THE SALFORD GAS SCANDAL OF 1887
John Garf‘ard

One hundred and one years ago, Salford was rocked by a
shaming, extravagant and sometimes hilarious scandal
with a significance extending far beyond its locality. It can
indeed be taken as an indicator issue — a sort of litmus test
for certain important aspects of society at the time.
Causally, it emerged from at least three interconnected
trends within that society — the relationship between
councillors and their paid officials as this had been
developing in urban corporations since mid-century; the
continuingly hazy borderline between the professional and
entrepreneurial middle class; and the rather tacky
character of commercial ethics in late-Victorian England.
Meanwhile, Salford’s seedy troubles may well tell us
something about scandals as phenomena.

Samuel Hunter.

However, before all this, let us first tell the story. In
February 1887, prompted by his Gas Committee, Samuel
Hunter, Salford Corporation’s gas manager for the past
eleven years, a Methodist lay-preacher and a man, as we
shall see, of many business parts, sued Ellis Lever for
criminal libel. Lever, one of the largest coal contractors in
the North, had alleged, not for the first time, that
“Bribery, corruption and fraud have prevailed in (the)
borough to an enormous extent for many years”, and that
Hunter for a long period had been guilty of accepting
bribes on contracts for coal, canal and gas equipment such
that no honest contractor could compete.?2 The case
aroused extensive publicity from the start — in Salford,
Manchester and throughout the North. It was also given
extensive coverage in the London press. Due perhaps to
Samuel Hunter’s prominence in Cheshire hunting circles,
even the Sporting Chronicle whinnied encouragingly from
the sidelines. Important issues were involved, and the
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visibility of the case was enhanced by Sir Edward Clarke.
the Solicitor General, being engaged for the prosecution
and by Sir Charles Russell — MP, future Attorney

‘General and “brilliant showy man”? — being employed

for the defence.

At the end of a three day trial, Ellis Lever was found not
guilty. He was immediately hailed, in the press and by
large sections of the middle-class public, as a national
saviour who had struck a great and cleansing blow for
commercial ethics in an increasingly dirty and corrupt
world. There was wild cheering inside and outside
Manchester Crown Court.® Upon his arrival at his
splendid house in Bowden, he was greeted by a
procession of tradesmen and the Altrincham brass band.?

Ellis Lever.

whilst “‘salvoes of minature artillery, -tlying rockets and
vociferous cheering’ awaited Lever near his second home
in Colwyn Bay.® At the other end of the social scale.
deathless one-liners about Salford rendered audiences
helpless night after night in several Manchester theatres.

In the months that followed, Lever celebrated his victory
by charging that there was still much corruption to be
uncovered in Salford. He also embarked upon a great
crusade to cleanse gas contracting in other corporations
elsewhere.

Meanwhile, after some hesitation, Salford’s Gas
Committee dismissed Samuel Hunter and, later still, itself
resigned. However, in spite of increasingly unsavoury
revelations from the Corporation’s specially instituted
Gas Investigating Committee and elsewhere, Hunter was
not immediately prosecuted. This was partly because
commission-taking left few actionable traces and partly
because it was not then a criminal offence, — though it
was subject to civil prosecution where the employer was
involved in financial loss, and it was to come under the
criminal law as the result of the Public Bodies Corrupt



Practices Act of 1889.7 The ex-manager’s life went on
“much as before”: he “‘was seen frequently at the local
theatres™® and continued enthusiastically to hunt the
more chaseable bits of Cheshire’s wild-life.

When, in February 1888, criminal proceedings were
commenced, he was charged significantly, not with bribe-
taking, but with perjury (at Lever’s trial) and forgery (of
the gas committee chairman’s signature on a letter written
in 1880 supposedly giving a coal firm official sanction to
continue paying Hunter his commissions). In March, in
London, Hunter pleaded guilty.

Sentence was not immediately passed. This was partly
because Salford Corporation had a civil action pending
against Hunter in Chancery. More importantly and using
this action as pressure, the Corporation was negotiating
with him to recover some of the money overcharged on
contracts as the result of the commissions on coal and gas
equipment paid to their ex-manager. For his part, Hunter
was negotiating for an official plea from the Council on his
behalf for clemency. Eventually, these negotiations failed
— apparently because the corporation was demanding
too much. This it was doing on the advice of the town
clerk, John Graves — a man whom most councillors
seemed to hold in almost as much awe as they had once
held Samuel Hunter. In July 1888, Hunter having already
spent several months in Strangeways prison, was
sentenced to five years penal servitude.

Six weeks later, the town clerk resigned — decamping to
Folkestone, Paris and eventually San irancisco, along
with some £800 of Corporation money plus £15,000 that
he beld in trust for a family in Peterborough.

Some time thereafter, the Corporation resumed
negotiations with Samuel Hunter. In August 1889, a
strange deal emerged whereby Hunter was to deposit
£10,000 in securities in a bank account — and begin
naming those firms who had bribed him. Salford was then
to sue them. This was intended to produce settlements out
of court whereby each firm was to pay an agreed sum into
the afore-mentioned account in return for release from all
further legal action. At the end of the day, the
Corporation was to take £10,000 from the account — and
Hunter was to retain anything remaining over, whether it
was more or less than he had originally deposited.®
Meanwhile and fervently denying that it was part of the
deal, some of Salford’s municipal elite signed a petition
originated by Hunter’s solicitors pleading (unsuccessfully
as it turned out) for some mitigation of sentence.

Hunter carried out his half of the bargain, and named
many firms nearly all of whom were prevailed upon to pay
up in the way determined above. Eventually and in spite
of vigorous efforts at dissuasion by the owner of the clay
feet, Hunter named Ellis Lever. Salford Corporation
joyously sued him, and this time pursued the case to its
bitter legal end — in a Leeds court, rather symbolically
*lit by an electric light which immediately failed”. Here,
in March 1890, Salford relieved its tormentor of some
£2,300 — after the Court had heard evidence from a
Samuel Hunter ‘“‘pale with suppressed excitement”.
Lever, it emerged, had been one of the first and most
generous of Hunter’s tempters. His earliest bribe had
actually enabled Hunter in 1877 to embark upon a two
month pilgrimage to the Holy Land — dressed as an
Arab.'0 Indeed, Lever was said to have practised “‘the
tipping system’ in a generalized way ‘“‘for years past”.!
He had begun alleging corruption in Salford.back in 1879
after losing a long term coal contract with the
Corporation, and after failing to maintain payment of
agreed commissions to Hunter.'2

As suggested, the Scandal firstly symbolized, perhaps in
an extreme form, the growing power of municipal
officials. Councillors might well have great influence over
urban electorates by virtue of their celebrity and the
dependency that their position as large, and even small,
‘proprietors and employers engendered. The skills they
had acquired as businessmen were also supposed to
ideally suit them to understand and control the
“business” of local government. Yet, from the rather
early point when municipalities began to move beyond
mere financial management into the general, but
ultimately specialist, field of ‘“‘improvement”, such
automatic understanding ~ became increasingly
precarious. From this point, we begin to see the town
clerk, the medical officer, .the borough treasurer, the
borough engineer and the gas manager emerging as
increasingly influential forces. Decisions and policies
were increasingly made by specialist committees rather
than the Council as a whole; within those committees,
they were increasingly made by an inner group composed
of the relevant paid officials, along with key committee
members, especially the chairman and vice-chairman.

Behind these trends lay several factors, some of them
familiar to the twentieth-century, others specific to the
nineteenth. Amongst the former, the most_.obvious is the
increasing technicality and scope of council activity, and
the fact that, as the Salford Weekly News commented in
1887, perrianent  officials  were  ‘‘controlled by
committees — more or less fluctuating”. As a result,
“what the committee know, they can only know, from the
information imparted to them by the real master™."3 The
point perhaps was exaggerated, but it highlighted a
general trend, particularly in gas administration. Here,
the high technicality of gas-making was compounded by
the high complexity of gas-pricing and the sheer volume
of contract negotiations for the supply of raw materials. A
few figures will help illustrate the point. In 1887, Salford’s
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From the Journal of Gas Lighting, 1889.

undertaking was producing some 836,245,000 cubic feet
of gas. With the extensive modernization of the works
undertaken on Samuel Hunter’s initiative in the late
seventies, this represented an increase in output of some
43 per cent since his first year as gas manager in 1876. By
1887 also, with a white collar staff of 14, the gas
department was much the largest of any in the
Corporation. It was supplying gas to some 6,741 street
lamps, and some 28,633 consumers inside and outside the
borough.'* The overall result, for members of the Gas
Committee was ruefully described by Alderman
Makinson, its Vice-Chairman, in response to one of the
periodic attacks upon its administration in 1882; “At
every meeting of the committee, there are no less than
forty or fifty accounts comprising an expenditure of
upwards of £3,000 regularly passed ... on the income side
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there are no less than 130,000 accounts during the
year.”'8

As a result, in many more places than just Salford, few
councillors were either able or inclined to properly
understand, still less to control, the decision-making
process. In 1868, for example, Rochdale’s new mayor had
pledged himself not to attend the Gas Committee during
his term of office because ““it would take me all my time to
understand the questions of gas ... and to be of any service
would be beyond my power’’'¢ — attitudes which perhaps
explain why Rochdale’s Liberal elite had permitted
Samucl Hunter to spend several happy and apparently
lucrative years as gas manager there before moving on to
higher and more profitable forms of domination in
Salford.'” Here, from 1877 onwards, he rapidly assumed
a position of such influence over his Committee that he
effectively became the policy-making centre — taking the
major decisions in important areas like the modernization
of the gas works, and having virtually total responsibility
for contract negotiation. The Committee’s trust in him
was complacently described by Alderman Sharp, its
chairman, at Ellis Lever’s first trial:

(1) called on the manager at the offices every morning
to learn what was doing. If there was nothing (1) went
away. The agenda for the committee was no doubt
prepared from Hunter’s information ... We always
relied on our manager’s advice for all contracts. '®

It was this overall situation that allowed Hunter, from the
start of his employment with Salford, to begin routinely
demanding and accepting “‘commissions’’ on contracts for
coal and cannel at 6d, 1s 0d or 1s 6d per ton, along with
similar inducements for the supply of-gas equipment.'®

SALFORD CORPORATION GAS.WORKS.
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His visibly opulent life-style — which included the
purchase of a splendid house on Bolton Road, Salford,
and a hunting-box in Cheshire, travelling about in his own
carriage decorated by a servant in livery, and regular
tours abroad — aroused little suspicion from his
somnolent committeemen, even though managed on an
annual salary of no more than £800, even at the end.

The influence of expertise is familiar enough in the
twentieth century. Yet the growing trend towards official
power that underlay the Scandal also resulted from
features specific to nineteenth-century municipal life.
The most important of these was the relative weakness of
party politics. Parties, in Salford as elsewhere, dominated
council elections. However, they participated mainly
from a desire to limber up for parliamentary contests and
not from any conflict of principle. Thus elections were
more often dominated by rival personalities, rarely by
programmes. Partly as a result, party had little influence
on council decision-making, beyond the periodic carve-
up of the aldermanic bench; its impact inside committees
was even weaker. Overall, the convention, as described
by a Salford Conservative in 1874, was that:
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\‘\ The proper duty of the councillor was to drop his
/ politics before he entered the chamber and leave them
outside in the (town hall) square to dry.?°

Thus there was little by way of either caucus or mandate
to protect councillors from pressures of committee-
loyalty or the undoubted charms of men like Samuel
Hunter. Given such esprit de corps, critics were fiercely
resented. As the Salford Weekly News noted of the Gas
Committee, ‘“‘they resented what he resented; they
treated as enemies those whom he regarded as
enemies’’.2' Some even became friends with their official.

In these circumstances, it was hardly surprising that the
exposure of Hunter, in so far as it concerned councillors at
all, was not undertaken by the Liberal opposition. In a
world without party, they were as much tarred by his
rather scruffy brush as the Conservative majority.
Indeed, only two months before the scandal broke,
prominent Liberals — in the persons of Aldermen Bowes
and McKerrow, Councillor Ryecroft and Salford’s ex-
MP, Benjamin Armitage -— had repaired to Hunter’s
house for an intimate discussion over dinner of the
possibility of his helping them found a new Liberal
newspaper.22

James Mandley.

In fact, exposure was undertaken by solitary mavericks on
both sides of the political fence. Of these, by far the most
prominent was James G De Thiballier Mandley. Mild-
faced though he was, Mandley was an extraordinary
figure. A close confidante of Ellis Lever, this rather
conservative Liberal led the opposition to Hunter from
his council entry in 1877. In council, he was sarcastic,
prickly and bad-tempered — particularly on this, his
favourite issue. Such behaviour was partly derived from
temperament, but was partly also the behaviour of a man
deliberately distancing himself from the socializing
pressures of council members on the inside track.



Mandley’s speeches on gas issues were rambling but
skilful demonstrations of the art of walking the fine tight
rope between insult and libel. He was loathed by
Conservative and Liberal insiders alike. They groped for
metaphors to express their fury at his constant insults. For
them, he was *‘a dirty bird that tries all it can to foul its
own nest by writing letters to newspapers showing that his
colleagues are either incompetent or something worse"”.23
Mandley returned their contempt:

It has been said to me by a magistrate and alderman
of this borough that he would like to smash my face
(great laughter) Alderman Robinson, being bulky of
body, may think he has the right to use such language
... Are we to be terrorized by big burly men without
education??*

A second specifically nineteenth-century factor
underlying the influence of officials, and thus the scandal,
was the occupational character of the council itself.
Salford’s like most corporations, was mainly peopled by
businessmen of varying levels of substance. Most were
still economically active, and often found council-life
burdensomely time-consuming. They were naturally
inclined to leave complex areas like gas firmly in the
hands of one who *‘understood his business™ as well as
Hunter (who was a very capable gas manager) seemed to
do; doubly so because he achieved the one thing that they
as businessmen could be guaranteed to understand and
applaud — he turned an ailing business from loss into
handsome profit. Through all the rows and
recriminations, his defenders constantly drew attention o
this rivetting fact: “*No firm whose profits rose in two
years from practically nothing to £22,000 would be very
solicitous about the state of its affairs™.25

Hunter’s power also rested upon a third important feature
of nineteenth-century municipal life — the fact that paid
officials were in the end very like their employers.
Bureaucratic influence was certainly based upon superior
expertise, but unlike its twentieth-century counterpart, it
was also a very personal affair. Municipal establishments
were quite small — a few hundred at most: individual
relationships were thus the basis of power. Council
officials were often on intimate terms with leading
councillors. When James Farmer received a Jubilee
knighthood during his mayorality in 1887, he repaired to
the house of his friend, the Town Clerk. there to receive
lessons in Palace deportment.2¢ Samuel Hunter, also. was
on terms of friendship with some of his committee — with
the much-revered Alderman Thomas Davies. for
example. who rebuked Hunter's traducers during a
debate on gas management in 1880 in the following
significant terms:

These are damaging charges to make against an

absent man and one whom I count as a dear friend ...

the use of such language is an outrage.?’

Underlying such intimacy was the fact that leading
officials could, in the intimate arena provided by the
nineteenth-century town, become social leaders in the
same way as their employers. In towns such as Salford.
the carriages of the town clerk, the borough engineer, the
medical officer and the gas engineer were almost as
publicly visible as those of council leaders. Their names
were widely-known and their participation in town life
faithfully recorded in the press. Gas managers indeed
might expect to be doubly honoured for — as the
purveyors of light — they were natural hero figures in the
same way that railway engineers were. This helps explain
why, when the Gas Institute held its annual meeting in

Ryde in 1890, it was greeted by a town hall dinner
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preceded by a full Corporate procession. and overhung
with the word “"Welcome™ in “bold white letters on a
crimson background.?® Similarly. when George
Darlington retired as aristocratic Eastbourne’s gas
manager in 1887, he trailed clouds of admiration after
him. As the Sussex News reported —

Mr. Darlington will not soon forget his reception at
the Conservative Club supper at New Hall on
Wednesday night. Next to Admiral Field, MP for the
Division, Mr. Darlington seemed to be
unmistakeably the most popular member of the club
present, and ‘the musical honours' which gave
special effect to the toast might well inspire any man
with regret at leaving a town where he has made so
many friends.?®

If social prominence such as this was readily available to a
gas manager, we can begin to see why a man of Samuel
Hunter’s temperament should be encouraged to consume
his ill-gotten gains as conspicuously as we have seen that
he did. We can also understand why. as part of his gas
works modernization, in 1880, Hunter built himself a
palace — the resplendent gas offices in "}loom Street —
and crowned its entrance with his initials in wrought iron.

His undoubted status as part of Salford’s social leadership
was one reason why many of the municipal elite
consented to petition for Hunter’s release in August 1889.
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He undoubtedly suffered much in prison. Yet there was
also a strong feeling that his tribulations were made
doubly painful by his being a gentleman, and a man of
refinement and taste. His champions were well equipped
to understand the situation described in their petition:
“Mr. Hunter has been pecuniarily and socially ruined by
the conviction and he thereby suffers very heavy
punishment in addition to the mental anguish inseparable
from such a sentence’ .30

If the Gas Scandal was symptomatic of the growing power
of officials, it was also part of a wider pattern of
corruption within the profession of gas-management and
perhaps even nineteenth-century commercial life as a
whole. In the wake of Salford’s scruffy troubles, there
poured into the local, regional and London press, and
into the professional journals of gas engineering, a mass
of heart-searching and confession that paints a very
different picture of what made the Victorian economy go
round from the one we are used to.

On this evidence, gas engineers often lived in a world
where the offering, demanding and accepting of bribes
was normal. Samuel Hunter, in 1875, had himself taken
over from a predecessor allegedly accepting 25 per cent
on contracts for gas piping.3' Hunter’s own demands of
contractors had a casual air suggesting that commissions
were customary not merely in Salford but also in the
world of gas beyond. Richard Hartley, ex-managing
director of the Silkstone and Dodsworth Coal and Iron
Company, tesiified during Ellis Lever’s trial to what had
happened when he approached Hunter to ask about a
possible contract with Salford:

Mr. Hunter asked what the allowance would be to
himself as manager. To that I replied what is the usual
allowance, and his reply was 6d, 9d, Is 0d,
sometimes Is 6d in the ton.32

Contractors too felt the force of custom. Even in the wake
of the Scandal, S.Y. Shoubridge, Hunter’s successor as
manager, found that he too was “offered something™ — a
reflex which the contractor concerned described as ‘‘an
irresistible urge”.33

Such habits spread far beyond Salford. In the weeks after
the Scandal broke, the periodical magazines of gas
engineering found themselves inundated with confessions
from gas managers and coal contractors writing from all
over the country testifying to the centrality of
commissions in oiling the wheels of gas contracting. As a
result, the prestigious Journal of Gas Lighting, having
originally denied the existence of widespread corruption,
rapidly declared itself so convinced by “the startling
character’34 of the contents of its postbag as to conclude
that bribery was ““a deep-rooted disease’’3% covering *‘the
whole order of men interested in gas supply, from the
chairman of the board or corporation committee down to
the janitor in the engineer’s office””.38 Similarly, the Gas
and Water Review, in the wake of Ellis Lever’s acquittal,
suggested that, in its experience, ‘“‘the giving and
receiving of commissions is a practice which is but too
common, if not all but universal”.37

In the wider local and daily press, coal and other
contractors bore witness to the impossibility of doing
business with gas-making concerns in the absence of
commissions. On the basis of twenty years of such
generous experience, one told the Times that his
“business would not have risen to its present dimensions
had these ... been refused” and declared that ““in most gas
works ... very little is purchased which does not pay a toll
to one or more of the officials.38 In the Pall Mall Gazette,
the secretary and manager of a Yorkshire gas company
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described his fellow professionals as “‘a corrupt lot and,
although they are not aldone in this respect in the
commercial world, I am decidedly of the opinion that the
gas fraternity stands at the top™’.3°

A variety of causes underlay this widespread venality. On
what might be called the supply side, there lay the
intensely competitive nature of the industries providing
the raw materials and equipment — particularly coal
contracting. In such situations, bribery might well seem
cheaper than rock-bottom tendering. Moreover,
competition also led to the influx of large numbers of
“traders’ into the professional meetings of gas engineers
who increased the temptations likely to be set in. the way
of managers still further. At the 1889 annual meeting of
the Institute of Gas Management, the Journal of Gas
Lighting noted the presence of:

plenty of these (traders) ... last week, notebook in
hand, pouncing upon every opportunity for
waylaying unwary gas managers and, in the usual
fashion, utilizing the meeting for turning a penny.*°
Six months earlier, the Journal had described how:

traders — sometimes singly, sometimes in groups —
have made the meetings (of the Institute) an excuse
for forcing their scarcely disinterested hospitality
upon members in various ways.*'
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Howcver, the willingness to corruptly supply was
matched by an equally eager demand. An important
tactor here was the mis-match between the salaries
normally available to gas managers from municipal
corporations or private gas companies and the high social
aspirations of these officials. As bringers of light to
previously dark and frightening urban places. they could
expect to ascend a long way up the local social scale, and
Samuel Hunter was no cxception in being able to move
easily amongst ihe town’s clite. Such elevation. however.
was hard to achieve and inaintain on a salary of three or
four hundred pounds a year — or even apparently on
Hunter’s more princely eight hundred.

This meshing of supply and demand helped produce “a
system’” wherein commissions were seen as normal, even
morally acceptable, and from which neither potential
briber nor bribed found it easy to escape. The very name
‘commission’, as the Journal of Gas Lighting realized.
robbed the thing of “most of its moral guilt™42 so far as
managers were concerned. Meanwhile, as the Gas World
noted of contractors, “‘they may regard the granting of
such bribes as a legitimate factor in pushing business’".43
In such circumstances, and given intense competition,
there was a persuasive argument that ““the honest trader
had no chance against bribing firms and venal gas-
managers’ .44

However, what may most fundamentally have un\derlam
the venality of gas engineers was a wider pattern of
corruption in large sectors of commercial life. The
evidence is hard to use being mostly anonymous and

much of it of a rather gossipy character. Nevertheless, the
spate of middle-class confession was sufficiently specific
in terms of the quotation of time, place and especially
personal experience as to suggest that “‘palm-oil” may
have been a rather frequent lubricant of Victorian
business life.

Not surprisingly, given where the Gas Scandal occurred,
there was much baring of breasts about modes of
conducting business in the cotton industry. Here, for
example, there was said to be a speciality chiefly carried
on by mill-managers’ whereby *‘a manager buys at, say,
SYad but invoices his firm at 5%1ed. This produced a profit
of two shillings per bale of cotton, and £10 on a hundred
bales, “*which sum is divided between this honest manager
and the equally conscientious broker”.45 Another
correspondent regaled the readers of the Manchester
Courier with tales of the extensive commission-gathering
that he claimed to be “‘common property on the
Manchester and Liverpool Exchanges”. Amongst the
bribees, “"managers (of limited companies) form a by no
means small proportion and, by most of them, the buyer
tor a limited company is made the pathway to a small
fortune”. It was also “commonly said that many
managers who visit the flags at Liverpool have Is per bale

. amongst them is every grade down to the man who
makes no conditions but whose orders are missing if you
neglect him™ .46

However. though cotton was the most frequently
mentioned. a variety of other trades were also accused.
Commissions, for example, were said to be “rampant™
amongst architects:

It would astonish many a man who builds a big house
to learn that the architect, whom he pays well for
supervision of the work, expects — nay practically
demands — more from the men who supply materials
and fittings. This | know by experience 10 be often
done and done by those who hold their heads very
high ... and would consider it a disgrace to soil their
hands by trade of any kind.*’

A “legal practitioner™ told the readers of the Manchester
Guardian of “the rotten, unmoral and injurious system
prevailing amongst estate agents and property repairers” .
He claimed that estate agents managing property on
behalf of owners, were regularly paid commissions by
builders for awarding them house-repair contracts. As
was usual in these transactions, the bribe was then
surreptitiously embodied in the builder’s invoice to the
owner. When challenged, the justification was always
that of “"universal custom™.48 Meanwhile, there were also
tales of equally dubious goings-on in the railways. in
shipping. in government purchasing departments.
amongst solicitors and by contractors to the Poor Law.4®
Finally the Pall Mall Gazette, in late 1887. ran a series of
sensational but specifically detailed articles on
“Commercial Corruption™ in all sorts of places. Amongst
others, iron engineering was said to be riddled with the
commission system, all the way from “managing directors
of iron works (who) ... are constantly being tempted with
offers to foremen who were offered similar rewards in
return for recommending the materials of particular firms
to their employers.0

As with gas management, so in these fields, writers often
conveyed a strong sense of the normality and moral
acceptability of such activity, and of a “system’ which
could be escaped from only with difficulty and at
significant cost. In the Manchester Chronicle, “a
manufacturer” spoke for many in describing the
experiences of his own apparently extensive firm:
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We do not pay commissions and, for this reason, our
travellers are forbidden to call on scores of the largest
buyers. We have been told that our goods were
preferred, but, so long as we refused to remember the
buyer, no order would be given ... I believe the
system to be almost universal in every trade ... we
have repeatedly found it impossible to prevent
manufacturers and travellers from getting at our
foremen ... We are constantly asked to supply false
invoices allowing a commission to the buyer, ... the
thing has become so common that buyers will ask for
it in the presence of witnesses considering
themselves perfectly honest.5

All of this suggests that gas managers were importing into
their profession, and into municipal service, habits and
attitudes that were commonplace in large areas of
commerce. This they were well equipped to do because,
as we shall now see, although a proud professional group,
they also, like many others of their kind, existed on a
decidedly hazy borderline between professional and
entrepreneurial activity. This suggests that, far from
being located above the market place in the way some
have indicated,52 these professionals anyway were often
enthusiastic participants.

Gas managers were certainly a self conscious and well-
articulated group. They were a touchy, arrogant and
argumentative lot, and their organisations were
frequently riven with feuds about matters great and small.
Yet this pool of anger was most frequently turned against
outsiders, particularly against councillors and council
committees whom managers saw (wrongly to judge by
Salford’s example) as constantly slighting managerial
dignity and prerogatives. Their professional journals
railed constantly against “‘the head-strong perversity of
committeemen’’®? whom they saw as wanting to teach a
gas manager his business even though they themselves
had “‘rarely travelied beyond lighting a candle at night .54
Committe€’s also kept their manager’s salary so low as to
preclude the possibility of his becoming a gentleman ...
“Is not the manager of a large works (who must of
necessity be a man of considerable education and well
versed in science) of equal social rank with men who
happen to be taken from behind their counters ... (and)
whose sudden elevation to a position which enables them

occasionally to appear in good company is too much for
them?’%5

Such sentiments assumed that gas committees were
mainly composed of little men. In fact, gas managers —
and here, as in so much else, Samuel Hunter was typical of
his breed — saw themselves as the social equals of their
town’s elite. What underlay this was their sense of
belonging to a unique profession with special skills. A
“Lady Correspondent of the Gas World™ (possibly the
long-suffering wife of a gas manager) likened them to an
ancient priesthood:

The colleges and temples in which the neophytes
study and worship before becoming ordained high
priests are to the outside world known as ‘the Gas
Works’ ... Little knows ‘the consumer’ (as the word is
called) of the severe training and labour the ...
manager is subjected to before he can be trusted with
the task of keeping the ‘Sacred Fire’ alight in the
streets ...

These feelings helped produce a strong sense of
fraternity. Gas engineers were joined together both
nationally through the Gas Institute, and locally through
a network of active district associations. Like the various
gas journals (of which significantly there were no fewer
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than fours?),' their regular meetings provided a network
for the exchange of technical information and
professional €xperience. They also reinforced their sense
of uniqueness and brotherhood by providing occasions
when managers could “‘come out of their shells and live in
the revivifying company of professional brethren ... 58
and where “‘old friendships were renewed and new ones
made”.%® The Institute tried increasingly to close the
gates of the profession against the employment of ‘mere
foremen’ by pressing for professional examinations. In
the wake of the Scandal, it aiso rather belatedly began a
campaign for the elevation of professional ethics.8°

Yet, alongside this fierce professionalism, there was also
a strong entreprencurial strand. Because of the mysteries
of what they did, gas managers, for all their complaints
about interference, had.-far more autonomy than those
who formally owned and controlled the undertakings,
even in the case of private gas companies, than was
available to their counterparts elsewhere. They were
often the effective point of decision-making about the
award of a host of contracts each year. They were also
central to decisions about innovations and even (as in
Hunter’s case) about the major redesign of their gas
works. And often central to their role was the need to
maximise profits — whether to reward the shareholders
or to relieve the ratepayers.®' Overall, even in his
professional life, the gas manager had to be “a good
businessman’.62

Yet the entrepreneurial side of his activities went far
beyond this. Thus, alongside his role as Salford’s gas
manager, Samuel Hunter was also extensively involved in
business activity on his own account, and he used his
ill-gotten corporate gains well. He had *“‘started very low
in life”” as an errand boy. However, by 1887, as his own
testimony at Ellis Lever’s trial indicated, he was ‘‘the
proprictor of the Cotton Factory Times” and of at least
four other newspapers. He was also part-owner of the
Ashton Reporter. He had interests in “three or four”
shipping companies, and had previously been involved in
up to twelve. Prior to arriving at Salford, he had bought
and sold the Halford Gas works at a profit of £2,000. By
1887 he had investments in three London gas works and in
“one or two”’ elsewhere.8 Other sources suggested that
he was a large sharecholder in a Manchester theatre and
“one of the principle guarantors of the “"Wild West
Show™ .64

In all this, he was probably typical of his kind. Gas
engineers were men who, in the nature of their jobs, were
likely to invent gas appliances or pioneer new techniques
of gas manufacture. They subsequently patented them
and were thus drawn into participating in, or often setting
up, appliance companies.

In this connection, it is significant that, throughout the
1880s, the Gas Institute was being literally torn apart (it
eventually split into two) by an unsavoury dispute about
the relative visibility given to gas lighting appliances
marketed by two of its most prestigious members at a
“competitive gas and electricity exhibition™ organized in
connection with the Institute in 1881.6% During the long
angry recriminations it also emerged that several of those
involved in the dispute were proprietorially involved in
gas manufacturing companies.

The issue became intermixed with an equally agonized
and long-running debate in the Institute about the role of
“traders’” in coal and other gas supplies, who were seen as
corrupting influences and thus partly responsible for the
Gas Scandal. This led one side to propose that they be
banned from membership: yet the terms in which the



proposed new rule was framed tell us much about the

level of movement between professional and entre-

prencurial activity:
In the event of any Member or Associate Member
ceasing to hold the qualification (of being
exclusively employed as a salaried or consulting
engineer — author) his membership shall
immediately cease; but his name may be placed ... in
the class of Associates.®®

Moreover, both sides — as is suggested by the final get-
out clause and the unhappy debates about the issue — had
to face the fact that any such rule change would catch not
merely scruffy traders, but also some of the most
distinguished members of the Institute. These, as a
consequence of their very professional success, were also
successful businessmen. Significantly, when the Institute
finally agreed to relegate its trading members to associate
status, it resolved to exclude existing members from the
effects of the decision — after many had pointed out that
they had originally joined the organisation as gas
managers, were now “‘engaged in gas-engineering’ (a
synonym here for appliance manufacturing), but still took
great interest in the profession” .87

In all of this, gas engineers had much in common with at
least some other professional groups. The very word
‘engineer’ is ambiguous, capable of indicating either a
consulting or salaried being, or an entrepreneur
manufacturing some sort of machinery. In any case, for
many besides engineers, the distinction between running
and expanding a business, and doing the same for a
practice must have seemed rather academic — then as

perhaps now. Furtherinore, there are indications that, for’

other professions besides gas engineering, the hazy line
between professional and entrepreneurial activity
produced an equally uncertain divide between legitimate
and illegitimate modes of operation. Thus the
peccadilloes of Salford’s Town Clerk in 1887 were
spectacularly overshadowed in 1901 when Benjamin G.
[Lake, former President of the Law Society, was given
twelve years penal servitude for defrauding clients of
£173,772. The case arose when Lake secretly used his
clients” money for a land and building speculation that
went wrong. This caused a crisis amongst solicitors in 1901
very similar to that produced for gas managers in 1887,
particularly as it emerged that the tendency to mix their
clients” money (especially trust money) with their own in
speculative operations was very common even amongst
“very respectable solicitors'™, %8

Thus Salford’s Scandal was the product of. and reveals
much about, several broader trends in mid-to-late
Victorian society — its increasingly self confident and
powerful municipal officers; its significant venality, and
the decidedly pervasive nature of entrepreneurial activity
amongst its middle class. All three points may lead us to
question somewhat notions about there being any clear-
cut divide between the professional and entreprencurial
middle classes at any point in the nineteenth-century.
Whilst the parts of those ““classes’ we have been looking
at here were certainly separately organised and were
rivals for certain sorts of power, they were joined together
in the same local elites, shared many values and (far from
being totally separated by source of income) had rather
similar ideas about how livings were to be made.

Finally, the foregoing events may also tell us something
about some of the phenomena that we call scandals.
Salford’s troubles became of regional, even national,
concern because the activity in question had two rather
contradictory qualities. Firstly, the venal activity in

The Gas Olfices, Bloom Street.

question was found to be widespread and widely
tolerated. Secondly, however, there was also an
alternative standard of behaviour available which *‘the
public”™ — whatever many of its constituent groups may
have believed or done in their own private occupational
worlds — had been persuaded to accept as normative.
There could not have been a similar level of scandal
about, say, clectoral corruption in the eighteenth or even
much of the nineteenth-century because there was
insufficient public consensus about its wickedness.
Salford’s Scandal blew outwards because a private code of
behaviour was in conflict with public norms. If this is so,
and if Salford’s Scandal is typical of others, then these
sorts of scandal may be a sign or cause of social change:
they may become the means whereby public norms are
reinforced and whereby private codes are shifted in their
direction, whether by legislative enactment or public
shaming. More specifically here, some scandals may
provide a means whereby the borderlines of what is
deemed to be legitimate commercial activity begin to be
clarified or redefined.

The Gas Scandal had a sequel that said much about what
it symbolized. Samuel Hunter was eventually released
from prison, trailing after him, some said, a fat cheque,
from those coal suppliers whose names and activities he
had not revealed to the Council. He and his family then
disappeared from view for many years. In 1955, Abe
Williamson, a long standing councillor and alderman,
recalled his time as a young Conservative member of the
Council just before the First World War. When he
arrived, he found that the meeting was to be chaired by
the local squire. This individual turned out to be Samuel
Hunter.®® Salford’s ex-gas manager, having lived so long
on the edge of entrepreneurial activity, had now joined
the entrepreneurs in their final flight into gentility and
into the Conservative Party.
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