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SUMMARY

This thesis examines the rise and decline of the York
Buildings Company, one of the many joint-stock companies involved
in the speculative fever in London In 1720. The company's bOOKS
do not appear to have survived and this cilrcumstance has meant
that its affairs have been reconstructed from legal records,
parliamentaryreports, family papers of participants and contemporary
pamphlets and newspapers as well as secondary sources. The fact
that sufficient information was derived from contemporary Sources
to produce a full-length case study is a falr indication of its
importance to contemporary businessmen.

The company's origins as a supplier of water in
seventeenth and eighteenth century London and the technology it
employed are examined. An oversight by Parliament granting the
company unlimited landholding powers paved the way for it to acquire
estates forfeited after the 1715 Jacobite Rebellion allowing
speculators to reorganise it as a financial and commercial concern.
Its affairs are investigated in the context of the business world
of the eighteenth century revealing much corruption both within
and without the company. Participants are linked to other dubious
and fraudulent projects suggesting that several joint-stock companies
operating in London were controlled by a relatively small group of
individuals. This view is reinforced by case studies of the
Charitable Corporation and the Harburgh Company which show close
links with and frauds similar to that of the York Buildings Company.
The conduct of individuals connected with the company also reveals

much about the business and political morality of the age. The

complex nature of the company's organisation, particularly in
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landowning and industry confirms that a lack of suitably qualified
managers was an important contributory factor to the company's
problems. Parliament was ineffective in its attempts to regulate
the affairs of the York Buildings Company, a circumstance partly
explained by the corruption in public life, so frequently the subject

of comment.
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INTRODUCTION.

The study of business history as a branch of economic
history has expanded to such an extent in recent years that
journals on both sides of the Atlantic are devoted to it
and many articles on business history have appeared regularly
in other periodicals. The increasing interest among businessmen
in the long-term development of their organisations has led
to the commissioning of many company histories ranging from
the glossy eulogising pamphlet to the study of important
corporations by academic historians concerned to set the firm
in its wider historical and economic cc:u'ztext..'z A result of
this trend has been for historians to concentrate mainly on
successful firms which have stood the test of time. However,
the business climate of any age must be judged by its failures
As well as its successes, and a study of the former is equally
as important to the business historian as 1s the latter. This
is especially true of the early years of the eighteenth century
which gave rise to the speculative mania which has become known
as the 'South Sea Bubble' of 1720. Many companies flourished
and died in this period, but few have left such a mark as has
the York Buildings Company. This factor was recognised by

David Murray in 1883 when he: published his excellent short

book entitled The York Buildings Company: A Chapter in Scotch

History. This pioneering work in business history was

1 T.C. Barker, R.H. Campbell and P, Mathias, Business History,
(Hist. Ass Pamph., 1971 ed.) p.3.
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considerably ahead of its time, attempting as it did to look
at the company in relation to political as well as economic
factors.

In the century since the publication of Murray's
book, business history has advanced considerably. Given
the fact that the York Buildings Company appeared to be
mentioned in so many textbooks and monographs concerning
eighteenth century Scotland, 1t was felt that a re-appraisal
of the company'’s activities was overdue. The fact that the
company's books seem to have long since disappeared added
spice to the investigation by forcing a*reconstruction of
events from a very wide range of sources. The long, complex
legal battles in which eighteenth century man seemed to revel
provided a wealth of information as did proceedings of the
parliamentary committees called upon to investigate the company's
affairs. Many landed families were actively involved with
the company, and the welcome trend for many of them to deposit
their papers in the Scottish Record Office provided a great
deal of information that was not available to Murray. The
bPlethera of‘newspapérs circulating in London eager to disseminate
news and qossip also proved an invaluable source of material
for this study.

The first clear trend to emerge was that the affairs

of the York Buildings Company were not merely a chapter in

_*_#—'
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Scottish history but in British history. The complexlty and
range of its affairs appear to be quite unlike any contemporary
organisation. Once it expanded from its original role as
a #aterworks, the company became involved in land, insurance,
lotteries, finance, trade, coal and lead mining and timber,
salt, glass and lead production. It is hardly surprising that
one historian, therefore, should see the company as an early
form of development corporation.2 As with success, the
causes of failure in business are rarely simple. The reasons
why this complex organisation should prove to be such an
utter fiasco are deeply embedded not only in the economic and
business fakric of the period but are also to be found in
political and social factors as will be demonstrated in the

ensuing chapters.

2 Anon. "An Early Scottish Development Corporation,”
Three Banks Review, No.20, (December, 1953).
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CHAPTER . ONE .

. THE. . WATER COMPANY
l. The Early Years.

The growth of the city of London and the surrounding
metropolitan area during the seventeenth and elghteenth centurlies,
led to an increasing demand for an adequate water supply.

Early enterprises in this field had included the Hampstead
Aqueducts, first authorised in 1546, the Londén Bridge Water-

works, founded in 1582, and the New River Company of 1609%

In the years following the Civil War technical innovations
such as the development of the chain bucket and the first
- steam eng.ine2 assisted the development of a series of new
ventures in the capital. One such enterprise was the York
Buildings Waterworks established by Ralph Wayne and Francis
williamson in the years immediately following the Restoration.
On 16 May 1664, Waynie and Williamson petitioned the
king t‘o be allowed to supply residents of Piccadilly, St. James'
Fields, Haymarket and the neighbourhood with water from nearby
springs, at reasonable rates to be agreed with the inhabitants of
the area. It was claimed the petitioﬁers had been to great

expense in developing an engine which by perpetual motion could

drain mines to fifty feet, and for which they held a p«s:,tem':...f3

1. H.W.Dickinson, The Water Supply of Greater London, (London,1954),

pp.47-48; David Murray, The York. Buildings Company, A Chapter. .
in Scotch History,(reprinted, Edinburgh, 1973), p.S.

2. L.T.C. Rolt and J.S.Allen, The Steam Engine of Thomas Newcomen .
(London, 1977), passim.

3. - Calendar of State Papers, Domestic Series 1663-64 p.588,
quoted in Murray, York Buildings, p.5. ,
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It was proposed to use the engine to supply water. No
precise details of this engine were given on the patent

but it was clearly stated that the power of animals or humans
. was not required.4 This would indicate the possible use of
wind power but Dickinson has assumed that this was in fact

a water wheel operating a chain pump or a chain of buckets
and that by "perpetual” was meant continuous motion.s An
exact description of this machine, therefore, cannot be given
with certainty. .

Agreement having been obtained for the use of the
springs near Piccadilly, it was ordered on 25 June 1664, that
a bill be prepared allowing Wayne and Williamson to convey
water in pipes through the highway and to supply water at

rates agreed with local inhabitants. In return for this

privilege, Wayne and Williamson were to pay the crown 6s8d

per annum.6 Letters patent were granted for the venture

on 6 May 1665.7

The success, or otherwise, of Wayne and Williamson's
venture cannot be accurately assessed owing to an absence of data.
However, a proviso had been made in their letters patent that
such further powers and licence necessary to improve the supply
would be granted upon petition. Williamson having died in the

interval, Wayne and Ralph Bucknall petitioned for a licence to

raise water from the Thames and distribute it from York House

4. Patents for Inventions: Abridgements of Specifications

relating to Air, Gas and Other Motive Power Engines. AD .
1635-1866 . (London ,1873) p.l. Patent 135 12 March léé62.

5. Dickinson, Water Supply, p.48.
6. PRO SP 29/99/70 Petn. of Francis Williamson and Ralph
Wayne 25 June 1664.

7 e W.R.Scott, The Constitution and Finance of English, Scottish .

- and _Irish Joint Stock Companies. to 1720, (reprinted Gloucester,
Mass., 1968), Vol,3. p.l148.
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Gardens, on a site near the present Charing Cross railway

station.s With the granting of letters patent for this

scheme on 7 May 1675, the link with York Buildings was established.
Before the letters patent were granted, the site )

and the design of the engine to be employed were ilnvestigated

by Sir Christopher Wren, Surveyor-General of Works. Wren

concluded that the type of machine to be used was such that

it would not cause an annoyance to the neighbourhood and

stated that he had seen a document signed by local residents

requesting that the works be permitted. It was Wren's opinion

that the only possible losers would be the projectors and

those already holding water concessions. With this in mind,

the proposition was put before the New River Company to ascertain

its reaction. Both the New River Company and Bucknall and

Wayne were represented at a hearing on 24 November 1664,
after which it was decided by the King in Council that, as
both interested parties had given their consent to the scheme, a

patent'sbould be granted for 99 years at an annual rent of 5s.

}

per annum to the crown.

The terms of the letters patent were those customary
in such an enterprise. Bucknall and Wayne were to be permitted
to build their waterworks in York House Gardens, to lay the

-

necessary pipes and cisterns, and to take water from the River

lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll
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Thames to supply thelr customers at reasonable rents. Permission

was given to dig up streets in order to install and repair the
necessary pipes and equipmentr and to provide further branches,
provided that the streets were filled in and made' good on
the completion of the work, and on condition that consent was
first received from the owners of properté; not classed as

streets, common ways Or passages. The right of Bucknall and

Wayne and their employees to carry out such work unmolested, was
asserted. Finally, it was forbidden to damage the pipes or

to obstruct the flow of water.

The relationship between the York Buildings operation and
that of the New River Company was clearly defined in the letters
patent. Under no circumstances could powers and privileges
granted to Bucknall and Waéne be transferred to the New River
Company, or to any nominees in trust for then. Neither organisation

was to do anything to hinder the other carrying on their business

where they saw fit. Where pipes crossed, both parties agreed

not to do anything that might harm the other's .installat.ions.9

In the years following the grant of the letters patent,

Bucknall and Wayne took others into partnership with them.lo

Unfortunately no evidence has been found to identify the individuals
concerned, theilr date of entry to the partnership, or the amount
of capital they contributed. The works were totally destroyed by

fire on the night of 11 July 1684. Twelve houses were also

1

9. C.T.Carr (ed), Select Charters of Trading Companies. .

AD 1530-1707, Selden Society Publications Vol.28,( 1931)pp.193-196
10. . HLRO Orzginal Act, 2 & 3 William & Mary c.24.
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destroyed in the blaze, that of Lord Willoughby belng blown up.ll

That the works had been a success can be ascertained from the

fact that they were rebuilt. The cost of the new works meant
that additional capital was required. In addition to capital,
the company required continuity, and expertise of management.

Pursuit of these ends led the proprietors to seek incorporation

by means of a private act of parliament. Such a stép was

also wise from a political standpoint. The letters patent

had been granted by Charles II under the royal prerogative.
Incorporation bé,parliament was a surer way to ensure continuous
existence in the new political climate following the revolution of

1688. The Shadwell Waterworks, a similar organisation to

. the York Buildings concern also substituted an act of parliament

for letters patent at this time.12

As the York Buildings Compans/s act of‘incorporation13

formed the basis of its powers, an examination of what it did,
and did not contain, 1s exceedingly important in vigw'of’the

expansion that was to take place after 1719.° Continuity was

l

emphasised by the fact that thé*company was to operate the
re-built works as they stood. Powers regarding access to
pipes under streets were re-enacted in the same terms as the

letters patent. Relationships with the New River Company
concerning operations were also re-enacted, though the clause

which had forbidden transfer of control to the New River Company

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

11, Ibid.; PRO Cl1/1816/11, Earl of Westmoreland v York Buildings Co.;
Report. of Historical MSS Commission. of. the MSS of His. Grace .. .
the Duke of Portland preserved at. Welbeck Abbey Vol III p.381;
Dickinson, Water Supply p.48. This evidence contradicts

Murray, York Buildings, p.5, who claims that the works were
burned down in 1690. -

12. HLRO Oriqinal Act, 3 wWilliam & Mary c.37.

13. 2 & 3 W. & M. c.24.
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was dropped. The company was given the power to sue and be
sued, and it was to use a common seal in all such legal matters,
as well as in its more mundane daily business.

The management of the company was vested in a governor
and six assistants, to be chosen annually at a meeting of
shareholders to be held within three days following 29 September.
Governors and assistants so elected were to take an cath of office
before three or more of the, outgoing body of officials. No
bar was placed upon the re-election of those holding such posts.
Any vacancy caused by death, or removal from office for just
cause during the year, was to be filled by a meeting held
within twenty daysS of the occurrence of the vacancy. A pez:so;z
thus chosen was to serve for the remainder of the year, and
required to take an oath of office before any three or more of
the governor and members of the company. The lfirst such office
bearers were named in the act. Ralph Bucknall was to be
governor. Sir William Thompson, Serjeant-at-Law, Sir John
Bucknall, William Hall, William Greene, John Tomkins and
Richard Petty were designated assistants. The first Governor
was to be sworn in by any two or more of the designated assistants,
and then for his part, the governor was to t;fce the oath

from all six of these assistants. Voting at all meetings was

to be on the basis of one vote per share.

''''

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
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Several of thase involved in the York Buildings Company at
this stage were also concerned with other joint stock enterprises.
Ralph Bucknall was named as one of the first assistants of the

Shadwell Waterworks when it received its act of incorporation in

1691.14 Bucknall was also mentioned in the document concerning

the Company for Digginqg and Working Mines dated 7 September 1693.15

sir John Bucknall was one of the first assistants of the Saltpetre

Company incorporated on 29 October 1692.16 There was, therefore,

a link between the York Buildings Company and other companies
established in the corporation boom of the early 1690's.
Sir William Thompson, another of the early members, was the father

of Sir William Thompson, Solicitor General from 1717 to 1720 and

- closely involved with the company during'l7l9,17 when the next

corporation boom was at its height.

The most Iimportant provision of the York Buildings
Company's act, in the light of future developments, was that
referring to the organisation'’s landholding powers. The company

was to be
"able and capable in law to have purchase

receive possess enjoy and retain lands tenements
and hereditaments goods and chattles to them and
their successors. And also to give grant demise
alien assign and dispose of their lands tenements
goods or chattels and to do and excercise all and
sinqular other things by the same name that to them
shall or may appertain to do or to be done.” 18

The most notable feature of this sectitn of the act

was that it placed no restrictions on the land purchasing-powers -

1 »u g Y L
llllllllll

14, 3 W. & M c37

15, Carr (ed.), Select Charters, pp.238-239.

lé. Ibid., p.235. -

17. Romney Sedgewick (ed.), The History of. Parllament; .
The House. of Commons 17;2:;225_{1970), Vol.2. p.467.

18. 2 & 3 W. & M. c.24.
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of the company, a practice which Scott sal d was not common in
other acts of the per.iod.lg The Shadwell Waterworks Act, however,
contains a provision identical to that of the York Bulldings
Company in respect of landholding. 20 The most likely explanation
for this deviation from the norm, given the similarity between
these two acts, is that Bucknall, as a director of both
operations, played a significant part in the drafting of the

acts, and that the full implication of such a provision was

not faeseen at the time these acts were being-considered by
parliament. The result of this oversight was to have a tremendous
impact on the company's development in the crucial period
following 1719, The extract quoted above was printed and
circulated in 1720..2‘z to enhance the compani;'s claim to buﬁ
estates forfeited after the 1715 Jacobite rebellion, without

an extension to its charter.

The act of incorporation was also* important for what
it did not say. There is no mention of limited liabilit;}
for members of the company. Althougqh there was no statutorﬁ, or
probably no common law backing for such an idea, it would
appear that there was some degree of presumption of limited
liability. Du Bois points to the fact that in the 1730's and

1740's, when times were hard for the creditors of the York

Buildings Company and others., there was never the suggestion

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

19, Scott, Constitution, Vol.3.p.l149.
200 3 W. & M, ¢c.37.
2l. There is a copy in the British Library, 357.b.3(58).
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of proceedings against the personal estates of‘shareholders.22 In

support of this he cites the petition of Alexander Mackenzlie

to the Court of Session in Edinburgh in 1793 in the case of

the York Buildings Company v Mackenzie stating that "the company
having been incorporated by act of parliament, neither the persons
of the individual members, nor the estates were intended to be
liable to any of the above debt."23 Whatever the intentions of
the promoters or parliament, it seems that during the course

of the company'’s history, limited liabilitg was, to some degree,
assumed.

Another omission from the act, was Any men*ion of the
smount of c~pital to be subscribed by the original shareholders,
or the denomination of individual shares. William Mathews, writing
in 1835, claimed that the original capital was £8,400 divided into

eighty-four shares of £100 e=ch, Scott, quoting Mathews as

his source, claimed the capital was £4,800 consisting of forty=-eight

shares of £100 each.24 Another source tends to confirm the latter,

stating that originally the capital consisted of twelve shares,

divided into forty-eight shares in July 1688, Unfortunately

the document does not state the nominal value of each share.25

Both men were agreed that it was inadequate even for the waterworks
operations and certainly insufficient when speculative schemes were

formed around the company in 1719.

22. A.B.Du Bois, The English Business Company arfter the Bubble .
' Act 1720-1800, (reprinted, New York, 1971), p.95.

23. Ibid., p.148.n.54.
24. William Mathews, Hydraulia, An Historical and Desceiptive
Account of the Water. Works of. London, (London, 1835),p.33;
- Scott, Constitution, Vol 3. p.419.
25. SRO CS232/Y13/2 York Buildings Co. v Grove & others. Memo of
Grove & others 1782.
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The period from incorporation to 1719 was not an
easy one for the company. Some profit was made but competition
from rival organisations became ever more severe. From the
north-west, the company controlling the Hampstead Agqueducts
began to encroach on York Buildings territory. More serious was

the competition of Richard Soames, who, by controlling City

Conduits and later the London Bridge Waterworks, could provide
water by conduits from Paddington or Thames water pumped from

London Bridge thus invading the York Buildings Company's

preserve from both the west and the east.26 The effects of

such competition can be seen from a petition of the governor,
27

Sir John Bucknall, to the Treasury in 1700. Bucknall
complained that the water supply of the royal mews had been
turned over to the "City Water®, and that the company's

.pipes there had now become useless. In addition, it was
claimed that £68 was due to the company, a considerable sum

as the annual rent was only £30. The blow caused bQ the loss
of such a customer can be placed in perspective when it is

pointed out that at its peak, the York Buildings waterworks

served around two thousand ,seven hundred houses at around 23sS.

28
per house per annun.

The technology employed in this period was relatively
advanced for the time. Water was fed by channels and sluices

into a reservoir at high water, and thence by horse-gin to

26, ‘Scott, Constitution, Vol.3.p.420.
27. PRO T1/69/17, Petn. of Sir J.Bucknall to Treasury, 1700.

28. Mathews, Hydraulia, p.33; Dickinson, Water Supply, p.49.
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a water tower which was quite a famous landmark.29 The company

had been forbidden by its act to use a windmill or a chain

pump to the annoyance of the neighbourhood.3o

were rendered obsolete b;) the development of the '"fire engine®

by Thomas Savery, and one of his machines was installed in

the York Buildins Waterworks around 1713-14.31
The installation was the result of the friendship

between Savery and John Meres, one of the assistants.32 The

setting up of the engine was not without its technical problems.
Savery was keen to increase the capacity of his machine, with

the result that the York Building engine was far larger than

others, which he had constructed with some success.33

- Increasing complexity, however, made the engine somewhat
unreliable. Faults were also inherited from Savery's earlier

engines. If the requlator, which depended on several parts,
was out of order, the engine was liable to blow up..'gt'z Another
difficulty, according to Dickinson, was that artisans, such

as plumbers and coppersmiths, were unable to come up with

strong enough materials to support pressures of around 100 lbs.
35

Such restrictions

per square inch. In support of this claim, he cites Desaguliers

who stated that he had
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29. Ibid., p.48.
30. 2& 3 W. &EM, c.24; HCI. Vol.10, p.519.

31. Dickinson, Water Supply, p.59.
32. Murray, York Buildings, p.53; Rolt & Allen, Newcomen, p.>8.

This John Meres should not be confused with Sir John Meres,

later to be governor of the company.

33. Richard Bradley, Ten Practical Discourses. concerning Earth. .

and Water, (1727) p.33; Dickinson, Water. Supply, p.6€0.
34. Bradley, Discourses, p.34. x

35. Dickinson, Water Supply,. p.60.
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*known Captain Savery at York Builldings.-make

steam eight or ten times stronger than common

alr, and then its heat was so qgreat that it would
melt common soft solder; and its strength so great
as to blow open several of the joints of his machine;
so that he was forced to be at the pains and charge

to have all his joints soldered with spelter or hard solder.'36

The valves required to be worked by hand which also added to

the problems of the Operators.37 Perhaps tbe soundest

comment on this enterprise came from Richard Bradley, who thought

that in such a concern, two or three small engines could

raise more water than one doubie engine. He 'thought that if

this method was employed, the whole works need not stop If

one engine needed repair.38 Whatever the drawbacks apparent

from the use of this earlz.} engine, the York Buildings Company

did not lose faith in contemporary technological developments,

as they were to installa more up-to-date Newcomen engine in 1725.
The period between the installation of the two steam

engines was to prove a momentous o:':e for the company. The

owners, no doubt influenced by the lack of profits and the

encroachments being made on their terr.itoré, offered the

waterworks for sale in 1719, IThe new owners were pr.incipally

interested in the compani;'s act of incorporation, particularly the

landholding powers, and their activities in this field, and in the

general financial dealings of what has come to be termed the 'Bubble’

era, will be dealt with fully in subsequent chapters. Despite

this upheaval, however, the company continued its role as a

supplier of water to the residents of the capital.

..................

36. J.T.Desaguliers, A Course of Experimental. Philosophy {1734)
Vol.II p.466, Dickinson, Water Supply,. p.60.

37. Ib.id-'
38. Bradley, Discourses, p.35.
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2. The Waterworks post 1720.

The period following 1720 was one of tremendous
activity by the compané in speculative enterprises in finance,
industry and land. Despite this activity the waterworks
continued to place a significant role. The area supplied
was increased following the development of a new reservoir and
new technologqy in the shape of the Newcomen engine was employed
to cope with this expansion. Financial and technical difficulties
continued to plague the operation and contributed to the
company'’s mounting debts.

The growth of London in the early eighteenth centuré
included the area served by the York Buildings Cbmpany, and
consequently, demand for its water increased. In March 1721
the directors decided to improve their service by erecting a
large structure beside the river to hold their cisterns.
Bricklayers and builders were invited to submit proposals for .

such an undertaking;B?

" A further example of the company's response to urban
growth can be seen in the decision to increase its capacity ;
to supply water by the construction of a new reservoir in
Marylebone Fields. On 23 June 1725, the company leased the
necessary land from James, first Duke of Chandos, and Edward,

second Earl of Oxford and Mortimer, and his wife, Henrietta,

at a yearly tent of £260, £130 payable to Chandos, and a similar sum

to the Oxfords. The exact location of the site is uncertain.

39. . Daily Courant, 8 March l721.
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The lease mentions streets either called, or to be called, Queen

Anne Street, Marybone Street, Duke Street and Bridges Street.do

With the exception of the last named, these streets are to be

«

found just north of Cavendish Square, an area which was being
41

developed at this time =~ and this seems the most likely gituation
for the reservoir. Rolt and Allan, citing Triewald show that

over five hundred houses were served in the vicinity of Hanover

Square, which they claim 1is now known as Hanover Place, off Long
Acre, which is in the Cc;vent Garden area.42 This seems unlikely
as the present area known as Hanover Square, near the site of the
reservoir, was in a part of the town being developed, and indeed,
a new parigh, St. George'!s Hanover Square , was created in 1724.43
This would seem a more likely place for tbé York Buildings Company
to seek new customers.

Under the terms of th&£ - new lease, the company was.
obliged to begin the construction of their reservoir before
23 July 1725 and finish it by Christmas. The reservoir was not
to be iess than six hundred feet long by one hundred and six
feet broad with a maximum depth't of six feet. The company was
to ensure the bottom of the reservoir was properlé lined to
ensure the retention of the water. The 'whole structure
was to be surrounded by a wall not less than seven feet high

which was to be completed by 1 November 1725. The company

was also required to build a footpath round the wall and, if .

---------------

49, SRO CsS234/Y/2/3, York Buildings Co. v Portland 1811,
Answers for Common Agent 6 Feb. 181l. .
41, M.D.George, London Life. in. the Elghteenth Century,.
- (Peregrine ed. 1965), p.74. .
42. Rolt & Allen, Newcomen, p.l05.
43. George, London, p.407.
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houses were built opposite the company'’s land, they were to
pave the street as far as the middle. It was the company's
responsibility to lay and maintain these necessary pipes and

44
connections to the common sewer,

The work was expensive, and by September 1726 had
cost the company at least £3,170. The bulk of the work had been

under the direction of Dr. Desaguliers, and at a court of assistants,
on 14 September 1726, it was resolved not to pay him any more
money until the work stipulated in his contract was completed.
The money being claimed at this time was for alterations, the

£3,170 having been made as full settlement for the contract the

company claimed was uncompleted.“ The contractor was none other

than J.T.Desaguliers, author of A Course of Experimental Philosophy..

The link between the waterworks at York Buildings and

the reservoir at Marylebone Fields was finally established in
late September 1724. When a pipe was opened at the Charing Cross .
end of the system, the pressure was sufficient to force the

water "above the height of three stories”, to the great pleasure

of the managers and directors who were watching from a nearby tavern.46

The proposed expansion of thei. system forced the company

to look to new technology, although the works still employed

horse engines and kept thirty-six animals to operate them.47

Despite the difficulties encount.ered with Savery'’s machine the:-company

had not abandoned the idea of employing mechanical power. In

44. SRO CS234/Y/2/3, Answers for Common Agent.
45, Ibid.

46. Weekly Journal or British Gazetteer, 24 September 1726.
47. Dailly Courant, 24 August 1723.
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February 1724 an advertisement appeared, inviting anyone who

had a suitable machine, to enter into negotiations with a

committee of the company, empowered to deal with this matte.'r...“:"8

One scheme proposed to the directors was a plan to supply the
Hanover Square area by means of "the ponderous quality of the

water that raises itself of its own accord to any height,”

the greater the height, the easier it was for the machine to work,
and thus a greater quantity of water could be raised. The

inventor claimed to have spent £800 in developing his machine
and thus absolved himself of any accusation that he was using

49

the company to test his device. This 1ldea bears a distinct

similarity to that being developed by Case Billingsley,
a promotor of the company'’s expansion in 1719. Billingsley

applied for a patent for his device in 1724 and it was finally

granted 1in 1728.50 However, the company opted for steam power,

no doubt, partially influenced by the results of Billingsley's
previous schemes for the company.

In 1725 work began on the construction of a Newcomen
engine at the York Buildings Company's works, the first such
machine in London and the South of England. Because of adverse
weather, ﬁork*féll behind schedule and the engine finally

came into operation on Monday 25 April 1726.51 A contemporary

description states that the engine had one cylinder 30 inches

in diameter and 9 feet long. The oval boiler measured 9 feet

rrrrrrrrrr

48, Ibid., 26 February 1l724.
49, SRO GD1/170, Proposals to the Worshipful and HOpourable

wl

Company of York Buildings.

50. Vide infra. p.475-476. ~ |

51. Daily Post, 15 February 1726; . Daily Courant, 30 April 1726;
Dickinson, Water Supply,. p.62. ~ e
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in length and was 8 feet wi'de.52

The engine : caused a great deal of controversy even
before it commenced operations. In December 1725, a lampoon

appeared in the newspapers which was extremely virulent in its
53

attack on the engine and its owners. This obloquy entitled the

"York Buildings Dragons,” gave news of,

"a most horrid and barbarous murder intended to be
committed next Monday ... by a set of evil-minded persons,
who do assemble twice a week, to come on their wicked
purnoses, in a private room over a stable by the Thames
side, i1n a remote corner of the town.”

The satirist declared that the company had purchased two dragons |

in the deserts of Libya and brought them into the city with the
aid of a conjurer. To avoid paying duty on thenm , theg had
them dissected and the parts brought in as if coming from all _
over the world. Accordingly he claimed that,

"*most of the nerves and sinews came from Sweden, the
greatest part of the head from Norway .. . the jolints

and veins and arteries were brought from Derbyshire; the
breast from Worcestershire; and the back and wings from
Kent, Berkshire and Hertfordshire; the belly from
Cornwall and the greatest part of the tail from the West,
Country, except the thick end next to the body, which
together with the snout and teeth, came out of Sussex

by sea, and passed at the Custom House for some outlandish

curiosity, imported by some virtuoSos of Great Britain”.

The writer fondly imagined that the noise from this machine
would deafen the éntire neighbourhood and would suck the Thames
dry. Some clue can be deduced here as to the possible
identity of the writer. He declared that as a result of

this operation "the tide will not rise high enough to £fill the

basin of a set of good natured gentlemen who have been at immense
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52. Martin Triewald, Description of the Atmospheric. Engine,
Newcomen Society Extra Publication (1928), p.37.

53. Daily Courant, 14 December 1725; Read's Weekly Journal,
18 December 1725; The piece is reprinted in Thomas Wright,
England. under. the Hougs of. Hanover,(1848), Vol.l.pp448-451.
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pains to serve the new buildings with water.” The author was
probably a member of, or commissioned by a rival concern,
most likely the New River CQmpany.54

Some of the criticisms were not too far removed from
the truth. Although the engine's consumption of fuel did
not lead to a scarcity of coal as was claimed, it did absorb

fuel at a fairly high rate. T'wo chaldrons of coal per day

were required to raise 250 tuns of’water*per-hour.ss The

cost of this coal was one of the major reasons why the engine
was abandoned in 1731. This was not surprising as most other

engines were built for collieries where unsaleable or cheap

coal could be used.56 On the other hand the York Buildings

Company was importing coal from its mines in East Lothian and
offering it for sale to the general public in London, and this

was probably taken into account when the engine was constructed.

In 1727 the company leased its coal and saltworks in East Lothian57

and after this it would have to purchase coal on the open market.

At Christmas 1732, the debts of:the company included £660.15s.

to Maltis Royal for coal for the e.m_:;r'.i'.ne.s8

On the other hand a document published in 1729 gives
a very favourable description of the works and its machines,

stating that the engine was capable of drawing more than three

tuns of water per minute from the river and pumping it up to

the Marylebone reservoir from where it was distributed to new

S

54. Rolt & Allen, Newcomen, p.84.
55. 1 Chaldron= 26% cwts., 1 tun = 210 imperial gallons,

Dickinson, Water Supply, p.63. Murray, York Buildings,
- p.54, quotes the London chaldron as 52.1/3 cwts.

I have opted to accept Dickinson's figure.

56. Dickinson, Water Supply, p.63.
57. SL CSP 2;23, York Buildings Co. v Adams 1737, Petn. of Co.

& Francis Grant,
58. RHC,Vol. 1, p.590, Report on York Buildings Company 1733.
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buildings around Hanover Square. The document concludes that,

"this machine 1is certainly a great curiosity and though
it be not so large as that of Marly 1n France, yet,

- considering its smallness 1n comparison of that, and the
little charge it was built and kept with, and the quantity.s
of water it draws, its use and benefit is much beyond that."59

This was an over-optimistic view as the engine was taken out of
service only two years later. The reason for this was two=fold.
In the first place,coal for the engine was costing around £1,000

per annum.60 Secondly, in the autumn of 1731 the company ceased

to supply the Marylebone area.61 The two events were clearly
linked. The engine wasnecessarg tao pump the water to Marylebone
Fields so that the reservolr could be filled and that area supplied.
This proved to be uneconomic and the supply discontinued.

Another major criticism levelled at the engine by its

detractors, was that it would suck up all sorts of waste and

filth from the river. The result of this would be to make the

water "foetidocabbageous, deadogitious, deadcatitious, Fish
62

streethilious, Drurylanious, issueplasterious [and] excrementitious”

The,poésibility of such extraneous matter entering the York .
Buildings water supply wass no greater than thase of its rivals.

However, there was one incident which gave rise to adverse

publicity. In July 1729 two men were drowned in the reservoir,

the second trying to retrieve the body of the first who had

been drowned some days-before. Eventually the first body was

brought out by trained dogs.63 The second body was not recovered.

How clear the water supply was, cannot be accurately determined

due to the lack of details of any filtering process.
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59. Foreigners Guide to London, (1729) p.50.
60. Rolt & Allen, Newcome:, p.84.

6l. Wright, England, Vol. 1. p.84.
62. Ibid., p.450. .

63. Read's Weekly Journal, July 1729.
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For some time before the engine went out of commission,
the company was contemplating the leasing out of the waterworks.
At a general court of proprietors on 2 April 1729, a resolution
was passed by a large majority, empowering the directors to rent
out the waterworks in a manner they should judge to be to the
company's advantage.64 Steps had alreadg} been taken iIn this
respect. In February 1729, the directors of the York Buildings
Company had put proposals before the directors of the New River
Company to lease the waterworks to them for ninet;}-n.ine years.65
The engine was not to be included in the lease, and to be
removed in a reasonable time, another indication that it was not
proving profitable to the undertaking. The York Buildings
Company was to prepare a list of .1t s customers, and the rents
which they paid, the total of which was estimated at £2,800 per
annum, The York Buildings Company was to receive in return, an
annual rent of £800, free of deductions, to be paid quarterly.

The New River Company was to take on the lease of the reservolr at
Marylebone Fields. The New River also pledged itself to raise
enough water to preserve the company's charter. There 1is no
mention of such a quantity in the act of incorporation or any
indication of a further document which might clarify the last point.
The. York Buildings Company was to be allowed to hold court meetings

at or near the waterworks and to check that the agreed quantity

of water was raised. The sums of money involved suggest that

64. SRO CS 228/Y/1/38, York Buildings Co. v Carnegie.
65. M[etropolitan] W[ater] B[oard Archives] 53/2 Proposal from
York Buildings Co. to New River Co. |
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the New River Company was more interested in eliminating
competition and in developing the potential of the York
Buildings Company'’s area rather than in the profitability of
its operations. Nothing came of these proposals and it was
to be a further ninety years before the company came within the
scope of the New River Company's schemes.

Despite the collapse of negotiations with the New
River Company there were rumours that the York Buildings Company
was going to dispose of its waterworks. On 12 July 1733, the
Daily Journal had to refute a story, published the previous day,
which had stated that the company was about to dispome of its
Marylebone reservoir and the pipes to the ﬁeW.River Company.
Indeed the newspaper reported the company not only denied the

claim but stated it intended to carry on and even expand

C el 66
it!s activities.

The waterworks, however, failed to bring in significant
profits. An account drawn up for the year from Midsummer 1733
to Midsummer 1734 showed a surplus of £338.14s9d., on the

waterworks Operations.67 From this £285. fell to be deducted

for the annual rent of the abandoned reservoir at Marylebone

Fields. Indeed no rent had been paid since 1727.68 The land

was repossessed by the owners in 1736 and the descendant* of
the Earl of Oxford, the third Duke of Portland, was still trying

to recover the arrears, plus interest, in the early years of

4 L 1 f ]

66, Daily Journal, 12 July 1733.
67. RHC, Vol.l. p.675, Report on York Buildings Co. 1735.
68. SRO CS 234/Y/2/3, Petn. of Common Agent.
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the nineteenth century. Also in 1734, the sum of £787.10s.
was still outstanding on the Newcomen engine, although it had v
been out of use since 1731.69

Despite the cutbacks caused by the closure of operations
in Marylebone, attempts were still made to expand the water
supply., In 1737, a proposal was put to the Society of the Inner
Temple to lay a main of 7 inches bore from a reservolr 1in Linqoln's
Inn Fields to Fleet Street, to allow the society to lay such
pipes as they required into Iits premises. °The cost of
this operation was to be £2O.70 There is no indication as to
whether or not the society accepted this proposal.

Although the workss had proved to be unprofitable, the
company attempted to use its revenues as security for debts.
On 20 June 1734, the waterworks came in to the possession of
two trustees for the benefit of those holding bonds paid to
. shareholders who had responded to two calls, totalling two per
cent, in 1732 and 1734.71 Other creditors were far from happy
about %his arrangement and as a result of suit in Chancery, the
waterworks were, in May 1741, vested in John Davies, described
as a gentleman, and Thomas Pangbourne, a merchant, in trust for
certain judgement creditors. By a lease executed on 1l August
1746, the trustees leased the works to Jbseph’Pearce, a bricklayer,

for 21 years, at an annual rent of £250. By way of various

assignments, this lease came into the hands of Giles Jones,
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69. RHC, Vol.l. p.676.

70. Inner Temple MSS Vol.5,No.l0. Proposal to the Society. of
the Inner Temple of the York Buildings Co. 17 February 1737.

71. PRO C11/520/38, Hall v York Buildings Co. 1735,
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gentleman, who was granted a ninety-nine year lease, at the same
‘ 72

annual rent, when the first lease expired in 1767.
During the period of these leases, the waterworks iwere
again powered by a steam engine. In 1752, an engine, designed
by a viewer from the North of England, was installed. The
cylinder of this machine had a diameter of 45 inches and an 8 foot
stroke; the 27 foot beam measured 30 inches by 26 inches in the
centre tapering to 24 inches by 22 inches at each end. The f;wo
12 inch diameter pumps raised the water 102 feet. The engine!s
work rate was 7% strokes per minute. The consumption of coal
was 4 bushels (1% cwt) per hour. The copper boiler measuring 15
feet in diameter and 12% feet in height was of a unique haystack
design, invented by Thomas Stephens and Moses Hadley, which they
patented in 1748.73 It had a central fireplace and a special
flue of two circles to donduct waste gases to the chimney. In
1763, some alterations were carried out by one, Keane Fitzgerald,
to increase the eff.icienci; of the machine. By applying friction
wheels or quadrants, he managed to lessen the friction of the
gudgeon beam and increase the output to 9 strokes per minute
at the same consumption rate for fuel.” The employment of this
engine was profitable as a second was installed at a later date.
This had slightly increased dimensions. The cglinder with a 49

inch diameter,had a 9 foot stroke. The two pumps each had a 13

inch diameter and again raised water 102 feet, According to Dickinson,

/2. MWB Deed No. 2053, Deed of Arrangment between York Buildings Co.
and the New River Co. 16 September 1818,

~ 73. British Patent No. 634. B.Woodcroft, Alphabetical Index
of Patentees of Inventions 1617-1852 {(reprinted London,l1969),

Tp.238, 542, ,
74. Dickinson, Water Supply, p.65. Dickinson comments that the
improvements sound exaggerated.



........

217.

"One was a lifting pump with a valve in the bucket,

the pump rod passing through a collar of leather; the
other was a facing pump, which raised the water during

the return stroke of the engine, the chain being kept

taut by a counterwelght. The engine raised l.36 cubic
feet of water to a height of 102 feet, equalling 26.25 h.p.

- much less than was being performed by Smeaton's engines =

with a consumption of 6 bushels of coal (a London bushel
equalling 84 1lbs.) or a duty of 8.6 millions.® 75

This second machine was tested by James Watt in 1776, when he
and Matthew Boulton were engaged in developing their new engine.
Indeed the York Buildings Company had expressed interest in a

new engine by Boulton and Watt as early as 1771.76 This

last experiment with engines proved by far the most successful
as steam power was still in use when the waterworks were taken

over by the New River Company in 1818.77

During the later Yyears of the company's ownership
of the waterworks considerable sums were laid out in capital
expenditure. When a new lease for ninety-nine years had been
granted on 24 June 1812, it had been noted that the leaseholders
had lately spent upwards of £30,000 in constructing a new engine
house,‘steam engine and other buildings, as well as laying down
pipes in the 'c.it.ies of London and Westminster. This had been
done with the consent of the company. Unfortunately, the
deed does not go into detail, and, so it is impossible to
define clearly what is meant by the term 'lately'’, and if this
sum included money spent on the engines described above. What

the document does say, however, is that an additional £10,000

of expenditure could be necessary.78

lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

75, Ibid...

76. Ibid.; John Lord, Capital and Steam Power. {2nd ed.,1965),p.51.

77. MWB. Deed No. 2053.
78. Ibid.
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In 1818, the company'!s long links with the water
enterprise finally came to an end. The lease of 1812 was taken
over by the New River Company. It was  interested only in the
company'’s mains and other pipes, the engine and other waterworks
property being excluded from the deal, and assigned to the
trustees for the lessee proprietors. The company was to
receive £250.18séd. per annum, £250 representing the rental due by
the leasees and 1l8s.6d. as the actuarial calculation of the
perpetual annual value of the premium of £500 payable on the
renewal of the lease. The lessees themselves were to be
compensated for the expenditure they had incurred, by a capital
sum of £5,000 and £2,000 per annum during the remainder of the
lease.: The New River Company was to be absolved from the task

of allocating the money, due to the fact that the leasees were
to take over the remaining stock of the York Buildings Company,
and appoint fifteen of their number as a committee to look after
their interest in these sums.79 Thus after an existence of
nearly one hundred and fifty years, the York Buildings waterworks
were quietly absorbed by the New River Company.

The York Buildings Waterworks had had a troubled existence.
From its earliest years it had been subject to strong competition
from powerful rivals. Despite this, or perhaps even because of

1t, the company made many laudatory experiments with up-to-date

technology., In some ways the company went too far as this was

|||||||||||||
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adopted before its cost effectiveness was proved’ which resulted in
the 1720's in losses to the company. In the long run intense
competition and the mismanagement of its other interests led

to complications leading to the leasing of the waterworks and

i1ts ultimate absorption by the New River Company, whose main

aim was to take over the mains and explolit the company's territory,
but not its works. One small oversight by Parliament when
granting the company its act of incorporation in 1681, was, to
charige the company'’s entire history and outlook. The wideranging
landholding powers caught the eye of Case Billingsley and his
syndicate. In 1719 they bought the waterworks in order to
exploit this aspect of its charter in a much wider field.

Not only did this ensure the rise of the company to a position

of some importance and notoriety in London and in Scotland in

the ensuing century, but, through this gave the waterworks an

extra hundred years of independent existence.
)
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. CHAPTER TWO .

THE YORK . BUILDINGS COMPANY AND .THE . CRISIS OF 1720,

l. The Launching of the New Subscription.
The York Buildings Company, in common wilth other joint-

stock companies, was greatly affected by the upsurge of dealing
in stocks in 1720 which has become known as the 'South Sea Bubble'.

This speculative boom developed from several origins. The
restoration of peace following the Treaty of Utrecht in 1714,

and the later upheavals of the Jacobite rebellion of 1715,had led
to an expansion in commerce. Although the export trades such

as textiles suffered after war had broken out with Spain in 1718,
the iron trade expanded due to hostilities. Trades dependent on
agriculture also flourished during this per.iod.l' An increase

in the number of turnpikes and an upswing in the building

industry also indicated prOSperity.2 The government 1tself
helped feed the boonmn. It was the general aim to reduce the
floating part of the national debt as much as possible. To this

end the amount of Exchequer bllls in circulation was reduced

3

between 1717 and 1720. In December 1716, the principal sum

of these bills outstanding stood at £4,561,025. By December

1719, this had been reduced to £1,279,738.4 In 1717 the rate

of interest on the security had been halved from 2d. per day

(3.04% per annum) to 1d. per day {1.52%).5 The total volume of

l. 7T.S.Ashton, Economic Fluctuations in England, 1700-1800,
(Oxford, 1959), pp.l42-143.

2. Ibid., p.92.
3. P.G.M.Dickson, The Financial Revolution in England, A Study .

in the Development. of. Public Credit 1688-1756,. (1967),p.379..
4. . Ibid., p.376,

5. Ibid., p.378.
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short-dated securities, including the bonds of the monied companies
had declined from £10,733089 in 1716, to £7,509,702 in 1719.6 This
factor, combined with the general upsurge in general economic trends,
helped to create funds which were available for investment. It
was in these circumstances that the South Sea Company developed
its plan to convert parts of the long-term national debt to
its own stock and take over some of the functions of the Bank of
England. As a corollary to this many less spectacular but
equally speculative schemes were launched. .

In 1719 and the early months of 1720, new companies were
floated on a scale which had not been witnessed since the 1690's,
the first major boom for corporate promotions. During this
period also, some established companies, which had previously
been in difficulties, were lhought up by speculative groups, Iin
order to use their corporate powers for purposes far beyond the
intention of the original promoters. In this way the Mines
Royal and Mineral and Battery Works could be used as the baslis
for a marine insurance scheme.7 This group proved anxious to
expand its activities, and when the York Buildings waterworks came
onto the market in 1719, it proved an eager purchaser.

The years preceding 1719 had been fraught with difficultlies
for the York Buildings Company's waterworks.8 Consequently, in
March 1719, the directors of the company offered the waterworks

for sale. Murray claims that they did so without knowing the

6. Ibid-'pp-526-527i
7. B.C.Supple, The Royal Exchange Assurance, A History of .
British Insurance 1720-1970, (Cambridge, 1970), Chs.l=2 passim.

8. Vide supra., Ch. l.

&
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true worth of the company's charter with its unlimited

landholding powers. On the other hand, he states that the
syndicate led by Case Blllingsley, who acquired the concern,

were well aware of the wider value of‘their-purchase.g In

fact the situation was much more complex'tbaﬂ Murray felt it to be.
The old proprietors were not as naive as they appeared. Among

the directors of the company before it was sold, was Sir
william Thompson, the Solicitor-General, and son of that
Sir William Thompson who had been one of the original officers

of the company when it had obtained its act of parliament in

1691.10 Thompson was actively involved in the takeover,

negotiating directly with Case Billingsley. At a general
- court of the old proprietors in September 1719, at Billingsley's
instigation, Thompson had himself elected governor, in order to

facilitate the transfer of contral to the new syndicate
anxious to purchase the compang.ll Thompson would, therefore,
be well aware of the company's landholding powers.

The principal negotiations for the takeover took place
between Thompson and John Tomkins (governor till September 1719)
on behalf of the company, and Billingsley for the prospective
purchasers.12 The syndicaﬁe was not interested in the waterworks
as such, but in the company's landholding powers. The act of

incorporation had allowed the company simply to hold land,

without restricting this to the purposes for which the company had

lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

9. Murray, York Buildings, p.l9.

10, Sneclial Report (1720), p.70.
ll1. Ibid..

l12. Ibid..
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been established, namely the supply and distribution of water.n

Billingsley and his assoclates saw this as a way to extend thelir
activities into a new area. An act of 1717 had allowed

corporate bodies to buy estates forfeited after .the rebellion of

1715. 4 A further act was passed in 1719, which allowed the

purchasers to grant annuities to the extent of the annual

value of the estates. 5 Murray claims that this latter statute

was part of a wider plan by Billingsley, presented either directly

or indirectly to the government, as a means of disposing of

the forfeited estates. 16

There is some doubt as to the exact origins of the plan to
take over the forfeited estates. It was claimed by William Lilly,
an associate of Billingsley, that he, Lilly, had devised the scheme.
Lilly claimed that Billingsley, having heard of the plan, persuaded

him to discuss it in detail, promising that they should both share

in any profits arising from the implementation of the idea.'"

Accordingly, more people were brought into the scheme, and one
Robert Hackett, acting for Billingsley and his syndicate, purchased
the Scottish estates of Winton, Panmure, and Kilsyth in October 1718.
At the same time another agent acquired the estate of Fast Reston.

These estates were later conveyed to the York Buildings Company. 16

In March 1720, Billingsley claimed that during the previous
seven months, he had been engaged with the Solicitor-General, Sir

William Thompson, sometimes with other people, but sometimes alone

l3. HLRO Original Act 2 & 3 William and Mary c.24
14, 4 Geo.I., c.8.
l5. 6 Geo.I., c.24
16. Murray, York Buildings, p.l19.
l7. PRO Cl1/1726/27, Lilly v Billingsley, Complaint of William Lzlly.
18. PRO TI/244/61, Further Report of Commrs. of Forfe.zted Estates
in Scotland 1723-24.
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in "affairs of great conseguence".'zg Therefore, whether
or not Billingsley actually devised the scheme, he wés in a
position to have it considered in the corridors of power.
Because of this it was felt that the two statutes together
provided the basi@ for a wider based organisation, and so

the proposed sale of the York Buildings Company to Case

Billingsley's syndicate took place.

The new owners agreed to pay the existing shareholders

£7,000 for their interest in the company. According to a

minute dated 16 October, 1719 ,20 the money was to be paid

before 30 November.m Sir William Thompson held four of the

company's forty-eight shares, for which he was to receive £440

cash and £153.15s. towards the company's debts.22 If each

shareholder received the same amount per share, the actual

purchase price would have amounted to £7,125, but there is
no evidence available to show the exact amount paid to each

shareholder. The purchasers were listed as Case Billingsley,

Benjamin Bradley, John Hardwar, Robert Thompson and Edmund Watts.23

These five, together with John Tomkins, were all signatories to

the insurance petition which ultimately resulted in the establishment

of the Royal Exchange Assurance Company.” With the exception