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On 2 April 1799, the M.P. for Southwark, the weglbanker and evangelical philanthropist Henry Thamnwrote
to the under-secretary in the Home Office, Willis¥ickham, passing on information given to him by attBrsea
distiller named Benwell. One of Benwell's employbad recently been asked to join a society whichahe
Wandsworth. If he joined, he would have to sweseeret oath. He would 'get a shilling for evergadiance at the
society, of which he would have to expend 6d aflhee of meeting'. He would receive a further @$d8 every
new member he introduced to the society. Thornt@hBenwell were convinced that this was a celhef t
subversive organisation known as the United Englestn. Thornton had urged Benwell to work with a loca
magistrate to find out the names of all the membeéthis mysterious Wandsworth club. Thornton enkisdetter
to Wickham by assuring him of his willingness tgiasin 'detecting the secret societies which mégsit the parts
around us'. Wickham passed on Thornton's informatiche Home Secretary, the Duke of Portland. Dake
thanked Thornton for this intelligence, since thent¢ Office was uncertain of the exact strengttheflinited
Englishmen. The news that money was being offesemhanducement to join was particularly interegtifihe
Duke suggested that Benwell should encourage hgoy@e to join the group, so that he could givelioene
Office information about i

This exchange encapsulates the atmosphere of18&dnd 1799, when seditious societies bound lgteaths,
the harbingers of a French invasion, were seendrewery corneB This atmosphere created a groundswell of
support for the passage in July 1799 of one ofribst sweeping of the legislative measures introdigePitt's
government to forestall the threat of revolutiohisTact, 'An act for the more effectual suppressibsocieties
established for seditious and treasonable purpaseistor the better preventing treasonable andisadi
practices? to give its full name, was, almost by accidenticion the mainstay of the relationship between
freemasonry and the state in Britain for nearly twadred years, until its repeal by the Criminatibe Act of
19675

One of the most important of the radical bodiesclvlémerged in Britain in the wake of the Frenchdkaevon was
the United Irishman, a 'United Society of the Instion; to make all Irishmen citizens - all citigelrishmen’,
which was established in 1781ts initial aims were catholic emancipation andical parliamentary reform; by
1796 it had become an avowedly republican movenidm.United Irish sent embassies to France to segjort
for an uprising and independence, but the FrendhUanited Irish failed effectively to coordinate thefforts. In
1796, the French landed at Bantry Bay, but didgia the United Irish any advance warning; two gdater, the
French were in turn caught by surprise by an Iredsellion and failed to provide adequate militampgort. The
arrests of United Irish leaders which had helpegtipitate the rebellion and the fierce repressiothe rising left
the United Irishmen a much diminished movement.

In England, the most prominent of the radical bedigich sprang up after 1789 was the London Cooredipg
Society. In 1794, a number of its leaders weresterkand tried for treason. These trials were wessful, but
subsequent legislation and internal difficultiesl thy 1797 reduced the influence of the L.C.S. Fthimtime, an
increasingly close alliance developed between hegtublican movements and those on the British laadh with
the formation of societies of United Englishmen &hdted Scotsmen on the Irish model. Some of theairing
members of the L.C.S. played an important parénited movement in Britain. Further impetus \wa®n to
the United societies by Irish migrants active infdlaester and other parts of the north-west.

Despite the great blows suffered by the republicawement in 1798 as a result of the arrest of nufiéts
leadership and the failure of the Irish revoltf'®igovernment remained uncertain of the real gtreaf the United
bodies and was worried that they were regroupihgrt8/ before Christmas 1798, the opposition Whigsused
Pitt of justifying repressive measures by scare geong. Pitt responded by declaring that, if needtbe truth of
his allegations could be prov&dlhe following month, parliamentary committees wapgointed to examine secret
evidence held by the government and to report bagarliament on the nature of the thr@dthe House of
Commons secret committee reported on 15 March 97488eclared that, from the documents shown tq ithe
government, it had found the 'clearest proofs sfstematic design, long since adopted and acted bpérance,

in conjunction with domestic traitors...to overtuhe laws, constitution and government, and evristiag
establishment, civil or ecclesiastical, both in &mBritain and Ireland, as well as to dissolvedbenection between
the two kingdoms...' The secret committee wentoostate that 'The most effectual engine employethis



purpose has been the institution of political stes of a nature and description before unknowany country,
and inconsistent with public tranquillity and withe existence of public government'.

The report described the various United bodiesthan connections with the London Correspondingi&gclt
emphasised their use of 'an oath of fidelity aratessy’ to 'form themselves, under the eye and fialee of
government, into one body, compacted by one bonohiwin'. The report described how these socigti@scipally
carried on their intercourse by agents, who wesrhfplace to place, and were recognized by signghakere
frequently changed'. The documentary appendix@féport included examples of membership certiéisagsued
by London divisions of the United Irish, certifyitigat the bearer had passed various tests. Ecalaliyjing to the
committee was the organisational structure of tlygeaps. The elaborate hierarchy of the Unitedh]ngith their
overall executive directory and subordinate barpuiatrict and county committees, was describededtail. The
appendix reprinted the rules of various United gsoun full. In the view of the secret committeesimister feature
of these organisations was that the forms of elaatsed meant that the membership as a whole dikioov the
composition of the executive committee.

The report noted how previous legislation had reteltl subversive lectures and meetings, but adddrhany of
the debating societies, which subsist at the ptdsaa, appear, to your committee, to be, in greatasure, directed
to the same pernicious objects, and to requirdéur@nimadversion and correction'. Likewise, theittee was
concerned about 'the establishment of clubs, arttumpwest classes of the community, which werendpeall
persons paying one penny, and in which songs warg, $oasts given, and language held, of the neaitisus
nature'. The secret committee also called for &urtlstrictions on the press, which it considepazkssively
licentious.

The trustworthiness of the information in the secammittee's report has been hotly debated fong timel0
The most trenchant criticisms were made in the $8R0the radical and former member of the L.C.&anEis
Place, in hisAutobiography.11 Place singled out as particularly ludicrous theerok of the secret committee that
there were forty divisions of United EnglishmerLiondon. In Place's view, the United Englishmen andon
amounted to no more than a few disreputable hatdesgged on by government spl@d-dowever, Place was
anxious to demonstrate his own respectability anshbw that the L.C.S. in its early days was addoc moral
improvement. Moreover, he was based in London aaslwot well-informed about conditions in north-veest
England, Scotland and Irelad® Whatever the truth of the allegations of the secoenmittee, its political
consequences can be more easily established.

On 19 April 1799, the House of Commons debatedépert of its secret committee. Pitt rose to anmeuhe
measures proposed by his governnmiehthe suspension of Habeas Corpus was to contimadep@wvers would be
sought to move prisoners about the country asarergment sought fit. Pitt continued: 'we must pext still
farther, now that we are engaged in a most impbgiaggle with the restless and fatal spirit afalanism,
assuming new shapes, and concealing its maligmahti@structive designs under new forms and newtipesc In
order to oppose it with effect, we must also frametto time adopt new modes, and assume new shalmesinly
should the societies mentioned by name in the secramittee’s report, the L.C.S., the United Irite United
Britons, the United Scotsmen and the United English, be suppressed, but all societies of this $iyoelld be
made unlawful. Pitt described the characteristidh® societies he wanted to outlaw: 'These marnksveicked and
illegal engagements of mutual fidelity and secriegywhich the members are bound; the secrecy ofietethe
members; the secret government and conduct offthiesaof the society; secret appointments unknoevthe bulk
of the members; presidents and committees, whigling themselves from the general mass and knayded the
members, plot and conduct the treason - | progueteall societies which administer such oaths diebieclared
unlawful confederacies...' Noting the remarks ef slecret committee about debating clubs, Pitt@eposed that
all meetings where money was taken at the doorldhrequire a magistrate's licents.

The final part of the measures proposed by Pitewesjor new restrictions on printers. All publicais should in
future bear the name of their author and publishageneral register was to be established of atitipg presses,
including those owned by private individuals.

George Tierney, the effective leader of the Fogfiposition in the Commons who in the previous yeat fought a
duel with PitilL6, replied. He criticised the report of the secahmittee, declaring that he 'never saw a reportenad
to this House that was so little supported by thidence'. He complained that the proposed law wgiud undue
power to the crown, and breed an army of spiesrndners. He pointed out that the effect of sudhllavould be

'to pull down every club in the country’, since incsbs took some kind of money and would come withe

scope of the proposed legislation. Tierney's geeat@ncern, however, were the restrictions on gritwhich he




thought worse than amprimatur. He could never support such measures: 'l haéraih subjected to the most
bitter reproaches and malicious statements forahminder of my days, than have the press limietie extent to
which this goes'.

Despite Tierney's opposition, a motion was passdxtihg a bill to implement these measures, andilhgas duly
published the next daly7 receiving its first reading in the Commons on 2%iA18 This bill outlawed the L.C.S.,
United Englishmen, United Scotsmen, United Irishraed United Britons by name. It also defined asiaiawful
combination and confederacy 'every society, the bemwhereof shall...be required or admitted te tky oath or
engagement..." Societies were required to admitlmeesriby open declaration at a public meeting ohsociety'.
Every society was required to keep a book contgittie names of all its officers, committees and imens, which
was to be open to inspection by the entire memigerstembership or support of any society which btesl these
regulations would be a criminal offence. Magistsadeting on the word of a single informer could as@ summary
fines on offenders; where offenders were indictgguiby and tried in a higher court, the punishmeas
transportation.

Any premises on which public meetings or lectureseaheld (apart from universities and properly tituted
schools) required a magistrate's licence, evdmeifppremises in question consisted of an open f&fdilar licences
were also required by reading rooms which chargea@admission. The most elaborate provisions obilievere

the restrictions on printing. Anyone possessingiating press or even type was required to regisitr the clerk

of the peace, who would forward the informatioriite Home Office. Vendors of printing presses anetiyad to
keep full accounts, open for inspection by a Jasticthe Peace. The names and addresses of priveeeso appear
on the title and end papers of all books. Printezse to keep an archive of all their publicatiofise sellers of
publications which breached these regulations cbaldummarily arrestel® It was these restrictions on the press
which attracted most criticism of the bill wherc&gme to its second reading in the Commons on 30.20r

Such wide-ranging legislation was bound to creatdlpms by inadvertently catching in its net hassland
respectable activities. Many of these difficultimcame apparent when the bill came to committeg May21 The
restrictions on lectures created difficulties fack places as the Inns of Court and Chancery, amhgtions for
these were added to the bill. Exclusions from #strictions on printers were inserted for the Ksng'inter and the
two university presses. The kind of absurd situatowhich the bill could potentially give rise willsistrated by
one exchange in which an M.P. asked 'whether amtmaral lectures came under the exempting clausethea
Justices were not compelled, but only allowed sngficences'. Pitt replied that such occasionghtrbe made a
cloak for seditious lectures'. The M.P. was notvioced, but the government was adamant that no exemption
could be permitted. When the bill came to receigdhird reading on 9 May, it was belatedly realitieat
parliament itself could fall foul of the regulat®on printers, and a clause was hastily added &yyof Ryder,
declaring that the Provisions of the Bill shall eatend to Papers printed by Order of either Haid®arliament22

One major difficulty which had become apparent tinesposition of freemasons. The provisions of tileagainst
the use of secret oaths in societies potentialiggud freemasons in a difficult position, althoughuably these
oaths were outside the scope of bill since theyewert seditiou3 More problematic was the requirement that
initiations should take place in a public meetifige grand lodges must also have been uneasily ahairéhey did
not have a comprehensive register of members ddherequired by the bill, and that the compilatand
distribution of such a register would have beer@ormous undertaking.

The two English Grand Lodges and the Scottish Gtartttje had quickly taken action to try and deahwiitese
problems before the bill got to committee. On 3Gikghe day on which the bill received its secardding, Pitt
received a request for a meeting with masonic ssatives, and a delegation went to Downing Steét
May.24 The masonic representatives included Lord Moiretjmiy Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of England,
the Duke of Atholl, Grand Master of the Ancientsa@Gd Lodge and Past Grand Master Mason of Scotendiell
as other grand officel25

The most important official record of this meetisg note in the minute book of the Hall Commitbé¢he Modern
Grand Lodge, reporting that the Prime Minister leagbressed his good opinion of the Society and lsaidas
willing to recommend any clause to prevent the aewfrom affecting the Society, provided that tlaene of the
society could be prevented from being made uses af@ver by evilly disposed persons for seditpuposes26
William White, Grand Secretary of the Moderns, aftards recalled the meeting in similar terms, rgaglthat Pitt
‘paid many compliments to the Society and saidethas no imputation against its conduct, and thaas only
wished to adopt some regulations to prevent theenainour Society from being perverted by bad petple cover
for their machinations against the governmgnt.ord Moira also subsequently recalled how 'l hpkesiged myself



to His Majesty's ministers that should any set ehrattempt to meet as a lodge without sanctionGitaed Master,
or Acting Grand Master (whomsoever he might be)M@pprise parliameni8 Pitt himself reported to the House
of Commons that the freemasons 'were very readgdaiesce in any security the legislature wouldiiregfrom
them for the tranquillity of the stat29

However, it seems that Pitt probably also pointettbat the government had worrying information ehi
suggested that the masons needed to be more Yigliamong the documents which had been shown tedicest
committee was a letter sent to the Home OfficeddyndWaring, a catholic priest at Stonyhurst, whecti®ed how
an Irishman named Bernard Kerr had told him he 'w&gemason, a Knight Templar, and belonged tuceety of
people who called themselves United Englishmerfr Kad shown him the printed rules of the Unitedjlishmen,
which he kept in a large portfolio together witls papers of admission as a Knight Temgl@aihese concerns
about connections between the United bodies aranfasonry were not idle. Many of the United Irishmeare
freemasons and many features of their organisatioeh as the use of oaths and secret signs, wanadrom
masonic model81

Moreover, the problems were not restricted to Ingsons. On 17 April, shortly before Pitt met thasonic
deputation, James Greene, a freemason and lavayeéngtin Leeds, wrote to the Home Secretary, desagia
meeting of a lodge at Leeds. '‘Being no strangénealisaffected principles of too many in this gland especially
among the lower class of freemasons’, he wroteade it a point to visit a lodge of that class; #mal politics are
never introduced while the lodge is sitting, it &e® a topic out of the lodge when a part of thiefraty withdrew
from the lodge room to supper, when a shrewd senfsblow began to inveigh against the measurab®f
government, and spoke in very high terms in fawajithe Cannibalian government in Frant®which | exhibited a
seemingpleasure. After the lodge was over, and sincet bggreat deal of information from him by seemiadpe
one of that infernal class, and being desiroustaio more, | begged to see him as often as healcoake it
convenient to talk matters over. He called uporsmeeral times at my lodgings, and having givenittedhe
seemingsincerity of my attachment to thitey call the causend confiding in my secrecy as a free mason
produced a letter from one of the leaders amondtiieed Irishmendated Dublin the 31st of March ult[im]o.'

This letter referred to a major United meeting viahicas to take place, under cover of a masonic gatheat
Paisley in Scotland. Greene concluded his lettéolémvs: ‘Now my Lord, if your Grace will approw# it, as | am
in the higher orders of masonry, and as | haveyersason to believe that | can be of signal servidlis matter, |
will very readily undertake to conduct matters esasion may serve so as to nip the evil in the butgt it run to
such a length as may come to a riper maturity thadthere are too many rotten of the Craft fratgr can with
great truth aver that the general part of the masstrictly loyal32

The aftermath of Pitt's meeting with the masoniegation suggests that he gave them the gist ahfbemation
received from Greene. Although it seems that thigéan Leeds was not an Antient lodge, it was théehts who
took these concerns most seriously, perhaps becddiseir greater strength in the north-westerrustdal towns,
where the United groups were strongest, and thesec connections with Irish masonry. Immediatdtgrathe
meeting with Pitt, the Grand Officers of the Antemet at the Crown and Anchor Tavern in the Straihey
agreed to recommend two emergency measures. Bhevés 'to inhibit and totally prevent all publi@asonic
processions, and all private meetings of masoniedgies of emergency, upon any pretence whatemdria
suppress and suspend all masonic meetings, exgeptthe regular stated lodge meetings and Royal Anapters,
which shall be held open to all masons to visity dwalified as such'. It was also agreed ‘thatwiie usual
masonic business is ended, the lodge shall theeidis, the Tyler withdraw from the door, and foritgadnd
restraint of admittance shall cease'. These twsuarea were formally approved on 6 May at a Grandgieoof
Emergency, with the Duke of Atholl himself in thieair 33

The actions of the Antients and the assurancendo@itt convinced him that the Grand Lodges wistermined
to ensure that freemasonry could not be used amafbr radical activity, and at the committeeggtaf the bill Pitt
himself accordingly introduced amendments to exeimgatn from the acd4 He proposed what was essentially a
system of self-regulation operated by the Grandgesd The relevant clause read as follows:

"...nothing in this act contained shall extendh@rconstrued to extend, to prevent the meetingiseofodge or
society of persons which is now held at Free Mastadsin Great Queen Street in the County of Midebe, and
usually denominated The Grand Lodge of FreemasbBsgand, or of the Lodge or society of personsally
denominated The Grand Lodge of Masons of Englacxhraing to the Old Institution, or of the Lodgesarciety of
persons which is now held at Edinburgh, and usutdlyominated The Grand Lodge of Free Masons ofl@uhtor
the meetings of any subordinate lodge or sociepeo$ons usually calling themselves Free Masoeshtiding



whereof shall be sanctioned or approved by anyobtiee above mentioned lodges or societiés...'

The amendment envisaged a system whereby the Gesrdtaries would each year deposit with the clefkise
peace a certificate containing details of the tand place of meeting of all approved lodges incitenty, together
with a declaration that the lodges were approvethbyGrand Master. All lodges were to keep a bookhich each
member was to declare, on joining, 'that he is af#cted to the constitution and government of tealm, by
King, Lords, and Commons, as by law establishdu's Book was to be kept open for inspection bylloca
magistrates. The Grand Lodges were thus to be mespensible for policing freemasonry; lodges whusees did
not appear on the return made by the Grand Seig®taould be criminal conspiracies.

It was in this form that the bill went to the HousfeLords, where it received its first reading dhNay and its
second on 3 Juri#6 The bill went into committee in the House of Loads5 June. The debate was lead by the
Foreign Secretary, Lord Grenville. Much of the deb@onsisted of a detailed consideration of theletgpns for
the control of printing types and the effects & thgislation on catholic and non-conformist sckoél number of
amendments were passed, the most notable of wrashhvat the Gresham College lectures should ehpgdame
immunity as the universities and Inns of Cagift.

No amendments were made to the clauses concemgi@masons, but concern was expressed about thibra in
course of the debate. Lord Grenville himself obedrthat "With respect to the clause adopted bytiher house of
parliament for exempting societies of freemasoosfthe operations of the bill...,though he did metan to
propose setting it aside, yet it did not appedrito to be fraught with that clearness and certavttich he could
wish. He was free to express his belief, that whatéhe conduct of masonic societies in foreignntoas might be
(where in some instances designs of the most agisteutendency were brought to perfection) thesgesies in this
country harboured no designs inimical to the sw@tauffered or entertained such in their lodgest what the
clause provided was of an anomalous nature, andméve functions of parliament. The officers, & af the
subordinate lodges were to be approved by the grasier and others of the principal lodges befloeg tould be
entitled to hold their meetings. Now, how suchadfs, who were to have the licensing power, weteeto
constituted and appointed, that house, as a I¢igislassembly, knew nothing. It was not his owemto propose
any specific amendment to the clause; he only ttootithe observation, in order that other lordsremmmnversant
in such matters, might if they were willing, conmevard and suggest somethings.’

Grenville thus felt that the idea of self-regulati@ised serious constitutional difficulties; ieseed to him
inappropriate that Grand Officers should be giviatusory authority effectively to license masoroddges when
parliament itself had no control over how thosengrafficers were appointed. The Duke of Norfolk¢ldeing
himself to be a mason, expressed some alarm aw{Betnremarks and 'deplored the idea of settisigeathe
exempting clause, as tending to their annihilati@nenville assured Norfolk that he was not propgsemoving
the clauses, just asking for a better method aflegong lodges. Norfolk was unable to suggest a feamulation
and proposed instead that the act last only faraa,ywhich was unacceptable to Grenv@l8The clauses
concerning the freemasons survived the commitegesn the House of Lords, but the concerns radige@renville
were soon to resurface and present a serious tior&@emasonry.

On 20 June, the bill came up for its third readimthe House of Lord40 The first speaker in the debate was the
pedantic and cantankerous Earl of Raddibwho proposed an amendment to drop the exemptarfssemasons.
He said that '‘Not being himself a mason, and hakieayd that they administered oaths of secrecygjdaot know,
whether in times so critical as the present, it wae to trust the freemasons any more than argr atieetings'. He
went on to add that 'their meetings were, in otleemtries at least, made subservient to the puspafsinose
illuminati who had succeeded in the overthrow o gneat government, and were labouring for therdetsdon of

all others. This he conceived to have been pronedwork some time since published by a very lehPmfessor
(Dr Robinson), and he was desirous to guard agamssimilar practices in this countd2.It seems that this was
the first point at which Robison's famous 1797 -améisonic work was mentioned by name in the coufrsieeo
discussion of the 1799 legislation.

The Duke of Atholl responded to Radnor, and, inwloeds of the report iffthe Senator 'defended with great
earnestness and ability the institutions of freeamag43 The fullest account of his speech isTtre Senator, and is
worth quoting at length:

The Noble Duke contended, that the imputations thrown upon freemasons by the Noble Earl, on the authority of a
recent publication, however justified by the conduct of the lodges on the continent, were by no means applicable to
those of Great Britain. His Grace avowed, that the proceedings in masonic lodges, and all their obligation to



secrecy simply related to their own peculiar little tenets and matters of form. There were no set of men in the
kingdom, and he had the best opportunities of knowing, having had the honour to preside over a great part of them
in England as well asin Scotland, who could possibly be more loyal or attached to the person of their sovereign or
the cause of their country. There was nothing in the masonic institution hostile to the law, the religion or the
established government of the country; on the contrary, they went to support all these, and no person who was not a
loyal or religious man could be a good mason.

Of those well established facts perhaps the Noble Earl was ignorant in consequence of his not being a mason, but
they were strictly true: added to these considerations, the masonic system was founded on the most exalted system of
benevolence, morals, and charity, and many thousands wer e annually relieved by the charitable benevolence of
masons. These very laudable and useful charities must necessarily be quashed did the bill passinto a law, as
recommended by the Noble Earl. The very nature and foundation of freemasonry involved in them the most
unshaken attachment to religion, unsuspected loyalty to sovereigns, and the practice of morality and benevolence, in
the strictest sense of the words. To such regulations as went to prevent the perversion of their ingtitution to the
purposes of seditious conspiracy, he could have no objection, and as a proof of the readiness with which they would
be acceded to by the masonic societies, he need only mention that this subject had occupied their attention for
several yearspast...

The Bishop of Rochester, Samuel Horsley, who preducfamous edition of Newton's works and was iaéor
secretary of the Royal Society, spoke next. Heatedlthat he was 'a member of the branch of maselmigh
existed in Scotland' and agreed with everythingDbke of Atholl had said: 'the innocence of thesagonic]
institutions was unquestionable, and other objetiish it embraced were of the most laudable natti@vever,
this applied only to genuine and regular lodgeBritain and was not, in his view, true on the coatit. There was
a risk that continental influences could affecefrasonry in Britain: 'As secrecy was absolutelyessary, no
person could say that the doctrine of innovatiohiclv had diffused itself on the continent, had fooind its way
into this country'. The Bishop reminded the Housst Robison had calculated that there were nothesseight
illuminated lodges in Britain. He felt torn betweleis loyalties as a mason and his duty as a legrslaut in the end
his obligations as a member of the House of Loedslired him to support Lord Radnor, since 'By thieals it then
stood, the meetings of such lodges were sanctiaredere approved by persons appointed they knévaow, or
by whom; by individuals, however respectable theghnbe as such, of whom they, as a House of Paeld, had
no cognizance'. In other words, the Bishop feltGasnville had earlier, that a responsible parlianshould not
countenance a system of self-regulation by thedylaaiges.

What happened next is not clear. According to am®ant, Radnor's amendment was passed, and freerjaso
Britain was within an ace of becoming a criminahspiracy44 Whatever the exact sequence of events, the day wi
saved by Lord Grenville. Grenville proposed substig the clause implementing a system of regutelip the
grand lodges with others, 'the effect of whichlhosdship stated in substance to be, to requirethtieabbjects and
purposes of such lodges as should be permittect&d, rehould be declared to be purely masonic, ahdfor the
avowed objects of the institution, the principatief which he conceived to be those of charity laewevolence;
that the mode of certifying should be, that two rbers of the lodge should make affidavit before twaonore
magistrates of the particular place where the logige held, and of the number and names of its mesmibbat
these accounts should be transmitted to the clettikeopeace, who should, once a year at leastisftuangeneral
account of the whole within his district, to thegisrates sitting in quarter sessions, who shoalérmpowered, in
case of well-founded complaints against any padidodge, to suppress its meetings'. The onuseigulation was
thus to be shifted from the grand lodges to thidas of the peace, who would rely on certificatigniocal lodges.
All specific mention of the grand lodges in thd khibuld be removed, and it would refer only to 'Hueieties or
lodges of Free Masons'.

The Duke of Atholl agreed to accept Grenville's poomise, and amendments in this form to the bil wassedb
although Radnor still felt it necessary to entethia Journal of the House of Lords a formal prosestinst the
exemptions for freemasonds The convoluted story of this piece of legislatigas still, however, not concluded.
When the Lords' amendments were communicated tG@dnemons, it was found that, by passing Grenvilie\w
clauses, the Lords had exceeded their authority.Spfeaker observed that these amendments imposaealngens
on the people, which was an exclusive privilegéhefHouse of Commons. The only way of dealing ik
problem was to shelve the old bill and bring fordvarnew one incorporating the revised clausesesmniasons,
which would have to go through the entire parliatagnprocedure again. The new bill was thereforaight
forward later that day, and its process expedgedhat it received the royal assent on 12 4uly.

The grand lodges energetically circularised sedestaf lodges reminding them of their obligatiamgler the act



and providing pre-printed forms for the necessagiarations and retur8 Chapters of the Royal Arch also
received similar circulargd9 One odd side-effect of the hasty way in whichahreendments had been passed was
that only lodges which existed before 12 July 1%@9e protected by the legislati®f.This meant that the grand
lodges could not authorise new lodges, and hadsort to the expedient of giving lodges the wareartt number

of extinct lodge$1 The measures of the 1799 act were extended aimeddfy further legislation against
subversive clubs in 18152 and it was assumed that this resolved the probleoat new lodges, but many years
later this was found not to be the c&Se.

The 1799 act was largely an exercise in closinglstdoors after horses had fléd.The United Irish were already
regrouping into an even more secretive and misiteriorganisatio5 London radicals resorted to holding informal
tavern meetings which fell outside the scope ofidlgéslation56 Even on occasions when the 1799 act might have
been useful, other legislation was used. For exanpé 1799 act would have been applicable in #ise of the
Tolpuddle Martyrs, who used oaths and rituals dfation, and who sought organise their '‘Generali&g of
Labourers' as lodges under the jurisdiction ofandrlodges7 However, the Tolpuddle Martyrs were prosecuted
under the 1797 Unlawful Oaths Act, not the 1799dlegjon. Likewise, when prosecutions were brouwagsinst
radical printers such as Richard Carlile (who witttewell-knownManual of Freemasonry while imprisoned at
Dorchester), charges of seditious libel or blasphemare usually preferref8 Later, the 1799 and 1817 acts were
easily circumvented by chartist organisations, Widistributed advice on how to avoid prosecutioderrthis
legislation59

The main legacy of the 1799 act was the variougmsetmade to the clerk of the peace. The returpsiofers,
continued until 1865 when the restrictions on pdiions and reading rooms were lifted, are a gibalrce of
information on the history of provincial publishie@ The returns of freemasons, continued up to 19@/7stit
preserved in county record offices, have beemr litled as a source of masonic his@iry.he returns are probably
fuller for the earlier nineteenth century thandate 1920 the London clerk of the peace estimétad only half the
lodges made returr@ However, the 1799 act seems to have been appddgtthe Grand Lodges, which perhaps
felt that it gave them some standing in law and gi®vided a potential means of proceeding agémasfes acting
irregularly63 In 1920, Grand Lodge circularised lodge secresaieeninding them to make their returns, prompting
the secretary of a lodge in Clapton to write toylddseorge urging him to repeal the old éét.

A more serious problem arose in 1939, when the tyepark of the peace in Essex wrote to lodges trognout that
only those founded before 12 July 1799 were eudtitbeexemption under the act. Counsel's opinioriicord this
view. The United Grand Lodge of England soughtranpote a private bill creating a general exemptain
freemasons from the act. The government was, hawapprehensive about changing this legislatiopiyate

bill. A Home Office official observed that the addt could still be useful against the I.R.A. anddtst
organisations. In any case, in wartime there wagarbamentary time for legislation of this kind.cdmpromise
was agreed whereby the Attorney General agreetbmmbsecute any freemasons' lodges under the t&rthe act,
and clerks of the peace were asked to accept eewithout commen®5 Consequently, it was not only until the
major criminal law reform of the 1967 Criminal JastAct that the 1799 Unlawful Societies Act wasafly
repealed6



