An Aylesbury Reformist


Chris Reynolds describes the life of John Gibbs, an Aylesbury Politician


John Gibbs was furious. Someone had paid his church rates bill and as a result the Aylesbury Magistrates were not going to prosecute him.


So who was John Gibbs - and why did he object to paying church rates?


John Gibbs had been born in Aylesbury in 1792, the eldest son of a prosperous shopkeeper. In 1817 he took the tenancy of a shop on the West side of the Market Place where he set up business as a pawnbroker and auctioneer. Three years later he auctioned off some 500 lots of furniture from Hartwell House, which had been the home of the King of France during his exile. In fact he was prepared to sell anything including the flagstones and pebbles that resulted from resurfacing the footway in Walton Street. In 1828 he sold the property of Mr John Evett which had been seized under distress. The goods fetched £2 11s 6d, and as the auction charges were £2 5s little of Mr Evett’s debt was cleared.


Much went on in the Market Place and he was in a good position to see the bull-baiting riot in 1822. There were also public hangings outside the goal. On one occasion the populace was deprived of their gruesome entertainment when a murderer was found not guilty on the ground of insanity and some frustrated wag wrote the couplet:


John Gibbs has got for sale


The drop in front of the County Goal


At the time there was a politically very active group of non-conformists which espoused the Reformist cause, and by 1827 John had started to speak at public meetings on their behalf. Matters that concerned him were electoral reform, the Test Act, and the abolition of slavery. By 1831 a biting satire, called the Magic Lantern, was published attacking the leaders of the Reform Party in Aylesbury. It was said to have been very bitter about Mr Rickford and particularly severe on Abraham Wing and John Gibbs. Two years later a letter in the Bucks Herald attacked the Reformist candidate, Mr. T. B. Hobhouse, and said “his chief ally, John Gibbs, has a better title to the seat than he has ...” In fact, while John frequently proposed or seconded the Reformist or Liberal candidates, he never stood for Parliament himself.


One of the difficulties was that the main local paper, the Bucks Herald, took a Tory view of matters and it was difficult for John to get his views as widely read as he would like. On one occasion he objected to something the paper had published about him, and in the robust political language of the time the paper replied:


Lie on! whilst my revenge shall be


To speak the very truth of thee.


Taunts like this may well be the reason why, in 1836, he founded the Aylesbury News, a weekly broadsheet newspaper which described itself as “decidedly liberal in its politics”. He made his 21 year old eldest son, John Rolls Gibbs, the first editor, but wrote many of the more contentious items himself. A few years later his second son, William, reached 21 and took over the pawnbroking business, but unfortunately died of typhus fever shortly afterwards. The third son, Robert, became an auctioneer, and later succeeded his brother as editor of the Aylesbury News, later renamed the Bucks Advertiser. Robert subsequently wrote the well know History of Aylesbury.


As the business expanded the business moved to Walton Street, where Gibbs and Sons had their auction rooms. In those days the countryside was much closer and on one occasion Mr Rothschild’s hounds chased a deer through the Walton Street premises. The shop in the Market Place was given up and later John move house to live in Buckingham Road. By the time he died in 1860 he owned much property in Aylesbury, a windmill at Wingrave, and 50 houses or cottages in Waddesdon, Whitchurch and Wingrave.


During the 1840’s and 50’s he frequently spoke at political meetings, usually in the County Hall at the lower end of the Market Place. The subjects included free trade, an anti-game law, the Maynooth Roman Catholic College proposed for Ireland, and the health of towns. On one occasion he chaired an anti-slavery meeting at which the speaker was Mr W. Croft, a freed slave. In addition he spoke on free trade in Amersham, and against the Corn Laws in Covent Garden. 


Education was another concern of his. He spoke at the opening of new British Schools at Chinnor in 1840, at Waddesdon in 1845 and Lee Common in 1846. In addition he supported the Sunday School associated with Hale Leys Chapel, Aylesbury, where he worshipped. He was also a supporter of the temperance movement. He spoke at the Temperance Festival at Hartwell House in 1854 - but in the same year spoke out to say that restriction was not consistent with liberty when discussing beer-shops on Sunday.


However there was one issue that he championed throughout his career - and that was the contentious church rate. In those days the Parish was run from the vestry of St Mary’s, the parish church of Aylesbury. Rates based on property values were collected for maintenance of the poor and while people may have grumbled about this at least it was seen to be reasonably fair. The church rate was different. This raised money to maintain the parish church and everyone had to pay. Non-conformists objected strongly because, having built their own chapels, they had no wish to subsidise the property of the Church of England. The matter was frequently argued at vestry meetings, and elections for church warden were often fiercely contested by dissenters in order to oppose this iniquitous tax.


John Gibbs is first recorded as opposing the rate in 1830, and at the following vestry election proposed Jasper Jackson, a leading local Quaker, as churchwarden. The issue also featured in the Aylesbury News when it was first published in 1836. The issue came up again in 1847 when John attended a protest meeting on the subject in the County Hall. Some of the protesters decided to boycott the payments and in 1853 John’s brother, Richard Gibbs of St Albans, publicised the cause by having a watch seized by the beadle for non-payment. 


Two years later John had his chance to protest. In September 1855 he was summoned to appear before the Aylesbury Magistrates for non-payment. When it was realised that the complainant, Mr Tindal, was also the Magistrates’ Clerk the hearing was postponed. At the later hearing another Clerk was serving the Magistrates. John attended with his arguments about the iniquitous tax at the ready. He was not prepared for what happened next. Mr Tindal reported that he had received an anonymous payment covering Mr Gibbs’ outstanding tax, and the case was withdrawn. John’s political protest had been derailed and he had to leave the Court without his views being heard.
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