elected. 
 At the next election in 1874 Bradlaugh was invited to stand in 
other constituencies where his election would be more or less 
guaranteed, but he wanted to stand by his supporters in 
Northampton and see the fight through. Local liberal 
infighting continued, and Bradlaugh stood again as a 
Radical. He was abroad on a U.S. lecture tour when the 
election was called at short notice and was unable to 
return I time for the ballot. Even though he came in third
place again, support for him continued to grow, and when
he was able to visit a week later there was a crowd of 1400
to welcome him between the railway station and the town
centre. Later that year there was a bi-election following 
the untimely death of MP James Gilpin. The local liberal 
establishment hostility continued, and the atmosphere 
was further poisoned by their new candidate William 
Fowler who questioned Bradlaugh’s character and 
morality. Bradlaugh’s supporters were becoming 
increasingly frustrated, and when the results of the 
election were read out on the market square there was 
shouts of fixed result, recount!’ Brawls broke out with the
supporters of other candidates, and these developed into 



a night of serious rioting which spread into the town 
centre and continued well into the night. The mayor read 
the riot act and the local militia fired shots above the 
crowd, but to no avail. 

Bradlaugh’s notoriety increased when in 1877 he was 
prosecuted alongside Annie Besant for republishing a 
birth control manual –  ‘The Fruits of Philosophy’ by 
Frederick Knowlton, described by the Public prosecutor 
at their trial as a ‘dirty, filthy book’. The pair were 
sentenced to six months, but escaped imprisonment on a 
legal technicality.

Prior to the general election of 1880 the Liberals 
attempted to find yet another ‘Radical’ candidate to 
challenge Bradlaugh, but nobody was prepared to step 
forward. They selected a ‘gentleman’, the Right 
Honourable Acton Smee Ayrton.  Unfortunately, shortly 
before the election, he was seriously injured after falling 
from his horse.  Moses Manfield – shoe factory owner, 
Unitarian, Liberal and supporter of Bradlaugh –travelled 
to London and consulted with the party’s Chief Whip to 
find a new candidate. A joint platform was agreed 
between Bradlaugh and the Liberal candidate for the 
town’s second  seat, fellow ‘Radical’ and supporter of 
Bradlaugh,  Henry Labouchere.  There was now  liberal 
unity and both candidates were successfully elected to 
Parliament! 

Little did Bradlaugh know that his biggest struggle was 
now ahead of him! 



The Northampton based Charles Bradlaugh 
Society aims to promote awareness of Bradlaugh’s 
important association with our town, and the 
election of 1868 was the beginning of historic period
that between 1880 and 1886 made Northampton a 
household name throughout the country: the 
electors of the borough were seen as the upholders 
of the constitutional liberties of the people 
everywhere.

In 1968 there was a centenary exhibition about 
Bradlaugh at the central library, and a public meeting
at the Guildhall with the late Michael Foot MP and 
David Tribe, Bradlaugh’s biographer and Chair of 
the National Secular Society at that time.

150 years on, we plan to remember Bradlaugh’s 
campaign here once again.
 
 Gita Sahgal contacted us in August shortly before she 
delivered the National Secular Society's 2018 
Bradlaugh Lecture in Manchester on 8th September. She
wanted information about Bradlaugh’s role as ‘The 
Member for India’ and how Northamptonians supported 
this extra important responsibility.
 Her lecture:  'The Men Who Killed Gandhi' : Secular 
India and the rise of Hindu nationalism’, focused on 



the impact of Hindu nationalism on contemporary 
British, Indian and international politics.
 Gita mentioned the shocking recent upsurge in deadly 
attacks on secularists and critics of religious 
fundamentalism in India and around the world. See 
YouTube:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Vawun9yyYVk

Gita’s lecture prompted us to recognise how Bradlaugh’s 
legacy of challenging religious intolerance and bigotry was
an important factor in the political campaign of 1868, and
how these issues relate to the world today.

We hope that you can support our event on the 17th. If 
not, please consider signing the petition on our website to
Save The Bradlaugh Hall in Lahore – see the recent 
article : Bradlaugh Hall: The Crumbing Beauty by 
Tania Quereshi 
https://www.pakistantoday.com.pk/2017/10/15/bradlau
gh-hall/
Also, please find some time to visit the statue of 
Bradlaugh in Abington Square and read the inscriptions – 
take care crossing the road!

We are very pleased to hear that historian and award 
winning broadcaster Andrew Whitehead will also be 
joining us on the 17th. Andrew has a new book out: From
Oxford to Lahore — the anti-imperialist Briton who 
became a Tibetan Buddhist Nun. 
http://www.oxfordtoday.ox.ac.uk/interviews/oxford-
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