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GABRIEL POWELL’S TUMULTUOUS FINALE: 
A REMARKABLE GLIMPSE OF THE WORKINGS 

OF A BURGESS CORPORATION IN SWANSEA

Gerald Gabb

Abstract
The politics of the burgage borough of Swansea are illuminated 
in the period 1787–1789 by written and pictorial sources of most 
unusual quality. These are analysed here in order to clarify the roles 
and attitudes of Gabriel Powell, the powerful steward of the lordship 
of Gower, and his opponents, against the backdrop of considerable 
growth in population, industry and trade by sea.

December 1788 saw the death of Gabriel Powell. He was seventy-eight and had 
been steward to the Dukes of Beaufort, lords of Gower, since 1735. His home, 
which also served as his office,1 was a fine house in Swansea’s High Street, 
with grounds sloping down to the Tawe. From his windows he might see ever 
more vessels sailing downstream with coal,2 and passing upriver with ore for 
copperworks in the valley.3 Just past the nearby Town Hall at which he had presided 
over innumerable Leet and Baron Courts4 stood the brand new Mackworth Arms, 
an altogether more pretentious establishment than, say, the Star5 on the opposite 
side of Wind Street or the Cross Keys in St. Mary Street. In 1787 William Mathews 
recounted it as ‘a new, large and commodious Inn […] opened for the reception of 
travellers and [which] promises a very superior style of accommodation’.6 These 
were twin symbols of the direction in which the town was heading. Powell’s last 
two years were marked by fierce controversy, as he stood out, as his opponents 
would have it, against ‘improvement’ – harbour development which would boost 
industry, and better paving and cultural institutions which would attract the rich to 
what they would see as a fine modern town.

1 Gabriel Powell’s Survey of Gower 1764, ed. by Bernard Morris (Swansea: Gower Society, 
2000), pp. 23–24, 31.

2 Rev. Richard Warner, A Second Tour through Wales (London: C. Dilly, 1799) gives figures for 
ships ‘entered at Swansea’. In 1768, 694 ships. In 1794, 1,757.

3 By 1788 non-ferrous metals were smelted at three works on the east bank of the Tawe – the 
White Rock, Middle and Upper Bank – and probably four on the west – the Llangyfelach, 
Forest, Landore and Rose.

4 By 1787 Powell had co-chaired twenty-three Swansea Leets and presided forty-seven times 
alone, irrespective, for example, of those for Kilvey, held in the same hall. Many of his 
attitudes are explained by long term, uncontested office holding. 

5 Katie Millien, ‘The Will of Christopher Locke of the Town of Swansea, Innkeeper (c.1649–
1716)’, Swansea History Journal / Minerva, 25 (2017/18), 65–72. Both were about one 
hundred fifty years old.

6 William Matthews, The Miscellaneous Companions: vol I. being a short tour of observation 
and sentiment through a part of South Wales (Bath: R. Cruttwell, 1786), p. 88.
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Current interpretations

This discord has attracted urban historians with an eye to national and even 
international patterns. Rosemary Sweet saw the quarrels of 1787–89 as an 
‘aberration’ – as we shall see, perhaps too strong a word – and as merely a factional 
struggle which never fundamentally threatened the privileges of the burgesses or 
their lord, with ‘personalities and vested interests rather than […] party or principles’ 
to the fore. The corporation, she argued, quickly recovered its balance and proved 
to have the energy and flexibility to adapt to a changing world, both before and 
after the reforms of 1835.7 While it will be suggested below that both ‘principle’ 
and thus ‘party’ actually were involved to a degree, and that there is no evidence of 
the Morrises being what she considers a ‘political’ family grouping, this analysis 
has a lot of validity. In 2006 Louise Miskell published a lengthy and thoughtful 
study in the course of which she largely accepted the above and recognized the 
importance of Powell’s ‘personality […] and growing intransigence’. However, she 
also argued that the contemporary ‘industrial and commercial growth’ so evident in 
the area worked to sway the burgesses as they adopted a more progressive stance.8 
Previously, Philip Jenkins seems to have used the contretemps as evidence of the 
first ‘divisions […] between the town elite and the tory lords’. This can at best be 
called an over-simplification, with local data wrenched from its context to bolster 
a general thesis.9

In his two accounts of the development of the port, David Boorman saw 
Powell’s death as the removal of a major obstacle.10 In his exhaustive History of 
the Port of Swansea (1922) W. H. Jones highlighted the quarrelling, but strangely 
characterized Powell as ‘erudite’ and an able policy maker for both duke and town.11 
The standard local political histories diverge in their treatment of this rumpus. Glyn 
Roberts’s careful, thoughtful survey makes little of it.12 John Alban, who was City 
Archivist when he wrote in 1990, saw Powell as ‘the greatest obstacle to harbour 

7 R. Sweet, ‘Stability and Continuity: Swansea Politics and Reform 1780–1820’, Welsh History 
Review, 18.1 (June 1996), p. 15. For Swansea she regards the Municipal Reform Act as merely 
a ‘readjustment’.

8  Louise Miskell, Intelligent Town, an Urban History of Swansea, 1780–1855 (Cardiff: Studies 
in Welsh History, University of Wales, 2006), pp. 20–40, especially p. 29ff and see her ‘Urban 
Power, Industrialisation and Political Reform: Swansea Elites in the Town and Region, 1780–
1850’, in Who Ran the Cities? City Elites and Urban Power Structures in Europe and North 
America, 1750–1840, ed. by Ralf Roth and Robert Beachy (London; New York: Routledge, 
2007), pp. 25–28.

9 Philip Jenkins, ‘Tory Industrialism and Town Politics: Swansea in the Eighteenth Century’, 
The Historical Journal (1985), p. 104 and see his The Making of a ruling class, the Glamorgan 
Gentry 1640–1790 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). Philip Jenkins’s wide use 
of material adduced in local studies is admirable; only occasionally does it seem to be misused.

10 David Boorman, ‘The City and the Channel’, in The City of Swansea, Challenges and Change, 
ed. Ralph A. Griffiths (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1990), p. 102 and ‘The Port and its Worldwide 
Trade’, in Swansea an Illustrated History, ed. by Glanmor Williams (Swansea: Christopher 
Davies, 1990), p. 60.

11 W. H. Jones, History of the Port of Swansea (Carmarthen: Spurrell, 1922), pp. 59–61.
12 Glyn Roberts, The Municipal Development of the Borough of Swansea to 1800, Social & 

Economic Survey of Swansea and District, Pamphlet No. 2 (Swansea: University College of 
Swansea, University of Wales Press, 1940), pp. 10–11.
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improvement’, though his assertion that the steward took this line because it was 
‘not in the lord’s interest’ is debatable. His account gives a little more space to 
Powell’s role generally, as well as to two drawings depicting him, both dated 1787 
– and here we come to the meat of the matter. Dr. Alban used sources of which his 
distinguished predecessor had no cognisance. It was remarkable material, and in 
the course of describing it below the interpretations alluded to here will be taken 
into account, and an attempt will be made to qualify and enrich them.13 

The pictorial evidence and its genesis

The drawings were political cartoons and are reproduced at the end of the 
article.14 They lack the cruelty of a Gillray, and are all the more effective for being 
understated. Gabriel Powell is not depicted unkindly; though elderly he is slim, 
upright and composed. The titles are unsensational.

The Steward pictures him in Swansea’s Wind Street, against the backdrop of the 
Customs House and theatre, fine new buildings of which local people were proud. 
But behind him are an upturned cart and pigs nosing in the mud, in front of him 
detritus and a dirty well. Below the drawing were reproduced his words of 19 April 
1787 to a Parliamentary Committee deliberating over a paving bill for the town. 
There is no invention, but they are cleverly selected: ‘Swansea is a poor Town 
[he said] mostly inhabited by Coppermen and Colliers but as well paved as most 
Country Towns are. There is no Theatre there. I may have heard of one. I never was 
at it.’ Here is a man portrayed as haughty, dismissive and reactionary. 

A Welsh Corporation Meeting pictures a violent moment in the Town Hall, in 
the form of a striking, dramatic tableau, and its long caption explains the scene 
thus:

The Corporation of Swansea met at their Guildhall, Nov. 2, 1787, 
when Gabriel Powell Recorder, Steward to the Duke of Beaufort, 
brought up to be an Attorney, etc., Ag’d 81, Snatch’d out of the 
Hands of Mr. Padley a Paper which he was reading that contain’d 
a proposation made by G. P. to Mortgage the Corperation Estates 
for £500 to oppose an Act for new paving the Town and improving 
the Harbour; his son Thomas Powell a Clargyman and Alderman 
afterwards knocked down Mr. Chas Collins an Eminent Surgeon 
another Burgess who insisted on reading the Paper before he was 
Called to for his vote, and while on the ground most malignently and 
cowerdly kicked him in ye Breast. The father seased Mr. Collins’ 
wig. Robert Morris, Esq., bursts into the Room, restores the wig, and 
puts an end to the affray. The disgraceful proposal was afterwards 

13 J. R. Alban, ‘Local Government, Administration and Politics, 1700 to the 1830s’, in Swansea 
an Illustrated History, pp. 85–114, especially pp. 92, 101–102, 106. 

14 The copies of the engravings used here are from Swansea Museum – SM 1989.35 and SM 
1894.5 – and are reproduced with thanks. The British Museum has examples – 1868,1808.5637 
and 1851,0901.368.
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carried 10 to 5. [Powell was actually seventy-seven.]

The clever artist was Moses Harris, said in 1787 to be ‘one of this Town’ when, 
accompanied by ‘a Clerk of Mr Cockayne’,15 he disrupted Powell’s presiding over a 
court. Who was he? A Moses Harris witnessed two Swansea wills in the 1770s, but 
beyond that there is only some record of a collier called Moses Harris / Harry with 
land at Waun Wen, just north of the town. His identity remains uncertain; without 
total conviction he has been thought a mercer, a sign writer or a turnpike road 
trustee.16 The Old Testament name ‘Moses’ suggests a nonconformist background, 
and a religious dissenter might have had a sharper edge to his radicalism. Still 
outside the Unitarian chapel in High Street is a gravestone to a Moses Harris who 
died in 1790 aged, as far as I can read it, forty-two, giving a birth date of 1748. 
That chapel remained formally Presbyterian at that time under the noted Solomon 
Harris, minister from 1751 until his death in 1785. This link may be reinforced 
by an application to the Quarter Sessions in 1770 by a group of people ‘being 
Protestant Dissenting from the Church of England called Presbyterian’ to register 
a house in the parish of Swansea as a ‘place of meeting’. The occupants were said 
to be Mathew Thomas…and Moses Harris.17

For The Steward Harris might have sketched on site. His distinctive portraits of 
Powell, and of probably eight other men at the meeting, all of whom would have 
been familiar to townsmen, imply that Harris knew them. However, there is no 
suggestion he was a burgess, which makes it very unlikely that he was present at 
the Town Hall, especially as a known opponent of the establishment. Thus, both 
cartoons are largely the product of a creative imagination. And in the second case, 
who told him what had happened? Also, while evidently a local man with some 
education and a decided talent, to get his drawings engraved and published he 
needed money and contacts – a patron. 

At the bottom right of the corporation cartoon is ‘Pip See Sculp’, suggesting, 
perhaps, that the engraver was a ‘Phillip C’. On The Steward, ‘Jenkin M’ was 
responsible, very much a Welsh name, but the printers and publishers were Simkins 
of Picadilly, so we have a London link to explain. Sir Watkin Lewes (1740–1821) is 
one possibility. Born in Pembrokeshire, he became a London lawyer, a City M.P., 

15  Gabriel Powell’s Survey of Gower, p. 28, quoting NLW II, 2414 (1787). A William ‘Coikenn’ 
was admitted as a Swansea burgess through marriage in 1731. The documents give us several 
‘Cockrams’, but a William who mends the church roof (1735), and a ‘furnes’ (1746), becomes 
a heyward in 1748 and lives in Cross Street (1759) does not sound right, even though made 
a burgess – with two brothers – in 1746. See West Glamorgan Archive Service (WGAS) B/S 
Corp B3, Book of Orders 23 April 1731, 12 Sept 1746; WGAS B/S Corp D3, Churchwardens’ 
Accounts 1735; NLW Badminton Manorial 2776, April 1746, 25 April 1748, 8 October 1759; 
NLW Penlle’rgaer papers, B/Parcel 33/10 accounts of Samuel Reed mariner 1743.

16 Will of Ann Coates of the Town October 7 1772, National Library of Wales <NLW/://hdl.
handle.net/10107/741853> and Will of John Thomas of the Town victualler proved 1776, 
National Library of Wales <http://hdl.handle.net/10107/758069>. See Glamorgan Archives 
(GA) Q/S/R/1765/B/4 and 1774/A/19; WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Day 9 December 1776; W. C. 
Rogers, Swansea and Glamorgan Calendar, pt. 1, vol. 1, lease 171, pt. 1, vol. 2, appendix 5, p. 
366, appendix 7, p. 420.

17 GA Q/S/R 1770C, 10 October 1770; W. Tudor Jones, The Rise and Progress of Religious Free 
Thought in Swansea (Swansea: May & Sons, Hafod, 1900), pp. 27–28, 31–33, 37–39.
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and Lord Mayor in 1780. A Wilkesite militant at one stage, by this time he had 
become a supporter of William Pitt. His marriage with Rebecca Eleanora Popkin 
of Fforest, in the valley north of the town, brought him property which included 
collieries, and gave him a continuing interest in local developments. His readiness 
to be involved is shown by his chairing the meeting on 10 October 1787 which 
ignited the prolonged fracas, and in supporting the paving bill before Parliament 
the same year. In the 1790s he was to pilot further measures which facilitated the 
Swansea Canal and set up the Swansea Harbour Trust. He had been a burgess since 
1777.18

However, a more likely suspect is Robert Morris (1743–1793), a relative of 
Lewes and also a London lawyer.19 He had been a close supporter of John Wilkes, 
and his volatility and political fires were never quenched. His elopement with his 
twelve-year-old ward in 1772 has been well documented. A related incident throws 
further light on Morris. In the course of his flight, and without asking permission, 
to cloak his designs, he took with him on his flight to Europe a liveried servant of 
the Talbots of Margam, and afterwards wrote to Christopher – brother of Thomas 
Mansel Talbot – of ‘the success of his undertaking’. The latter resented this attempt 
to make him seem privy, almost an accomplice, and handed the letter to the 
Chancery Court. ‘I call you Scoundrel,’ thundered Morris to his erstwhile friend, 
and in December 1773 challenged him to a duel. Problems over suitable seconds 
and weapons dogged the preparations over months. Talbot was also labelled an 
‘Infamous Coward’. As the affair fizzled out, Morris concluded, ‘I cannot help 
thinking I would have cut your Throat with all the Politeness of a Gentleman.’20 
Robert Morris was highly intelligent, but sober and steady are not words to describe 
his temperament. Of his European travels he wrote, ‘something new or something 
strange were enough to carry us anywhere.’21 His attitude to politics is summed up 
in his diary entry of 12 May 1774: ‘I do love bustle, variety and disturbance to my 
very soul.’22

18 Dictionary of Welsh Biography, pp. 543–44; Wyn Jones, ‘Robert Morris, the Swansea Friend of 
John Wilkes’ in Glamorgan Historian, 11, ed. by Roy Denning (n.p.: Barry, Stewart Williams, 
n.d.), pp. 126–127, 129; The Origins of an Industrial Region: Robert Morris and the First 
Swansea Copper Works, c.1727–1730, ed. by Louise Miskell (Newport: South Wales Record 
Society, 2010), p. 28; WGAS BS Corp B7, Hall Day 15 October 1793; WGAS/RISW/GGF/4, 
p. 49, ‘Information to the Town of Swansea’, 1794; Jones, History of the Port of Swansea, 
pp. 108, 111; Jeff Childs, ‘Landownership Changes in a Glamorgan Parish, 1750–1850: The 
Case of Llangyfelach’, Morgannwg, 38 (1994), pp. 71–72; J. R. Alban, Calendar of Freemen’s 
Records from 1760 (Swansea: Swansea City Council, 1982), p. 18.

19 J. E. Ross, Letters from Swansea (Swansea; Llandybie: Christopher Davies, 1969), pp. 42, 
48–58; and Radical Adventurer, the Diaries of Robert Morris, 1772–1774 (Bath: Adams & 
Dart, 1971); Jones, ‘Robert Morris’, pp. 126–136.

20 NLW Penrice & Margam papers 4496 – an account covering nineteen pages, comprising notes 
and letters from both sides, compiled carefully by Edward Sandford, second to C. Talbot. 
Thanks on this to D. John Adams.

21 Jones, ‘Robert Morris’, p. 136.
22 Ross, Radical Adventurer, frontis, p. 172. See P. D. G. Thomas, ‘“Bill of Rights Morris”: 

a Welsh Wilkite Radical and Rogue, Robert Morris (1743–1793)’, in Hanoverian Britain 
and Empire: Essays in Memory of Philip Lawson, ed. by S. Taylor, R. Connors and C. Jones 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 1998), pp. 267–287.
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There is little to suggest, as has been put forward, that the Morrises were a force 
in politics, and that ‘the conflict [was] generated by rivalry between families’.23 The 
next four paragraphs aim to show that the Morrises were not a political grouping, 
despite their closeness as a family. On the one side, for example, in 1773 Robert’s 
sister Jane and her husband Edward King joined him at Hamburg, with the latter 
his companion in travelling to Genoa, Marseilles, Avignon and Paris. Through all 
his vicissitudes Robert could also count on the support of his younger brother John, 
in terms of money – £100 in 177424 – and hospitality at the latter’s fine house, 
Clasemont.25 He wrote of Robert, ‘Attach yourself to those most nearly allied 
to you, for the ties of blood are most to be depended on,’ and the affection was 
obviously mutual.26 And there is a sincere note to John’s sorrow at Robert’s death 
in India in November 1793.27 John’s genius, however, and the word is not used 
lightly, was not channelled into burgess politics or electioneering. Their father, 
Robert senior (died 1768), came to the area in 1726, and made his fortune through 
clear-sighted investment in copper smelting and collieries. He proved a dutiful 
townsman, often serving as churchwarden – twice alongside Gabriel Powell – with 
family pews in the parish church, was a J.P. who regularly presided, and lived in 
a High Street house. He worked with men who were burgesses in, for example, 
setting up a new Poor House in the castle in 1750, but never became one himself.28

His younger son John took on his industrial mantle very effectively, for example 
having the vision and energy to create a planned township for his growing workforce 
– Morriston. Louise Miskell has shown how industrialists, often excluded from 
burgess corporations, infiltrated instead into county society.29 Robert senior was 
one the commissioners for enclosure of local commons in the 1760s, with, for 
example, John Talbot of Margam and Herbert Mackworth of Neath. He was made 
High Sheriff of Glamorgan in 1763. He acquired Tredegar, a modest country house 
in 1739. He bought land at Penrhiwfelin for £1020 in 1767, on which John built 
Clasemont, a magnificent mansion, by 1774.30 Neither man can have been happy 
at being kept out of the corporation, but nor is there evidence of their being bitter, 
and certainly not of any designs to undermine the town establishment. Paying an 

23 Sweet, ‘Stability’, p. 26.
24 Jones, ‘Robert Morris’, pp. 32–33.
25 NLW Penrice & Margam papers 4496.
26 Graham R. Lippett, The Morris Family of Swansea, Growth and Decline (unpublished thesis, 

University College, Swansea, 1991), p. 37; The Origins of an Industrial Region, pp. 29, 36 
records his remorse at leaving his brother unassisted during his two-year elopement (p. 113).

27 Ross, Radical Adventurer, p. 45.
28 WGAS BS Corp D3, Churchwardens’ Accounts, 1726, 1730–31, 1732, 1750, etc.; NLW 

Badminton Manorial 2775, Court Leet 4 April 1732; GA Q/S/R/1754 C, 1755 C, etc.; The 
Origins of an Industrial Region, pp. 3, 5–6, 15–16.

29 Miskell, ‘Urban Power’, pp. 28–31 enlarges on this tendency for those excluded from 
involvement in boroughs to look to county offices and society. There was some feeling 
against industrialists as a caste, especially as most were also incomers, but it should not 
be exaggerated. Formal admission criteria were half the problem – other than inheritance, 
marriage and apprenticeship, there was only burgess-ship by gift, and that was very rare.

30 WGAS B/S Corp B6, Hall Day Book, p. 19–24; Childs, ‘The Growth of the Morris Estate in 
the Parish of Llangyfelach, 1740–1850’, Gower, 42 (1991), pp. 52–53; Lippett, Morris Family, 
p. 11, 15, 24; The Origins of an Industrial Region, p. 17.
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exorbitant £60, John was finally admitted in January 1789, and immediately set to 
in getting the corporation a model of one of Weymouth’s bathing machines, and 
joining the harbour improvement committee. By 1806 he was a baronet.31

Robert junior was quite different. In 1787 he appeared unexpectedly at courts 
Gabriel Powell had routinely run over decades and challenged his right to do so, ‘in 
a manner as I never before knew or ever heard of’.32 The perplexity of the official 
was matched by the mischievous malevolence of his well-informed adversary. 
Over the failure of the paving bill Morris blamed the Duke of Beaufort: ‘his Grace 
fought as if contending for an inch of his estate, or as he would for the shadow of a 
manorial claim, no modification would appease him’, but conceded ‘that Nobleman 
was led, as others are apt to be, by his Steward […] Mr. Gabriel Powell, the same 
inveterate enemy to every improvement.’ Moderation was not Morris’s métier. This 
is the peroration of an ‘Address’ he had printed in 1787:

Powers need to be vested in an extensive Commission of the 
Principal Inhabitants, and the Town no longer be at the mercy of 
a single Individual and his Creatures […] Remember […] we have 
been disappointed, we have not been defeated […] our endeavours to 
obtain it [a Paving Act] must never be remitted, session after session 
we must apply; the voice of numbers, the voice of reason, will at last 
prevail against every spiteful opposition […] Some say “not in that 
old man’s time; Gabriel Powell must die first” […] Let him then, I 
answer, with all my heart.  

Here was a lawyer who revelled in uncomfortable legalities, and had a vigorous 
penchant for defying authority – he loved to do it.33 When these attitudes were 
applied to a parliamentary election in 1789 he seems to have expressed views 
which echoed his days beside Wilkes in the Society of the Supporters of the Bill 
of Rights nearly twenty years before: ‘it is high Time that vexatious, unproductive 
and oppressive Claims derived from the (feudal) Ages of Rapine, Anarchy and 
Bloodshed should disappear with the Fairies and Hobgoblings [sic] of the same 
eventful Periods.’ This called into question the privileges and property of both the 
lord and the burgesses, and in an afterthought he made this personal: ‘the Protestant 
Dissenters of the Country are desired to recollect the Persecutions experienced in 
former Times from the Beaufort family.’ Notice the religious angle.34

Robert Morris’s description of the parliamentary debate over the paving 

31 WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Day 13 January, 26 October, 1789, 1 April 1790.
32 Gabriel Powell’s Survey of Gower, p. 28, quoting NLW II, 2414 (1787).
33 NLW Penrice & Margam papers 9125, Robert Morris, Esq., An address to the Owners and 

Occupiers of Property in the Town of Swansea, Relative to a Paving Act (Swansea: T. Goodere, 
1787). See Sweet, ‘Stability’, p. 19 (notes 19, 26, and 49).

34 NLW Badminton File (11) 1,326, ‘Copy of an Electioneering Address 1798, copied from 
an original in Mr Penrice’s possession’ is the catalogue description, but ‘May 29 1789’ is 
the date written clearly on the document itself. It should be emphasized that this document 
is anonymous, but Morris has been deemed the author, and the tone is familiar. See Sweet, 
‘Stability’, p. 22 (note 29). This and other Badminton material was hard to find, and I am 
grateful to staff at the National Library who persevered on my behalf.
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bill shows he was present – he tells of the filibustering of the Earl of Falmouth, 
‘the incessant bore of [the] verbose confounding tongue’ of Herbert Mackworth 
and of how the duke’s lawyer Edmond Estcourt ‘flippantly presumed before the 
committee […] upon his intimate knowledge of things at Swansea’. Of Gabriel 
Powell’s arguments he asserts, ‘No excuse but his dotage remains for the assertor 
of them.’ Significantly, Morris made that comment in relation to Powell’s averring 
that ‘Swansea is a poor Town, mostly inhabited by coppermen and colliers, and 
as well paved as most country towns […],’ and his saying, ‘I know of no Theatre 
there; I may have heard of one; I never was at it.’ These are familiar words. It 
can be reasonably conjectured that it was Morris who briefed Moses Harris in the 
creation of The Steward.35

The written evidence 

Morris’s role is less certain with regard to the other cartoon. The Town Hall seems 
to have been erected in the seventeenth century amid the ruins of the castle, such 
that immediately adjacent, if not actually joined on, were other more or less useful 
rooms. As chance would have it, on 2 November 1787, Robert Morris was at 
another meeting in one of these and, 

hearing the Violence of the Debate Among the Burgesses […] 
typically, if with some justification […] Burst into the Room and 
called for Peace in his majesty’s name at this time. Charles Collins 
was standing Without his Wigg at the Lower end of the Room and at 
some little Distance Thomas Powell and Gabriel Powell the latter with 
Charles Collins’s Wigg in his hand which Robert Morris took from 
him and Delivered it to Charles Collins. Robert Morris then retiring. 

After a few moments, with no reasonable excuse, he re-entered, and demanded 
of Powell (as Recorder) and Gabriel Jeffreys (as Deputy Portreeve) that he be 
admitted a burgess because he held a burgage plot, then randomly declared himself 
a candidate for the next General Election and demanded a list of the freemen 
of Swansea. With what looks like supercilious politeness, Gabriel Powell, who 
perhaps by now knew his man, merely responded, ‘Your humble servant sir,’ and 
he again left. 

Robert Morris is shown in the cartoon, holding the wig, but the description 
above was written by Charles Collins. Here is the more likely informant of Moses 
Harris. Collins was a doctor whose family, originally from Kidwelly, had lived in 
the town for about a hundred years, and had included a vicar and two prominent 
merchants in their number.36 He had been a burgess since 1768. He lived until 1817 
and at some stage, probably in about 1800, settled down to write about the lively 
happenings between 1787 and 1789, with detailed accounts of burgess Hall Days 

35 NLW Penrice & Margam papers 9125, Robert Morris, Esq., An address.
36 Rogers, Swansea & Glamorgan Calendar, pt. 1, vol. 2, appendix 4, pp. 301–309.
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on 2 November 1787; 8 April 1788; 6, 7, 13 and 30 January; 13 February and 20 
May 1789, as well as of a Leet Court on 22 October 1788. The result was a hard 
covered, landscape format notebook which he styles (on page 51) ‘History of What 
Passed in the Corporation’.37 The nature of his account, quoted above, makes it 
evident that Glyn Roberts did not happen upon this fascinating source. The way 
it impacts upon modern interpretations is interpolated in the chronology extracted 
below from Collins’s narrative.

10 October 1787 (pp. 51–55) 
‘[A] full Publick meeting at the Mackworth’, chaired by Watkin Lewes, called for 
‘Improveing the Harbour’, and for a burgess Hall Day ‘this Week’ on the matter. 
This ‘petition’ was signed by Lewes, Collins and William Padley. Padley twice 
called on Gabriel Jeffreys (Assistant Portreeve) at his house to press the matter 
and was told, ‘he [Jeffreys] should take no notice of such an impertinent paper.’ 
The three principals followed him to Brecon, where William Powell, Swansea’s 
portreeve, was throughout this period, but were met with prevarication.

Padley was Collin’s most consistent ally. He was a merchant who had developed 
his father’s ironmongery business so far as to become an international sea trader. 
Though Charles Collins was a doctor, his father (John, who died in May that year) 
had been a merchant, and Collins junior, for example, invested in a large Swansea 
brewery set up in 1792.38 Part of the aim of this ‘ginger’ group on the corporation 
was the promotion of the town’s commercial prosperity. Notice the urgency. The 
tone of Jeffreys’s response shows him to be a member of a grouping so confident of 
their long-held power as to see any outside initiative as an attack. He was a lawyer 
who had been portreeve three times, but his path to office is made evident by his 
being described in 1763 as ‘Clerk to Mr Gabriel Powell’. 39

2 November 1787 (pp. 55–70) 
The crucial Hall Day shown in the cartoon. Fifteen burgesses attended. Collins 
and Padley proposed five new burgesses who lived in London and Redruth. Powell 
and Jeffreys refused to allow this to be considered as these men were non-resident 
and not present, Powell just putting the applications in his pocket, ‘though the 
Burgesses almost unanimously declared they thought them proper persons and that 
the Children of Burgesses had a hereditary right of Being admitted’.

Notice the dismissive high-handedness. Historians have commented on the 
fact that, in his later years, Powell managed to severely restrict the number of 
burgesses, thus safeguarding his control of the corporation. There were only forty 

37 WGAS RISW CO 89, Charles Collins, Memorandum respecting the Town & Corporation of 
Swansea. In 1940 this was in the extensive library of the Royal Institution of South Wales, and 
Glyn Roberts (Municipal Development), perhaps hampered by wartime disruption, missed it. 
I am very grateful to Katie Millien of West Glamorgan Archive Service for picking it out from 
the collections there for me in 2012; unopened it does not look at all special. Collins did not 
arrange the material chronologically, so it has been reordered here.

38 WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Days 4 and 10 May, 10 August 1792.
39 WGAS RISW CO 89, Charles Collins, Memorandum, 33; WGAS B/S Corp B6, Award of the 

roads to be built on the Town Hill and the Burrows 1763.
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at this time.40 The grounds of his objection here were very debatable, and it was this 
sort of peremptory specious authoritativeness which seems to have been repugnant 
to Collins, who spent much time in later years identifying and recording proper 
corporation practice. The narrative suggests that, though resenting Powell’s line, 
the majority accepted it. Remember the words are Collins’s – his ‘unanimously’ 
might seem an exaggeration.

A motion was made by Charles Collins and seconded by William 
Padley that the records and papers of the Corporation should […] 
be Brought into the Hall and Deposited in a strong Chest With three 
locks upon it and no longer in the single possession of Gabriel Powell 
as in his Advanced years it was Impossible to say into What hands 
they might at his decease fall. This was violently opposed by Gabriel 
Powell and the Deputy Portreeve who would not put the Question, 
though many of the Burgesses Declared their Approbation and saw 
the Necessity of the measure.

The corporation archive, kept in a small trunk donated by Patrick Jones, 
portreeve in 1635,41 including such treasures as their 1306 charter, had probably 
found its way to Powell’s High Street house for practical reasons, perhaps years 
earlier. Its return would seem reasonable.42 However, the personal terms of the 
motion reinforce the feeling that Collins and Padley had arrived with a prepared set 
of proposals aimed to provoke. And they did. An angry Powell had enough sway to 
quash discussion on this, too.

Powell then took the initiative, speaking from a prepared document, of 
the ‘Resolutions […] very precipitately entered into’ at the recent meeting ‘for 
improving the Navigation of the Port of Swansea’.  He contended that any Act 
secured would ‘tend to the Manifest Destruction of many of our most Valuable 
rights and privileges’. He proposed that, ‘in Conformity to our Oaths upon 
being Admitted Member of this Corporation’, the bill, and also the measure for 
improving paving, should be opposed, and that a deputation of aldermen should 
attend parliament to lobby against it, their considerable expenses being met – an 

40 Tom Ridd, ‘Gabriel Powell, the uncrowned king of Swansea’, in Glamorgan Historian, 1.5, 
ed. by Stewart Williams (Cowbridge: D. Brown & Son, 1968), pp. 154–155; Sweet, ‘Stability’, 
pp. 30–31; Miskell, Intelligent Town, p. 29; ‘Urban Power’, pp. 26, 31–32. Roberts, Municipal 
Development, pp. 15–17; and Alban, ‘Local Government’, pp. 96, 98, interestingly see this as a 
general tendency among the burgesses, and make no reference to Powell in this regard.

41 W. S. K. Thomas, The History of Swansea from the Accession of the Tudors to the Restoration 
Settlement (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales, 1958), appendix, p. 117, Book of the 
Common Hall, Leet Court 1635.

42 The chest with the bulk of the papers was seemingly returned on 1 April 1789 and Collins 
listed the contents. See WGAS RISW CO 89, p. 149–150; WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Day 31 
March and 1 April 1789. But two items, Cromwell’s Charter of 1655 and its 1658 confirmation, 
were still held by Rev. Thomas John Powell, Gabriel’s grandson, in 1846. He sold them back 
for £12! George Grant Francis, ‘Charter of Confirmation, with power to elect One Burgess 
of Parliament, granted by Oliver Cromwell to the Borough of Swansea, A.D. 1658’, Royal 
Institution of South Wales Annual Report (1845–56), pp. 17–21; Rogers, Calendar, pt. 2, vol. 3, 
pp. 335, 356.
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estimated £500. Collins ‘declared repeatedly […] his Objections to the Whole 
Contents of the paper’. 

There was ‘violent debate’, Collins and Padley suggesting a clause in the 
bill to ‘preserve the rights of the Corporation’, but discussion of this was, once 
more, refused. Nor would Powell read out his proposal again or supply a copy. 
Padley managed to glance at the paper, but it was snatched from him. Then Collins 
surreptitiously slid it from under Powell’s arm and began reading. He was spotted 
by Powell’s son, Thomas, who knocked him off the bench where he sat and 
began to kick him and stamp on him. Other burgesses, and then Robert Morris, 
intervened – here is the scene the cartoon depicts. Unshaken, Collins arranged 
for a constable to be stationed at the door ‘to come in if he heard any Bustle’, and 
again began reading. He noted the gaps left for the names of aldermen chosen to 
go to London, and suspected they would be afterwards filled with Powell’s allies. 
Though interrupted, he managed to make a copy for himself. The session ended 
with this angry interchange:

Collins: Gabriel Powell has already lobbied against the Paving bill, 
at a cost of £37, ‘which he has himself Pocketed’.
Powell: ‘So where is the receipt which proves this?’
Collins: ‘[I]n your Own possession, a strong proof of the necessity 
that there should be other Locks and securities on the Corporation 
papers than there is now.’

In the midst of this mayhem, Powell ordered Thomas Taylor, a clerk from his 
legal practice – ‘and no Burgess’ – to ascertain the views of those present, and found 
eleven in favour of his proposal, four against, with Moses Simons unrecorded. Five 
more drifted off before the formal close ‘finding they could not have Justice Done 
them’, and of the ten who remained to sign the book, most declared that ‘they 
thought the river [or harbour] wanted the proposed improvement and what they did 
was only to Defend the rights of the Corporation’.

In old age, Powell had lost none of his guile. His tactic was to slide a very 
controversial proposal through, giving minimal information and disallowing 
debate. He was probably used to such methods being accepted. It did work, but 
gradually changing burgess opinion against the backdrop of an industrializing 
town meant he did not go unchallenged. His awareness of this probably explains 
his preventing the summoning of more than one more (brief) Hall Day over the 
thirteen months of life left to him.

It again needs emphasizing that this was Collin’s version of events – for example, 
he may have been right about the opinions of those who signed the book, but he had 
himself left by that stage! Notice the informality. There seems no agenda – leading 
players just raise matters as they wish. The cartoon shows the burgesses standing in 
debate, which may be true, with some absorbed in private conversation which not 
even the violent confrontation has disturbed. Burgesses drift home when they feel 
inclined. With long experience, Powell was able to manipulate this disorderly state 
of affairs and achieve his ends.  

As well as Morris, at one stage ‘a Thomas Eaton Esqr a Gentleman of fortune 
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and some years resident in the Town Opened the Door of the Hall and was comeing 
in supposing it the place where the parish meeting was to be held when Revd 
Thomas Powell immediately ran to him and takeing him by the shoulder violently 
turned him Out of the room’. This reaction was a function of Powellite arrogance 
and the response of a hot-tempered, aggressive ordained Anglican priest. However, 
it would have drawn some burgess approval in that theirs, they felt, was a privileged 
group in whose deliberations nobody else should be included. It was one of the 
wells of feeling which Gabriel Powell tapped. All had taken the burgess oath:

You shall Maintain the Previleges & liberties, with all Lawdable 
Accostomed orders, used or to be used within this Towne to the best 
of your Endevor: And if ther happen any thinge to come to your 
knowledge, that shall be anny way Prejuditiall to the sayd liberties, 
you shall not only acquaint the Portriffe for the tyme being & other 
of the Aldermen with ye same, But alsoe defend it to the utmost of 
your power.43

This is the 1650 text. It was practically unaltered when John Morris took the 
oath in 1789. They felt bound to ‘Defend the rights of the Corporation’, resenting 
public meetings which initiated policy, and were fearful of influential local bodies 
which parliament might institute, and thus restrict their own role. To an extent, 
Powell played on this, but he probably shared such feelings too. 

 8 April 1788 Hall Day (pp. 73–88) 
Additional attendees were Gabriel Powell junior, Evan Rees Hopkin, a sawyer 
and David Rowland who ran a ropewalk.44 Most business was to do with burgess 
admission. There was a ‘yes’ to Alexander Campbell – who was also allowed to 
open a doorway from the back of his house – William Padley junior, Joseph Simons, 
John Rowland and Thomas Thomas, all sons of burgesses who were present, as 
well as to Phillip Thomas and four others Collins raised who had been ‘lying in the 
book’ (held over) from previous Hall Days. There was a ‘no’ to Thomas Urmson a 
Liverpool businessman and Benjamin Rose a leading miller and baker, though both 
offered large sums. 

Powell senior tried to stem this flood of new men. He objected, vaguely, that 
Padley’s father ‘had been admitted through favour’. Of Phillip Thomas he said 
the father had not been a burgess, but ‘many of the Burgesses Declared they 
remembered him’. Collins asked Gabriel Powell to bring the previous Hall Book 
to the next meeting so that this might be checked. Typically, Powell ‘said he would 
consider it’. He also attempted to secrete one application in his pocket. But the tide 
had turned, his spell was broken. He tried to end the session by saying that he and 
Jeffreys had to leave for the sitting of a court, but through the ‘Almost unanimous 
request and Demand of the Burgesses’ proceedings just continued without them. 

43 Thomas, The History of Swansea, appendix, pp. 201–209, Book of the Common Hall, Leet 
Court 1 October 1650.

44 WGAS B/S Corp B6/7, Hall Days 13 November 1776, 2 November 1791.
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Curmudgeonly to the last, he ‘going out of the room objected’ over one application. 
He received no support.

Meanwhile Collins showed an even-handedness – having talked to Campbell 
in an adjacent room, he proposed him as a burgess, even though he applied as 
husband of Elizabeth Maria, Powell’s daughter. On the matter of the doorway – the 
seashore burrows had been enclosed in the 1760s, with the exception of a tract near 
the town, onto which gateways were seldom allowed – after ‘long discussion’ it 
was permitted in Campbell’s case. 

22 October 1788 Leet Court (pp. 95–102)
Leets were open to all freeholders. Charles Collins attended alongside seventeen 
others, four of whom were burgesses. Gabriel Jeffreys presided. Collins proposed 
William Spencer for admission to the corporation, having married a burgess’s 
daughter. The principle was accepted, but Henry Simons, Thomas Maddocks and 
Gabriel Jeffreys ‘pretended’ they could not remember the proofs of his eligibility. 
So Collins went ‘up to G. Pwell’s [house] with Spencer to demand the Certificate 
of him as Recorder & the Jury promised to stay his return’. On arrival Gabriel 
Powell said ‘he would hold no Conversation’, refused to hand over anything or 
give a reply. At the evening session, before proceedings started, Collins talked to 
some of the freemen about Spencer: ‘He was then interrupted by Gabriel Powell 
[now present] asking the Cryer to Proclaim the Court & threatening to fine Collins.’

Spencer was a businessman who later got into tanning and papermaking. This 
is another instance of Powell and Jeffreys blocking burgess admissions, and of 
their peremptory behaviour – though it should be remembered that Powell died 
just two months later. (It seems that the morning court session was in an inn, the 
Greyhound, the afternoon, here styled ‘evening’, in the Town Hall.)45

At Michaelmas 1788 John Roberts, a doctor who practised from his Cross 
Street house and also owned farmland, became portreeve.46 He and others asked 
for Hall Days to be called, but Powell ‘sometimes refused to bring down the Book 
& at other times pleaded illness & His Health daily declined & [on 29 December] 
He died.’

6 January 1789 Hall Day (pp. 6–17)
Charles Collins made detailed proposals about how applications for, consideration 
of and certification of new burgesses be standardized; he was a proponent of 
clarity not mystification. Then all fourteen present – including, it seems, Gabriel 
Powell junior! – demanded the Corporation Chest of papers be returned, and four 
burgesses ‘waited on’ Powell senior’s executors, seeking to secure it by noon on 
the following day. 

45 WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Day 28 March 1786, 26 October 1789; Cambrian 16 October 1819.   
Seemingly Spencer’s admission had been cleared at an earlier Hall Day. By 1789 he was an 
active burgess. He died in 1819.

46 NLW Badminton Manorial 2777, Leet Court 21 April 1777 in Frog Street, 6 October 
1783; Will of Roger David May 28 1777, National Library of Wales <http://hdl.handle.
net/10107/849151>.
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7 January 1789 Hall Day (pp. 19–30)
The executors, Thomas Harcourt Powell and Thomas Edwards of Cardiff, both 
nephews of the late Gabriel, equivocated. They were again to be ‘waited on’ and 
an immediate handover requested. Apart from more routine business: 1. Four more 
burgesses were accepted. 2. Gabriel Jeffreys was questioned over whom he was 
deputy recorder to, answered tersely, and left without signing the book. 3. The 
same Thomas Edwards applied to be a burgess, partly because his mother was 
sister to one: ‘every Burgess in the Room except Mr Rowland Prichard resolved 
he had no Right.’

There seems to be a new atmosphere in these meetings, with which the leading 
‘Powellite’ Gabriel Jeffreys was not at ease. Thomas Edwards would probably 
have become a burgess were his uncle alive to wave through the application. 

13 January 1789 Hall Day (pp. 31–40)
The executors had promised to return the Chest before leaving for Cardiff, but did 
not. They wrote: 

We Complained that the Application was too hasty, that Mr. 
Gabriel Powell was but lately laid in his Grave and that it could 
not be presumed we knew what papers were in a Chest we had 
never seen and Examined […] and Expressed our fears that we 
should commit a Breach of Trust in Delivering the Papers so 
hastily without Payment of the £1000 and interest due to us from 
the Corporation, and concluded by assuring you that we should use 
the utmost Dispatch to provide a proper schedule of the Papers and 
Preserve them carefully till proper Receipts were Given to us for 
them.You have a second time Gentlemen in less than twenty four 
hours Varyed [sic] from your former Confidences and Desired us 
to Deliver the Books immediately & to fix some day to Deliver the 
papers and Records Without Any Mention of the £1000. We have 
carefully perused the Resolutions you have made in your two last 
Hall Days and observed the inaccuracyes contained therein and we 
have formed our Resolutions Accordingly from which we shall not 
Retract […] We shall make out a shedule [sic] of all the papers in 
Our Custody relative to the Corporation with the Utmost Dispatch 
and shall as soon as completed fix a day for your payment of the 
1000? and interest […] at which time will be given […] details of 
divers further sums amounting to a Very Considerable sum […] due 
under your Common Seal.

A new minute book was quickly obtained47 and its safe storage organized. The 
Common  Attorneys were told to check the accounts and then procure loans to 

47 This substitute minute book is WGAS B/S Corp B8. It looks as if when the original (B7) was 
eventually reclaimed from Powell’s family the minutes were written into it, but without, of 
course, the signatures of those present. 
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repay the £1000 needed. Four applications for burgess-ships were considered, one 
being accepted – John Morris.

Initially taken aback, Powell’s nephews had resumed the familiar superior 
Powellite tone, which perhaps they felt would bring the corporation back into 
line. The money Gabriel Powell had been owed was real enough, but the idea that 
the corporation had handed over their documents as security is bizarre, and was 
almost certainly untrue. In fact, bolstered perhaps by the presence of twenty-seven 
burgesses, they responded with confidence and decision.

30 January 1789 Hall Day (pp. 103–108)
The loans secured were listed. The money was to be lodged in the Glamorganshire 
Bank. The executors were to be told ‘this day fortnight […] to deliver up the Papers 
& to receive this Bond Debt’. Then one burgess was admitted and one re-instated. 
The critical stage of the confrontation was over. 

The nature of the conflict

For Gabriel Powell it largely had to do with what was then called ‘place’, holding 
on to office and influence. He relied a great deal on family; in 1787, of twelve 
aldermen, five were of the Powell family, while Gabriel Jeffreys and his brother 
William, also from Brecon, were Powell cousins. With attendances around fifteen, 
as in the first three Hall Days above, this was in itself a commanding bloc. Thomas 
Edwards the executor reinforced his claim to burgess-ship as having been a legal 
clerk, and thus an ‘apprentice’ to Powell. This was an established Powell stratagem 
in building support – apart from Gabriel Jeffreys (1767), John Jeffreys (1736) 
and Richard Powell (1750) became burgesses on this basis.48 Added to this was 
Powell’s personal presence – he was used to holding sway and other burgesses 
were used to him doing so. Notice the surprise as well as anger evinced in Powell 
and his cohorts as this was challenged. 

Charles Collins might be called a progressive, but he was no radical and his 
challenge to Powell was soberly planned. It is hard to imagine him as a long-term 
ally of Robert Morris, with his fierce, spontaneous outbursts, and attacks on the 
establishment. Indeed when the latter claimed to be a burgess because he owned a 
burgage plot, Collins led the way in rejecting the idea.49 And when Morris – with 
Robert Anderson, a poor and illiterate burgess – provocatively put out meat for 
sale and refused to pay the normal market dues, Collins proposed taking him to 
court.50 There may have been limited co-operation, both may have briefed Moses 
Harris – or perhaps they just presented a concurrent challenge. Collins believed 
in the continuance of burgess government, but with a more orderly and rational 

48 Alban, Calendar of Swansea Freemen’s Records from 1760, p. 16. WGAS B/S Corp B3, Book 
of Orders Hall Days 29 September 1736, 24 July 1750.

49 Raised at the Hall Days on 2 November 1787 and 8 April 1788. See WGAS RISW CO 89, pp. 
51, 73ff.

50 Also mentioned 8 April 1788.
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approach. In 1789 committees were appointed with responsibility for the seashore, 
the market, the bathing house, and ‘avenues into the town’. Collins himself was 
thoroughly involved in ‘inspecting the Papers and making Indexes’, convening a 
group every Friday from 5 October 1789 to progress the work. His ‘Memorandum’ 
set out the conclusions, area by area, as if a manual for future practice. He provided 
a contents list.51 

There was a policy element in the conflict. In about 1780 Padley seems to have 
promoted the survey of a canal up the Tawe valley by the engineer Edward Martin.52 
In 1774 he and Collins – with William Davies a leading mercer – invested in building 
a run of fine new houses in the town’s Goat Street.53 Between 1769 and 1772 Padley 
formed a company (of uncertain purpose) with Henry Squire, Swansea’s foremost 
shipwright, and William Jones, her most enterprising merchant.54 These were all 
middle ranking commercial figures, indicated by their often reaching Common 
Attorney, the demanding business officer of the corporation, but never portreeve 
or alderman. It may be that Collins and Padley cemented a friendship when they 
were both Common Attorney in 1771/72.55 Charles Collins wanted the burgesses to 
be more open to new ideas in promoting what he might see as modernization – its 
harbour, streets, appearance. It is too clear cut to paint him as the lucid spokesman 
of the commercial lobby. There is no evidence for an organized group. But he must 
have been used to the company and ideas of men like this, and shared them. 

Parenthetically it is interesting to consider a religious element. Moses Harris 
seems to have been a nonconformist, and we have seen Robert Morris playing that 
card, but there seems no simple correlation. The cartoon drawing of Padley makes 
him look a weak character, frightened by confrontation. He was a Quaker and 
perhaps this portrayal indicates Harris’s (Presbyterian) perception of the Society of 
Friends. We know that Robert Morris senior, as a churchman, disliked Quakerism. 
More generally, from the late seventeenth century, Swansea’s establishment had a 
distinct reputation for toleration of non-Catholic dissent. The corporation was tied 
to the established church, with designated pews in St. Mary’s, and both Powell 
and Collins were part of this. Powell was regularly a churchwarden between 1739 
and 1756, becoming an active force in church affairs. There was a family pew 
by the year of his birth, 1710. Charles Collins’s brother John was an Anglican 
clergyman. Yet both men were permissive, and perhaps sympathetic, over dissent. 
In 1769 Powell granted leave ‘to Quarry Stone. […] to build a Meeting House near 
the Brin in Sketty’. In 1789 Collins applied for burgess sanction for a ‘Religious 

51 WGAS RISW CO 89, p. 115; WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Days 30 June and 5 May 1789 for the 
committees. By way of example, he made notes on Assize of Ale (pp. 49, 312) the portreeve’s 
right to the skins of slaughtered calves (p. 115), corporation estates (p. 129), fairs (p. 131), 
markets (p. 133) and harbour dues (pp. 131, 135, 137, 199, 250).

52 Jones, History of the Port of Swansea, p. 106. Martin, from Ullswater, became a highly reputed 
mining and transport engineer in the Swansea area, but there is some doubt on this story as he 
is generally thought to have arrived locally in about 1787. That has not prevented its repetition.

53 Historic Swansea, being the first part of William Cyril Rogers’s Swansea and Glamorgan 
Calendar, ed. by Bernard Morris (Swansea: West Glamorgan Archive Service, 2005), pp. 
160–161, 162–163.

54 WGAS RISW the Padley Papers, Pa 13 bundle of receipts, 1760–70 and Pa 18, 24 March 1791.
55 Henry Squire was Common Attorney in 1765 and 1768, Padley in 1766.
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Meeting House to be built on the Ground in Goat street’ on ‘waste’ he leased there. 
Such religious factors as may have played a part seem complex and unclear from a 
distance of two hundred thirty years.56

What support could each side muster?  In 1787 Collins and Padley rallied 
only two burgesses over the harbour bill – George Evans57 and Richard Aubrey/
Awbrey.58 They had shared the Common Attorney role the previous year and were, 
respectively, a shipwright and a currier (a dresser and finisher of leather). Both were 
affluent. Aubrey had a fine house in High Street. Evans ran a riverside shipyard, 
and lived on the nearby Strand, as had generations of his family back to at least 
1679. A series of hints suggest Aubrey may have been a Collins man, but of Evans 
no more is heard. Thomas Maddocks shipwright, but generally styled ‘gent’ by 
this date is a likely Powellite – when Padley was bankrupted in 1791 he pointedly 
refused to help.59 Beyond these we get the merest hints as to affiliation. William 
Grove, banker, grain merchant and customs officer, ‘left the room’ when Thomas 
Edwards’s candidature was firmly rejected, and was summoned to the Customs 
House soon after John Morris was accepted. John Roberts and Thomas Maddocks 
‘went out of the room’ after Padley junior was admitted on 8 April 1788. Was 
pique a factor in these cases? That Roberts stayed to the end on 2 November might 
confirm him as a ‘Powellite’, but he did pester both Gabriel Powell to call a Hall 
Day the following autumn, and his executors over the chest in January 1789. 

The overall impression is that most active burgesses wanted to defend their 
privileges. These were still financially advantageous. Benjamin Rose was ready to 
offer £40 to join. The Thomas Urmson and William Jones mentioned above both 
contemplated applying to be London freemen – because they could then claim 
exemption from dues in Swansea. Jones even lamented he had not, as a young man, 
taken up a nominal apprenticeship as a seaman through which he might qualify. 
(Urmson and Jones were ultimately accepted in October 1789.) John Morris 
lobbied determinedly.60 Burgesses also tended to be generally conservative. This 
chimed with Gabriel Powell in his later years – and he also played on it.

However, they could not escape an awareness of the vast expansion of sea 
trade, smelting and mining, and the resulting population growth – Collins reckoned 
the 1801 census underplayed this, his figure for the town and liberty being 8,000, 

56 The Origins of an Industrial Region, pp. 14–15; WGAS BS Corp D3, Swansea Churchwardens’ 
Accounts 1710 and 1739, 1742–44, 1746, 1748, 1750, 1752, 1756, all years when Powell was 
churchwarden, in 1739 with John Collins, in 1742–44 and 1752 with Robert Morris senior; 
WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Day 8 January 1789; WGAS RISW CO 89, Charles Collins, pp. 
19–20; G. P. Neilson, Swansea’s Wesley Chapel, the Story from John Wesley’s visits to its 
destruction (Swansea: Robert Odcombe Associates, 1989), pp. 2–3; NLW Badminton Manorial 
2777, Leet Court 16 October 1769. See Sweet, ‘Stability’, p. 30 (note 56); Miskell, Intelligent 
Town, pp. 26–27.

57 WGAS B/S Corp B4, The Portreeve’s Book 15 February 1679; WGAS B/S Corp C3, Common 
Attorneys’ Accounts 1697–98; Will of Geo Evans 1754, National Library of Wales <http://hdl.
handle.net/10107/196777>.

58 NLW Badminton Manorial 2777, Leet Court 16 October 1775; WGAS D/D WCR 265 e/1.
59 WGAS RISW Pa 137 3 3 1791; Pam Williams, ‘Two Swansea Quakers: the William Padleys 

and their ancestry’, Swansea History Journal / Minerva, 18 (2010/11), pp. 14–16.
60 WGAS RISW CO 89, pp. 73ff, 107–108, 40ff; NLW Badminton Manorial 5425, 5 October 1789.
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implying roughly a fourfold increase over fifty years.61 Practically all burgesses 
lived in the streets of the town and were patently aware of the housing being 
crammed into every corner to accommodate these people. Griffith Jenkins was an 
enterprising tanner present at most of the Hall Days described above; both he and 
Grove owned some of these little dwellings.62

Nor can they have been ignorant of disturbing ideas emanating from the newly 
independent Thirteen Colonies – William Padley owned property in Maryland until 
1791 – and their spread to France.63 Corn riots around Swansea in 1793 found 
expression in a series of threatening pamphlets, all of which echoed the sentiment 
‘for unless you seek our Good we Seek your own Destruction, and put us all in 
the same State as France’.64 Such had been presaged by severe food shortages in 
1756, and threatening notes on, among other places, Gabriel Powell’s front door in 
1766.65 In August 1781 the stocks and whipping post, just outside the Town Hall, 
were symbolically destroyed at night, and despite a protective shed costing £200 
they perished again in 1790. When a man of intelligence and social standing like 
Robert Morris associated himself with such feelings of unrest it must have been 
disturbing, especially in a town where the ability to print political material spread 
dissent that much more readily.66 

Individuals will have reacted variously, but this was the backdrop against which 
Collins’s sweetly reasonable reformism won the day, once the figure of the old 
steward had left the stage. And even before that Powell had tasted one defeat, with 
Richard Aubrey, David Rowland, Moses Simon, Mathew Thomas, Evan Rees 
Hopkin and John Roberts backing Padley and Collins in the admission of a batch 
of new burgesses in April 1788, the sort of move he had always resisted. By 1802, 
the year Collins finally became portreeve, the corporation was fifty percent larger, 
with sixty-two burgesses.67

A rare insight

In formulating their findings historians must generalize, but it is refreshing to come 
across sources through which individuals are directly presented as personalities. 
Properly used these enrich and authenticate perceived historical patterns. Within 
the straitened bounds of Swansea history they are rare. Here are two examples. 

61 WGAS RISW CO 89, p. 28. See Robert Anthony, ‘“A very thriving place”: the peopling of 
Swansea in the eighteenth century’, Urban History, 32.1 (2005), pp. 79, 87.

62 WGAS BS Corp D4, 1798 Poor Rate; WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Days 15 November 1799.
63 Pam Williams, ‘Quaker Padleys’, pp. 14–15, 20, 23.
64 David J. V. Jones, Before Rebecca, Popular Protests in Wales 1793–1835 (London: Allen Lane, 

1973), appendix 2, pp. 228–230.
65 WGAS B/S Corp B3, Book of Orders [248] Hall Days 9 & 14 December 1756, 27 January & 2 

May 1757; WGAS B/S Corp B6, Hall Days 15 October & 25 November 1766.
66 WGAS B/S Corp B6/7, Hall Day 16 August 1781, 10 August 1790. Early local printers include 

Daniel Evans by 1780, W. Pine 1781, Thomas Goodere (who did work for Robert Morris) by 
1788, John Voss 1789. A roughly printed, undated statement of ‘Parochial Grievances’ is also 
evidently from this period (WGAS RISW GGF 4, p. 8).

67 WGAS RISW CO 89, p. 256–258.
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In 1307 a papal inquiry into the canonization of Thomas de Canteloupe, bishop 
of Hereford, on the basis of his being instrumental in resurrecting one William 
Cragh after hanging, involved interviews. Transcripts of these are extant, taking 
us straight to the mindsets of a range of Swansea people eight centuries ago.68  On 
a smaller scale, a series of letters written between April to August 1677 survives. 
They are from Elizabeth Gwynne in Swansea to her husband Richard, then on 
customs business in London, and tell us a huge amount about their relationship, 
their family and their attitudes.69

Knowing the appearance of an historical personage also creates a strong link. 
There are images of William de Braoze, lord of Gower, who died in 1326, on his 
seal,70 and of Hugh Johnys a crusader knight, and his wife Matilda, on a brass 
in St. Mary’s Church,71 but in neither case has the artist tried to capture them as 
individuals. Of two seventeenth century notables there are naturalistic images – 
real portraits – Walter Thomas (died 1654) merited an effigy in St. Mary’s, long 
destroyed, but its remains the subject of a drawing,72 and Colonel Phillip Jones 
(1618–1674) was eminent enough to be both drawn and painted in oils.73 Other 
than these, no identifiable Swansea person is presented to us until Moses Harris 
put eight or nine of them on paper in 1787. (And there seem to have been no more 
published local political cartoons until 1878!)74

The written account is just as remarkable. Records of the activities of the 
burgesses stretch back to 1547, and there are regular accounts of their deliberations 
from 1618 on. These are formal, with a few minor exceptions. In 1793 the portreeve 
William Jeffreys – Gabriel’s brother – had to prosecute Michael Williams for 
‘scandalous and defamatory words spoken of him’.75 Between 1645 and 1660 it 
is evident that the Civil War and Restoration led to expulsions and reinstatements 
of aldermen. In 1708 ‘there was a great Bustle about chusing the Portreeve’.76 In 
1749 Roger Rosser, burgess, sergeant at mace and toll collector was disfranchised 
(expelled) after he ‘in the presence of 2 aldermen behaved himself very indecently 
& disrespectfully to Edward Phillips gent as portreeve and gave him very 
unbecoming language without the least provocation’.77 In none of these cases do 

68 Robert Bartlett, The Hanged Man (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); Andrew 
Dulley, The Mystery of William Crach, the Hanged Man of Gower (Swansea: self-published, 
2014); City Witness <http://www.medievalswansea.ac.uk> [accessed October 2018].

69 Letters to Captain Richard Gwyn, Customer of Swansea when absent in London, ed. by George 
Grant Francis; reprinted from Cambrian, 3 September 1875 – Swansea Central Library S040 
Pam.

70  See Robert David Edmunds, ‘Sir William de Braose (c.1255–1326)’, Gower, 43 (1992), p. 64.
71 See Lewis Weston Dillwyn, ‘Contributions towards a History of Swansea’ (Swansea: s.n., 

1840), frontis.
72 By John Deffett Francis, Swansea Museum SM 1989 713.05. Identification is far from certain.
73 Copy in Gerald Gabb, Swansea and its History, 1 (Swansea: Gerald Gabb, 2007), p. 64.
74 Cartoons reappeared in a periodical called the Swansea Boy, 1878–1884. See example in 

Gerald Gabb, The Life and Times of the Swansea and Mumbles Railway (Cowbridge: D. Brown 
& Sons, 1987), p. 38. (With thanks to Marilyn Jones, Local Studies Librarian, Swansea Central 
Library.)

75 WGAS B/S Corp B7, Hall Day 25 April 1793.
76  WGAS RISW CO 89, p. 161.
77 WGAS B/S Corp B3, Book of Orders [204/5] Hall Day 14 July 1749.
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the Hall Day or Leet Court minutes take us further. We cannot tell if there were 
personal disagreements, factional struggles or issues at stake. Our knowledge of 
1787–1789 is unique.

These are more than historiographical landmarks; an appreciation of how 
special they are must influence our interpretation. Thus, rather than accepting 
that ‘the factional struggles of the 1780s were an aberration’,78it might readily 
be argued that similar previous quarrels might have gone largely unrecorded. An 
obvious example is the period 1768–1772, when some, including Collins, pressed 
harbour improvement, and others, including Powell, opposed this on the grounds 
that it was against the interest of the burgesses, and proposed the corporation lobby 
against it. Familiar figures, familiar issues. Only the latter stages of this reached 
the minute books. The positive energy of a public meeting, seemingly at the Falcon 
Inn, was described as ‘the Gentlemen Assembled under pretence [!] of Improving 
the Navigation of the River’, and their desired Act ‘very prejudicial to this Town & 
Borough, and tend to the manifest destruction of many of our most valuable rights 
and privileges’, Gabriel Powell’s exact tone and attitude fifteen years later.79 Were 
there fierce confrontations in 1772?

Assertions that burgess government followed a fairly smooth course between 
the 1690s and 1835 ignore the fact that it was the practice of clerks at Hall Days to 
register decisions made, and make no reference to factions, personalities or even 
competing views. Surely these existed to some degree.

Secondly, these unparalleled sources have tended to the vilification of Gabriel 
Powell. They paint an undeniable picture of a conservative old man, accustomed 
to considerable local power and angry at it being questioned. The portrayal is 
reinforced by a comment published in the Gentleman’s Magazine on 27 December 
1788, two days before he died, and copied in the Hereford Journal on 5 January 
1789: ‘He was commonly called “King of Swansea” a nominal dignity arising 
from old custom.’ It is a striking assemblage of words, re-asserting his undoubted 
influence in the town, but the ‘commonly’ cannot be corroborated, and the last 
seven words are meaningless. 

There are hints of his arrogance in earlier records – ‘he enjoyed the power 
which his office gave him’80 – but there was also a younger, less reactionary Powell. 
In 1769 and 1774 he acted with great decisiveness through the Leet Court to force 
householders to put in order the roadways in front of their dwellings; defaulters, 
rich and poor, were listed and fined.81 He played a positive role as steward and 
burgess in the enclosure of the Town Hill and seashore burrows in the 1760s and 
the creation of a new meat market in the shadow of the castle in the 1770s. 

78 Sweet, ‘Stability’, p. 15.
79 WGAS B/S Corp B6, 27 October 1771, 6 January 1772; Jones, History of the Port of Swansea, 

pp. 54–57; Boorman, ‘The Port and its Worldwide Trade’, p. 60; Sweet, ‘Stability’, p. 19, 
Miskell, Intelligent Town, p. 25; Joanna Martin, ‘Private Enterprise versus Manorial Rights: 
Mineral Property Disputes in Eighteenth-Century Glamorgan’, Welsh History Review, 5.2 
(1978–79); this excellent article has a great deal on Powell’s fierce quarrels with Gruffydd Price 
of Penlle’rgaer over mining rights, etc. Price chaired a harbour improvement meeting in 1768.

80 Martin, ‘Private Enterprise’, p. 159.
81 NLW Badminton Manorial 2777, Leet Courts 17 October 1774, 16 October 1775; GA 

Q/S/R/1770/A.
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He built his influence on usefulness to the corporation. For example, traders 
using the Town Quay were expected to pay duties; some were loth, and Powell 
was instructed to prosecute. In 1735 there was an instance which led to violence, 
in 1738 three sailors were brought to book for repeated refusals to pay, in 1746 a 
Bridgewater man was sued, in 1756 a baker was recalcitrant. In 1736 a much larger 
issue had surfaced. Firms like Lockwood, Morris and Company were moving 
‘Copper Oar & Copper, Lead Oar & Lead, Iron Oar & Iron’ past the town to and 
from their works upriver, and refusing to pay ‘keyage’, a duty due to the burgesses 
‘time out of mind’. Legal advice was to be taken, with the burgesses laying down 
‘Mr Gabriel Powell be employed as Attorney and Solicitor to Manage and Carry 
on the Same’, his expenses being paid. His role in this was the ‘Preservation and 
maintenance of their Rights, Privileges and Liberties’, a close parallel with his 
main focus as steward to the duke.82

Some of this work, of which many other, and more varied, instances might be 
quoted, was purely legal and it is noticeable that, as in his stewardship role, he was 
often charged with upholding ancient rights – this time the burgesses’. Such work 
ran with the grain of his personality. However, the spirit of the man that seems to 
come across has to do with getting jobs done properly, acting energetically and 
making systems effective. A personal note has survived from 1775 in which he 
insists that a fair bill received from a ‘brazor’ the previous year must be paid.83

We have seen Robert Morris make fierce personal attacks on Powell, but Harris’s 
lampoons were not venomous and Collins, obviously an opponent, still documents 
the steward’s attitudes with a certain restraint.84 Perhaps there was an underlying 
recognition of the services which Gabriel Powell in his youth and maturity had 
rendered to the town, or at least to its corporation. And the way he placed defence 
of privilege at the top of his agenda had been no more than a reflection of burgess 
attitudes, before a gradual appreciation of huge changes in the world made them 
slightly less hidebound. And his attitude to industry and industrialists was about 
how much one might profit from their endeavours; so was that of the burgesses.

82 WGAS B/S Corp B3, Book of Orders Hall Days 3 December 1735, 26 December 1738, 12 

September 1746, 16 April 1756, 1 October 1836.
83 WGAS Common Attorneys’ Vouchers BS Corp C28f 1775. See Prys Morgan, ‘The Glais 

Boundary Dispute, 1756’, in Glamorgan Historian, 9, ed. by Stewart Williams (Barry: Stewart 
Williams, n.d.), pp. 202–210 for Powell’s energy.

84 It may be suggestive that Powell and Collins’s father, John, jointly leased rough grazing south 
of the town known as ‘Goose Island’, and that from 1768 John assigned his ‘moiety’ to Charles 
(WGAS B/S Corp B5, Hall Day 5 February 1768). They were co-lessees. Many elements of 
this article will be argued more fully in Gerald Gabb, Swansea and its History, 2, forthcoming.
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Fig 2: Moses Harris, A Welsh Corporation Meeting (1787)

Fig 1: Moses Harris: The Steward (1787)


