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It may be hard for us to imagine, but
before 1872 anyone who was eligible
to vote had their name, sometimes
qualification to vote, address or
occupation and who they voted for
published for all to see in ‘poll books’
or ‘voting registers’. This information
on the voting preferences of
individuals, which today would be
considered too personal and sensitive
to publish, became open to abuse from
those with influence and money to
bribe. This situation persisted for
about two centuries until secret
balloting was introduced by
Parliament in 1872. Poll books were
authorised by an Act of Parliament in

1696 to stop electoral fraud and were

the responsibility of the Sheriffs.
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Poll books were issued for the election of Members of Parliament, or “Knights of the

Shire” as they were also known. The information was entered by the publishers,

rather than the returning officer or hustings clerk, so many errors crept in, hence

the presence of an errata leaf or a list of corrections; other mis-spellings were

sometimes also recorded. The University of Reading rare book collections contain a

number of examples of poll books in the Reserve and Pamphlet Books collections.

One example is the Northampton poll book for 1806 which includes a note by the

printers relating to printing errors it contains:

The printers ... are fearful many other inaccuracies will be discovered indeed in a work of this

nature it is almost impossible it should be otherwise from Clerk’s misspelling personal names to

spelling of town’s names which sound alike, as Rushton and Rushden.

Printed label on front cover of the 1818 Wiltshire poll book.

- Fiecholds. Athn\dem'--Snm:-:_ 3 i’.lagvnt>ah¢;4:._: 'Mﬁhnqnﬂ iqm.y Fw;nTJx:j b
Jahn Large: g ..;-I’nrton- S ‘1- e
Joseph Cally 1 Ditto |- el
William Holliday | Bath 1 - 1
William Bathe Purton 1 - 1
thourne | Robert Caswell Yatesbury g § e
Cheyney | James Barnes. Wootten Bassett| 1:| - 1
= William Allen Rodbourne Chey- ; *
Thomas King  [Stratton St. Mar-{
1 garet 1 1 ;-
mpton, Francis Warneford, Sevenhampton | 1 .
William Barrvett | Ditto 1 & |
William Mill | Shorneut S

Detail of the list of voters and who they voted for in the 1818 Wiltshire poll book.
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The title-pages of poll books are often quite complicated typographically [see title-page
of 1818 Wiltshire poll book shown below|, and featured a number of different pieces of
information associated with the election, including the election dates, sometimes

locations of poll booths, the names of the local sheriffs and a list of the candidates.

THE

POLL

THE ELECTION OF TWO KNIGHTS
County of Jilts,
roO SERVE IN THE PARLIAMENT
Cityof ”:::!ﬂ“m';r, 1:’1;4«.". day of August, 1818:

POLL BOOTHS ERECTED IN A FIELD CALLED THE OLD CAMP GROUND,
eading from the CITY of NEW SARUM to DEVIZES,

ALY ¥ROM THB CITY OF NEW $ARUM,

L, 25h, 2014, 276k, 2000, & 30th days of June, § the 1st, 2d, & 3d days of July,
1818,
ot T A
HEFORE
ALEXANDER POWELL, Esa. SHERIFF.
Canvibates :
PAUL METHUEN, Esq,
JOHN BENETT, Esq.
AND
ILLIAM POLE TYLNEY LONG WELLESLEY, Esq.
= an
W~ = =g er the sevoeal Pavishes, Tythings, &c m which their Freeholds are rated to the
é-Tax, zud each Place is referred 1o by an Alphabetical Indes.
TAKEN FROM THE ORIGINAL TOLL ROOK, BY

VN HODDING, Jun. UNDER SHERIFF.

Y :—=PRINTED AND SOLD BY BRODIE AND DOWDING
Saold also Iy all other Boookrellers.

The publishers of poll books often included additional information, other than
voters’ names and their votes. There seemed to be some variety in this information
but no constitency. In some poll books, dissenters and Catholics were identified, in
addition to those who had not voted, were too ill to vote, or potential voters who
were at sea. Indexes were often provided, and accounts of the proceedings, a voting
history of the constituency and speeches by all the candidates were included.
Occasionally poll books would use a map to illustrate the parliamentary division of
the county, such as the frontispiece shown below from the Lincolnshire poll book of

1818.
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EngAol A I T B oo i o3 o
% A Lo nsban Pk Wbl M s Dbpgeviotere, by Tvwer oot Suepe Maher. Dot by,

The printer of the Northumberland poll book of 1826 included mainly anonymous
letters and comments from the general public, as well as the candidates’ speeches,

including letters from “A bystander” or “Impartial” who states:
To the electors of the County of Northumberland - At a time when the country is on the eve of a
contested election, it is with pain that I observe men losing sight of the great - the only proper

object of their wishes, a person able to discharge the duties of a member of Parliament.

A twenty-first century voter would be able to relate to these words!
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Threatewing Letters.

+ Mr.John Joseph Stockdale, Bookseller and Stationer, Pall-mall.

“ If you, or any other blackguard, dare to publish what you pro-
Lote doing; viz. the Names of the Westminstor Electors, it ‘shall

the worst job you ever did, 1, for ane, swear, that on the first
epportunity, | will put you to death; and rely upon it, that 7 am
but one among many who have sworn to perform what will be no
more than an act of common justice.

“ You deserve to die as it is, and if you proceed in the above
undertaking, dic and be damned you certainly shall,

“ A Freenorper oF WESTMINSTER,”
« July 12tk, ISIS.

= John J. Stockdale, Esquire, Bovksellor, Pall-mail,

= Siz,~As you have announced your intention of publishing the
Votes given by the Freemen of Wesiminster at the late Election,
1 uko!flw trouble to apprise you of a resolution entered into by
six of the inhabitants, myself inclusive ; this is no other than to
rursue you with uurelenting vengeance, till we shall think you
have suffered sufliciently for your unjust presumption, and then
to deprive you of that life which bas long been forfeit to the laws,
as a warning to all traitors ; though by doing this, we are well
aware that we shall bilk Jack Ketch of his due ; it is notwith-
standing our unalterable intention to fulfil our engagement.

« July 13. “ Ax Insamivant or Wesrauyster.”

“*J. J. Stoekdale, Bookseller, Pall-mail.
“ Westminster, 13th July, 1818,

* Sin,— Although 1deem you one of the most despicable pa-
rosites that ever disgraced this nether sphere, and your life, as
such, far less valuable thau that of the basest reptile that ever
njawled upon the face of the earth, I am still willing to apprise you
of the fute that inevitably awaits you, should you presume to
publish the Names of the Westminster Electors.

“ The direst death that ever was inflicted upon a scoundrel, (lﬂnd
where shall we find oue equal with voursgze 7) shall be your lot:
nor will the demolition of your own vagubend carcase be suffi-
cient for my vengenneo; be warned therefore, and be wise, if not

THREATENING LETTERS. v

for your oien sake; 0k lonst for thae oF your! idiot woman, and of
your Ouranoutang progeny.
: “ Lam, Sir,
“ Ax Erzcror 687 WesTaNsTeR.”
—_—
“ My john Stockdale bookseler in pall mall

i # Mr Stoxparr—Hif'yoo poublishis hour names has woted for
Burdat, dam my blud biff i wont wok yoor branes hout the fust
pme has | ketehis yoo hund i vont never rest til i finds yoo—
i ham bas hindependint a gemmen bas any man thof i devs karry
hon the traid hot an naker,

“i ham sur a
% Wistminstur. “ POUPLE HOF KALIE BALDVIN,”

“ Mr, J. J. Stockdale, Bookseller, Pallanail.
“ Arlington Square.

“ Viwe Waercn,

“ On looking over the 4th Number of your Poll Book
I see you intend in the succeeding noumbers publishing certain
threatening detters yon have received, i which the  writera
promsse to do & meritorions action in ASsAssINATING you, and
your bopeful family the latter poor wretches they may spare
us they would find plenty of room in the workhouse but thow
Oh ! monster whose heart must be blacker than the ink L. write
with in whatever way thy wicked life ends you have only your-
self 1o thank for none but a demon of darkness could ever have
thougiit to injure honest men by publishing the names of

. the vorers for that worthy Barenet Siv F. Burdctt who isso

unlike those minions that you are aslave to, that corrupt Tlouse
of Commons who like yourself with the exception of a few
ought to be publicly hanged as an example to others I trust I
shall live to see the day they mmy cseape but thou who art a
wretch unparalled in infomy there s vo hopes of but repent
repent for death is nearnt funul I am well aware your life is
wot worih a straw for certain desperate characters are intent on
despatching you therefore much as 1 detestthee John Joseph T
warn thee (o propair for death Then will conscience stare thee
in the face in thy dying moments and thou mayest exclaim,
—Wretch that T am how ¢an 1 eseape the wrath of God—re-
Beet on this and if thou art so fortunate to escape the hands of
whe Justifiable Assassiu reform your wicked dishonest life chieat
rob seduee and blaspheme ne more lay asside your Carelton
Houwse livery let Oliver or some of Lis gang supply your place
but T believe 'tis seldom your wanted as you are only a fool-
mans fag which is too good an office for such an Ass—from
oce who “ Deresrs Tues.”

The Westminster poll book of 1818 has a section of reprints of ‘threatening letters’
[shown above] sent to the bookseller of the poll book, John J. Stockdale. It appears that
the booksellers were perceived by the general public to be responsible for the
production and content of poll books, and so they became the target of voters’

frustration and dissatifaction with the poll:

Sir, although I deem you one of the most despicable parasites that ever disgraced this nether
sphere and your life as such far less valuable than that of the basest reptile ever-crawled upon the

face of the Earth ... wrote “An elector of Westminster”

... and even worse ...

If you, or any other blackguard, dare to publish what you propose doing; viz. the names of the
Westminster electors, it shall be the worst job you ever did. I, for one, swear, that on the first

opportunity, [ will put you to death... from “A freeholder of Westminster”.
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Another voter, struggling with his spelling, also threatens the bookseller [see image

below]!
Mr Stokdale - Hiff yoo poublishis hour names has voted for Burditt, dam my blud hiff I won’t nok

yoor branes hout the fust time has I ketchis yoo hand I vont never rest til I finds yoo ...

“ Mr john Stockdale bookseler in pall mall
.. % Mr StorparE—Hiff yoo poublishis hour names has woted for
Burditt, dam my blud hiff i wont nok yoor branes hout the fust
time has i ketchis yoo hand i vont never rest til i finds yoo—
i ham has bindependint a gemmen bas any man thof i doos karry
hon the traid hof an naker.
“ i ham sura
“ Wistminstur. # POUPLE HOF KALIB BALDVIN.”

This poll book also contains a folded frontispiece: a caricature of a scene of the
hustings held during the 1818 Westminster elections [shown below|. The caricature is
signed by Roger Cruikshank (1789-1856), a noted book illustrator and caricaturist,
younger brother of the more famous caricaturist and illustrator George Cruikshank.

Unfortunately, Roger never matched his brother’s success and died in poverty.

Lot 2" LA ol g1 Pl Mol 18" ek ei8es
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The Convocation of Oxford and the Senate of Cambridge had the right to elect their
own Member of Parliament. The University of Reading Special Collections holds
examples of poll books for both universities, including the University of Oxford poll
book for 1829 shown below |[title-page shown below left and page 13 from the voters’ listing

shown below right].

A% 3 [ w3
Bl
ITHENTIC COP! Robert Rous Peter, M. A, - - s
ALNHERTIS S Willian Chiasles Towisend, M. A: = 3 3
or Charles Speengel Greaves, M. A, = :

George Dewdney, M A, - : - =
POLL 57|43

NEW COLLEGE. ,
FOR A MEMBER [
Philip Nicholas Shuttleworth, D. D. Fardon | —

%o wuavi i John Shute Duncan, 5

o e v James Walker, M. AL -
By Awtharity of the Viee-Chancelior: Jeho Eeston M. . >

Philip Bury Duncan, M. A, £ - -
THE PRESENT PARLIAMENT Andrew Quicke, M. A, £ < = o |
Christopher Erle, M. A, £ - o |
rom Ttk George Cumring Rashleigh, MiA, B0 = | |=
Aungustns Williem Hare, ML A, F. - o
UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD, William Urmzton Eyre, M. A, #. = —
Robert Dalzel Thotson, M, A, £ - . =
Tne anox ov William Cotton Risley, M. A. . - - —_
Willium Robert Croteh, M. A. F. - e
THE RIGHT HON. ROBERT PEEL, D, (. L. of Cm. Car. Thotwoas Forster. M. A. Ch & > ol
RESIGNEL, Wilkiam Jacobs, M. A. €4, = -l =
Jaseph West, ML AL Ch. - - - —
TAEEN ov Jumes Lup M.A. Ch - - - -
“Teaundgtha 26, Furiay e a7ib, el Surymaiy e <5 j::;;e’l_;r;"l:.‘"(“L;!'("fmr:h,‘\n(;;‘ : = i
b Balkeley Bandinel, D.D. Keeper of the) | |_
y I Bodician Litrary 2 : §
CANDIPATES George Chandler, DC. L. - = e
Taw Ricur Hox, ROBERT PEEL, D. C. L. of Cx. Ci. Philip Willimms, DG L. Finerian Pro-) |
Sin ROBERT HARRY INGLIS, Barr. D.C. L, of G Ci. Sessor af Law - - )
Hirry 1ee B.D. -+ p = =
R = William Whateley, M. A, - - |

e

P Edward Rowden, M.A. - 5 =
Walter John Kerrich, M, A, . —

OXFORD, Lancelot Charles Lee, M. A, - —

ey 7 > Charles Williama, M, A, - - -
e e James Adums, M. A, ; = =

NTCOCXNIX.

The University’s rare book collections contain only one poll book for Reading, dated
1826 |[see title-page below left]. A list of non-voters follows the list of voters [see below

right].

53
CORRECT LIST OF THO VOTURS

v

The Election of Thwo Buraesses

'O SERVE IN PARLIAMENT

Yo D0 not Tote.

3 ; e = Andrews, William, Forbury, attorney
Bbm m{]-BII D .B_aﬂu)_f‘;’ z‘_}‘ = Barter, Joseph, Cross-street, weaver
Renuett, Willinm, junior, St. Mary’s Butts, hutcher
Roulter, Daniel, Market-place, linendraper
Bradley, Edw., Friar-street, licutenant in the army
Brown, Willlam, Castle-street, gentleman
Vin Mondag Vb, Vsesdug \3h, Wednesding 1oeh, Thuvsihng 160k Chessall, William, Market-place, hairdresser

Friduy Y6th, Senerday Vith, Monday 1915, avet Clark, Richard, London-road, stonemason

Poierday 06 deiys of June, 1396, Cocks, Georgo, §t. Mary’s Butts, plumber
i Dell, Samuel, Oxford-road, conchmaker

Dutton, John, Southampton-place, gentleman
Enxts{n!]} George E., Forbury, keeper of the County

IN THE COUNTY OF BERKS

BEFORE HERBERT LEWIS, ESQ.,, MAYOR;

Gaal
THE CANDIDATES 750 Pardon, Thomas, Castle-street, gentleman
Fortnum, (f‘!:xu'lrw, Kutmi,:mw, brickmaker
| Frewen, Jobhn, Market-place, grocer
Beorge $pence, Edward Wiakefiely, Goddard, Luke, Russclll:’mrv.n, gentleman
Soyn B. Monck, any Charles . Palmer, Gosling, Rev. Edward, Forbury
Green, —, Castle-street, major in the army
Goquires. Heatheote, Alfred, Minster-strect, dyer

Higgott, William, Coley-terrace, horsedealer
Humphrey, William J., Horn-strect, banker's clerk
3 READING Juekson, John, Seven-hridges, stonemason

SRAETI B WILAIAN DRFSDALR, ONADRINLE-OFITON Knollys, John W,, Oxford-road, gentleman
Lotvegrove, William, Fisher-row, victualler

©University of Reading 2010 Page 7



Poll books are an interesting genre for historians; as published books, they are a
record of a unique event much in the same way as newspapers record events of the
day. For genealogists, poll books are also a useful tool, despite their inaccuracies,
because of the personal details they provide of ancestors. They also give an
indication of wealth and the ownership of property, as only freeholders were

eligible to vote.

List of poll books held in the Reserve and Pamphlet Books collections at the

University of Reading Special Collections Services

1747-8 Northumberland

1774 Northumberland

1790 Kent

1802 Norfolk

1806 Northampton, Norfolk

1807 York

1812 Bristol

1817 Norfolk

1818 Wiltshire, Lincolnshire, Westminster, Norwich
1826 Maldon (Essex), Northumberland, Reading
1827 Northumberland

1829 University of Oxford, University of Cambridge
1830 Abingdon, Oxford

1831 University of Cambridge

1835 Scarborough

1837 Halifax

1847 University of Oxford, University of Cambridge
1857 Kent
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Detail from the frontispiece of the Westminster poll book of 1818.
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