
George Berkeley Mitchell 1776-1828 
. by Mary St. J. Fancourt 

George Berkeley Mitchell, who held the living of St. Mary de Castro, Leicester, from 1813-
1828, was the son of Thomas Mitchell, of Ballyroan, Queens County (now County Leix). He 
was born in 1776. His mother was Alicia Echlin, daughter of a prominent family in Northern 
Ireland. There were six children - three boys and three girls . It is probable he was the youngest 
of the family, as his eldest brother, George Henry St. John, was sixteen at the time of his birth. 
Twelve years previously the family home at Ballyroan had been burnt down. It must have been 
a shattering experience, as it impinged on the minds of two or three generations ·of Mitchells: 
even those born a century or more later referred to it as if it were of fairly recent occurrence. 1 

At the time George Berkeley Mitchell was born the family was living in a small house on the 
estate. All their valuables had been lost in the fire. The estate itself had, of course, lost greatly in 
value now that the big house had gone. In these circumstances a fairy godmother could not have 
been more welcome, and George was lucky enough to find one. His father had had a warm 
friendship with one of the sons, and, in fact, with the whole family of Bishop Berkeley, the 
philosopher, who had had the See ofCloyne in the south oflreland . A relative of the bishop's 
Mrs Monck, who lived in Dublin, unofficially adopted George and took responsibility for his 
education. She was a widow without children. He must have been a bright, attractive boy. A 
portrait of him, painted in early middle age, gives an impression ofa warm personality - a man 
who looks out on life with shrewd, kindly eyes and finds it challenging and enjoyable. 

Now, here we come to a conundrum. Capt. George Dalton Michell, (b.1835), who was his 
grandson, has left on record that his grandfather graduated from St. Edmund's Hall, Oxford, 
where he was sent by MrsMonck, and that he got to know there many of those who were taking 
part in the Anti-Slavery Movement and other of the enterprises stemming from the current 
Evangelical Revival. But there is, in fact, no record of his having been at St. Edmund's Hall. 
This might be accounted for by the fact that the College records were not kept very 
meticulously at that time. But there is also no record of his having graduated from Oxford, and 
he was not ordained by the Bishop of Oxford. 

All we know is that he must have graduated at a university where he came into contact with 
the new ideas of practical Christianity which were stirring the old aloofness of the eighteenth 
century. They touched many areas where callous neglect had produced untold suffering. 
Desperately needed new hospitals were built all over the country and a new attitude engendered 
towards their patients. Missions were founded. Harsh laws were attacked. (There were 250 
'crimes' punishable by death). Education was seen as a priority, and the churches plunged into a 
mighty programme of setting up schools and Sunday schools. A new practical concern was 
shown for the inmates of the terrible prisons and lunatic asylums. And then there was the great 
nationwide campaign to abolish the Slave Trade. 2 George Berkeley Mitchell worked zealously 
for these causes till his life's end. (William Wilberforce fought for 20 years in Parliament for the 
abolition of the slave trade. He achieved victory in 1807. Slaves already resident in British 
colonies were not freed till the Emancipation Act in 1833.) 
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Plate I 
Rev. G.B. Mitchell: a portrait 
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To understand the moral fervour with which young men like George Mitchell embraced such 
enterprises one has to realise the seething of new ideas at the turn-of the 18119th centuries. The 
French Revolution had shocked and shaken Europe. Without any effective police force, those in 
responsible positions in Britain observed with horror the power of a violent and savage mob. 
Repressive measures would, they thought, be the only way to keep any similar tendency in 
check at home. Radicals talked headily of the dawn of a new age, but many, like the poet 
Wordsworth, who at first welcomed the revolution,,grew disillusioned when they found that the 
new men who had seized power were as ruthless and callous as the old. Changes were certainly 
needed, but must change always be accompanied by violence and suffering? There were some 
who pointed to the work of John Wesley among the underprivileged masses. For several decades 
he had covered thousands of miles on horseback, speaking to immense crowds of illiterate, 
poverty-stricken, often brutalised workers, untouched by the Church or any other organisation. 
He rode with his saddlebags stuffed with books and spoke to these men and women as human 
beings who mattered to God and others. 

To many of the ruling classes, however, the idea ofa thinking and questioning proletariat was 
disturbing, and Wesley and his followers had been hounded and derided. On the other hand, 
there were men of affairs who began to ask themselves searching questions when they saw 
springing up across the country little groups of workers who had gained a new self-respect, who 
were seeking to educate themselves and trying to live responsible Christian lives. 

William Wilberforce, M.P. for Hull and a close friend of the young Prime Minister, William 
Pitt, was one of the thinking men who took a long look at the stylized Christianity of the 
eighteenth century and recognised that it did not match up with the way of life shown in the 
Bible. He decided that he must rethink his life 's aims and put the nation's good before his own 
political ambitions. 

In the mid-l 780s he started to meet with a group of outstanding men from both Houses of 
Parliament and the City. They gathered at Clapham where some of them had homes, and where 
he, himself, soon went to live. This gave rise to the nickname, 'The Clapham Sect', 3 though, in 
fact, they never formed any sort of religious sect. They included the Chairman of the East India 
Company, the Controller of the Navy, the Colonial Secretary and an ex-Governor General of 
India. They became the spearhead of a fast-growing movement that drew together people from 
different denominations and political parties whose common bond was the application of 
Christian ethics to personal, social, political, national and international affairs . Among all the 
good causes they worked for, they saw the abolition of the Slave Trade as their chiefobjective. It 
epitomised for them the supreme callousness of their age. 

To some of these august gatherings we may imagine a young man setting out on horseback, 
Capt. George Dalton Michell has left it on record that his grandfather, George Berkeley 
Mitchell, used to ride down to Clapham to take part in anti-slavery meetings there. Where did 
he ride from? We do not know and we have no outside confirmation of this statement. But that 
he did, indeed, have strong connections with some of the key figures around Wilberforce can be 
inferred from many things in his subsequent career. 

The first we hear of him officially is in 1803, as curate of Olney, Bucks. From 1805-1811 he 
also signed the Marriage Register as curate in the neighbouring village of Emberton. 4 

In those days Olney was quite an important little town and ranked above Peterborough and 
Rugby. It was in the Fens, with many rich farmers living around, but they had no concern for 
the grinding poverty of the lace-makers who formed the chief population of the town itself. It is 
interesting that John Newton, the old Slave Trading captain who was converted and became 
one of the leading Abolitionists, had been curate-in-charge of Olney some years previously, 
when he left the sea and entered the Church. 

At the time when George Berkeley Mitchell used to ride down to Clapham, Newton was vicar 
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of a London living and closely in_ touch with Wilberforce and the Clapham group. In fact, 
it was through him that Wilberforce made his final decision to change the direction of his life 
and ambitions. 

During the years that Newton had served at Olney he had been passionately devoted to the 
welfare of the poor lace-makers there. Did he persuade Mitchell, a promising young man, to 
accept the curacy there? It would have been no bed of roses. In Newton's time, some twenty 
years previously, it had carried a stipend of only £30 a year. Newton, himself, had been greatly 
helped by the generosity of John Thornton, a merchant banker whose Clapham home was for 
some years the headquarters of the Abolitionists. Thornton had made up his salary at Olney to 
£200 a year . 

In the new century it is probable that the pay for clergy would gave gone up a little, but a 
contemporary review of stipends in 1820 says that, even then, far too many curates received no 
more than £70 a year, and those who were trying to bring up families on this suffered great 
hardship. 5 It is not impossible, of course, that, as in Newton's case, a patron might have 
contributed something to George Mitchell's stipend. 

Life at Olney must have been tough for young Mitchell. There were few people of his own 
sort. Newton said that in his time as incumbent it was surrounded by 'dead' parishes. The poet 
Cowper, who had also lived there then, wrote to friends in Parliament to try to get some 
alleviation for the condition of the lace-makers. "There are nearly one thousand two hundred in 
this beggarly town," he wrote. 

Women and children and some men worked at the pillow lace industry ten to twelve hours a 
day in their small damp cottages. In winter three or four of them would huddle together to do 
their delicate work by the light of one shared candle. However cold it was they could seldom 
afford coal for heating, so the women tried to keep their feet warm on little earthenware pots 
filled with wood ash. There was much ill health and, reported Newton, "Whether it is owing to 
the sedentary life, breathing confined air in their crowded little rooms, I suppose we have nearly 
a dozen disordered in the head". 6 

The children had been like little savages when Newton first went to Olney. He started a sort 
of Sunday School there before any such thing had been heard of in England - even before 
Robert Raikes, who is officially credited with starting the Sunday School movement in 1780. 
Part of Newton's curriculum was a little unconventional. Beside the usual Bible stories he told 
the small boys sailor's yarns and taught them to make model ships and then to read. The 
children swarmed around him. 

We can imagine that George Mitchell threw himself into all the enterprises which Newton 
had started. It was the particular hallmark of the new type of Evangelical clergy that they cared 
for the poor, visited them constantly in their homes and made strenuous efforts to help them. 

When the curacy of Emberton, a neighbouring village, was offered to him, in addition, it 
must have come at a very opportune moment, as Mrs Monck from whom he had had 
expectations, had lately died without leaving a Will, and so he had no further financial support 
or prospects from her. 

His eldest brother, George St. John Mitchell, vicar of East Peckham, Kent, had recently sold 
the property at Ballyroan on the death of of their father in 1804. He received £1,117 for it, but 
even if he shared some of this with his brothers and sisters, it would not have been a great 
windfall. He sold the estate to his cousin William Walker, whose mother, Elizabeth Echlin, was 
sister to his own mother,Alicia. So the property stayed in the family and there was still some 
coming and going among the cousins. 

In 1805 the Rector of Emberton had been given two years leave of absence and so George 
¥itchell combined the responsibilities of being curate-in-charge there with his work at Olney. 
This was the year of Trafalgar, when the whole nation rejoiced at the victory over the French 
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fleet . It was also, in the personal sphere, an important year for George Mitchell, for he got 
married. His bride was Penelope Fancourt, the daughter of the Rev. William Fancourt, Rector 
of Bletsoe and Melchbourne in Bedfordshire and curate-in-charge of Woodford in Northants. 
The three parishes were all in the gift of the St. John family, and William Fancourt was also 
domestic chaplain to the Dowager Lady Louisa St. John. Olney and Emberton lie at the 
extreme north of Buckinghamshire where it drives the tip of a wedge into the other two 
counties. All these little towns and villages were within riding distance of e~ch other for an 
active man. 

Penolope was said to have been very good-looking when she was young. One has to use 
imagination to see this in the picture that her nephew, Edward Fancourt, painted of her in stout 
middle age. She looks something ofa matriarch with firm, decisive features; but, in spite of the 
double chin, one can see traces of a classic oval face and fine eyes which could have given her 
beauty in youth. She must have had a strenuous and taxing time bringing up, eventually, eight 
children on small means. Perhaps the stoutness was a result of the stodgy food that was the most 
economical way of satisfying growing youngsters. 

Edward Fancourt was quite a good artist who exhibited in the Royal Academy. The portraits 
which he painted of the family were preserved for over a hundred years but were lost in the 
Blitz on London during the war. However, it has been interesting to find photographs of these 
pictures still existing which Captain George Mitchell sent to Australian cousins early in this 
century. 

The Fancourts were an old family who, for many generations, had lived in Rutland and the 
East Midlands. Five Fancourts were Clerks in Holy Orders in that area in the course-of the 
eighteenth century. 7 Some, however, ventured a good deal further afield. The Rev. William 
Fancourt's eldest brother, Colonel Bulleine Fancourt, commanded the 56th Regiment of Foot 
at the siege of Gibraltar. One of the Rev. William's sons, St. John, went into the army and was 
killed in a mutiny by Indian regiments at Vellore when he was Colonel of the 34th Foot and in 
command of the staion. 

This happened in 1806, the year George and Penelope's eldest son was born. Her brother's 
murder must have been a terrible shock for Penelope. Most of the British Officers of the sepQy 
regiments at Vellore were killed in the rising. The disaffected Indian troops were secretly egged 
on by a native prince. A number of soldiers and their families from a British regiment stationed 
there were also taken unawares and done to death. It was a terrible slaughter and the result of 
some gross ineptitudes and carelessness in high places. 8 

Colonel St. John Fancourt left a son, a young soldier, Charles St. John, who eventually 
became a colonel and then left the army and went into Parliament as Member for Barnstaple. 
He appears in Hayter's famous picture.of the members of the Reform Parliament of 1832. He 
became an intimate friend of Disraeli's. They corresponded regularly over a number of years 
and Disraeli kept Charles's letters. The Queen's University of Canada who were bringing out a 
biography of Disraeli made enquiries in 1977, unsuccessfully, so it seems, in England, Canada 
and New Zealand, as to whether any of the family had stored away the letters which Disraeli 
had written in reply to Charles Fancourt over that period. 

Another interesting member of Penelope's family was her father's youngest brother, Captain 
Robert Devereux Fancourt who was one of Nelson's Captains at the battle of Copenhagen in 
1801. He was in command of the Agamemnon, of which Nelson had earlier been Captain. 
Captain Fancourt's ship led the attack, but unfortunately ran aground on a shoal and was able to 
take little further part in the battle. It meant a Court of Enquiry, but he was cleared of all blame. 
Nelson wrote him a very kind letter from HMS George on 4th August 1801, saying: 

"You may rest assured that I am sensible that no blame attaches itself to you and your 
brave officers and men, it was an accident which we are all liable to, and I am sorry it 
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should have caused you any uneasiness so far as relates to me, for I have the highest regard 
for all on board my old and good Agamemnon. I trust you will have ample revenge on the 
Russians, and believe me, my dear Sir, 

Your faithful friend, 
Nelson & Bronte 

Nelson also put in a good word for Captain Fancourt behind the scenes. No wonder he was so 
beloved by his officers and men, when he took the trouble to reassure them and stand by them 
in this way when they were facing official trouble . The trial left no blot on Captain Fancourt's 
name, and he was promoted to C-in-C of the Nore. As this was a shore appointment he missed 
being at sea with his old friends in the fleet when they beat the French at Trafalgar. 
Subsequently he attained the high rank of Vice Admiral of the Blue. 9 

It was lucky for Penelope Mitchell that her family were living no great distance away in the 
first year of marriage, as it was full of upheavals which must have made many emotional 
demands on her. Besides the horror of her brother's murder, there was the excitement of the 
birth of their first child, the moving of their home over to Emberton and in the midst of it all, a 
fantastic opportunity for George . He received the honour of being invited to go to London to 

preach the Annual Charity Sermon at the Lock Hospital. This, however, led to duties which 
took him from home for two days a week for the rest of the year. 

Some of the great London hospitals with chapels attached relied largely on an annual Charity 
Service to supply them with capital. Aristocrats and rich city merchants who wished to show 
benevolence formed a distinguished congregation. It was something of a social occasion and 
efforts were made to supply the most eloquent preachers and the best music. 

That George made the most of this opportunity is shown by a note in the minutes of the Lock 
Hospital Board of Governors of June 12th 1805: "It appearing to the Board held this day that 
the sum of £200 given to this Hospital by the Countess of Bath was in consequence of the 
Evening Sermon preached by the Rev. George Mitchell, May 25th". 10 The minute adds that a 
grant of £25. 8. 8 was made to him to defray expenses . 

According to the records he had been invited only at the last minute, as a substitute preacher 
for this star occasion. How was it, one may ask, that with the choice which London provided of 
experienced men and well-known names, they invited a curate living in the country, several 
hours journey away from the capital? 

There seems to be another pointer here to George Mitchell's being known in the circle 
around Wilberforce. The Clapham Group were especially interested in the Lock Hospital. It 
was chiefly for prostitutes, and it not only aimed at treating their diseases but tried to 
rehabiliiate them as well - especially the younger ones. Many of the girls were very young -
some not even teenagers; they were orphans or children who had run away from intolerably 
hard situations or poverty-stricken families and got caught up in London's seething 
underworld. Many were swept into organised gangs where they not only had to ply a trade as 
prostitutes, but were also taught the art of pick-pocketing together with the boys in the gang. 

If some of the Governing Board drawn from Wilberforce's circle already knew George 
Mitchell and had a high opinion of his abilities through, perhaps, his earlier interest in and 
work for the hospital, it is possible that this was the basis on which he ha'd been selected. 

The minutes of the Board state that after his successful sermon he attended Governors' 
meetings nearly every Thursday till the end of the year, and often took the Chair. This must 
have entailed a great deal of travelling. Olney was 56 miles from London and the great era of 
coaching roads was only starting. An average of seven or eight miles an hour was considered 
pretty good going in the first decade of the century. Like many other Mitchells, since, he does 
not seem to have been deterred by distance or inconvenience from going anywhere he wanted to 
go . 
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In January 1807 the Chaplain to the Lock Hospital applied for an increase of salary so that he 
could keep a curate, "in consideration of the great duties attached to his office" .11 It is more 
than likely that during George Mitchell's days in London he assisted with these duties and was 
paid by the vicar for it. Then, with the coming of winter, travel would be too uncertain and take 
too long for this arrangement to continue. But George continued to pay a subscription as a 
Governor to the Lock Hospital for the next seven years until he moved to Leicester in 1812. 

Through the years at Emberton and Olney the Mitchell family was growing. The children 's 
names appear in the Emberton Baptismal Register. George Monck Berkeley, the eldest, was 
born in June 1806, Anna Maria, August 1807. Then came Thomas St. John, October 1808; but 
a sad entry the following year records him as having died in December 1809. The last of the 
children born at pmberton, William Henry Fancourt, is recorded as having been born in 
November 1811 but one wonders if this could be a slip, or a misreading of the old Register, as, 
according to his own statement of his age, the date should have been 1810. Eventually there 
were eight children, six sons and two daughters . 

After something like nine years among the lace-makers of Olney and poorly paid farm workers 
at Emberton, George Mitchell was offered a post with new opportunities. It was still a curacy, 
but was in the city of Leicester and· it held very good prospects. 

The Bishops of the Anglican Church still, on the whole, disliked the Evangelical clergy and 
were not keen on promoting them. They suspected them of being soft on the subject of Dissent 
and, worst of all, of being 'enthusiasts ' like the despised Methodists. Enthusiasm was not 
considered a gentlemanly quality. 

In Leicester, however, there was an outstanding Evangelical clergyman, the Rev. Thomas 
Robinson, vicar of the historic church of St. Mary de Castro, who had made his mark in the 
town. He had stood up to the lazy and venal city council and taken leadership in establishing 
free schools and Sunday schools and in caring for the workers, for prisoners and the sick. He 
had had a hard time but was now acknowledged by the whole city as a saintly and revered 
figure. He was a great friend of old John Newton's whom he called his 'second self. He would 
travel at times to Clapham where he was warmly welcomed by Wilberforce and his friends and 
asked to preach. Now his health was beginning to fail and he wanted to pass on the threads of 
his work into hands that could be trusted to carry it on with the same inspiration and zeal. 

George Mitchell was asked to come- to Leicester as curate of All Saints' Church . Robinson 
visualised him as the man to succeed him at St. Mary de Castro 's. His own reputation was so 
outstanding that his recommendation carried enough weight for this plan to go through. 

George became vicar, in 1813, of the 12th century church of St. Mary's. It was a prestigeous 
living, in the gift of the Lord Chancellor. He named his next son, who was born in 1815, 
Thomas Robinson after his old friend, who was now dead. In a biography of the Rev. Thomas 
Robinson, written about this time by another Leicester cleric, it is noted that the old vicar's 
successor was carrying on all his good works in like manner. 12 

A new and interesting life opened up for George and Penelope. Leicester was a city of great 
contrasts. Its main industry was the hosiery trade, employing thousands of workers who earned 
in good times about fourteen shillings a week, but were thrown into dire poverty in times of 
slump and under-employment. 

There was a thriving cultural and social life in the town, with concerts, assemblies, old 
established fairs and, what the clergy would probably not participate in, race meetings and a 
theatre. In the summer outlying farms made a special feature of strawberry teas for carriage 
parties of the gentry. The morning papers from London arrived at lOa.m. the next day and 
there was a growing network of coaches connecting the town with London and other cities. In 
1814 the Grand Union Canal was opened, which was the last link in a great line of canals 
linking the Thames to the Humber. It was of enormous benefit to the trade of the town, which 
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had previously had to rely for its imports of coal and machinery, and for its exports, on 
overladen wagons which might take weeks to reach their destination . The city now could pride 
ttself on being up-to-date and progressive. 

At the same time the streets and other amenities were neglected. The Corporation spent 
money on civic feasts and trappings rather than on water supply, paving, sanitation or street 
lighting. (Gas lighting was, however, introduced in 1824). As in nearly all English cities, there 
was no proper police force. The night-watchmen were old and feeble, often drunk and open to 
bribes. A traveller in 1805 commented on Leicester's 'rowdy and scandalous night life' . 13 

Householders were supposed to be responsible for the street in front of their houses, but in the 
poorer parts few people bothered, and many just threw their slops out into the road. The river 
Soar regularly flooded the lower parts of the town and this was said to be the cause of a 
particularly high rate of infant mortality. 

The eldest Mitchell boy was five years old when the family moved to Leicester. Education 
facilities were pretty good in the town. There were two or three schools of Grammar School 
type. The boys at Alderman Newton's School (founded in 1785) worshipped at St. Mary's, 
where the Alderman had been a churchwarden. So it is probable that young George Mitchell, 
and later his brothers were pupils at this school, which was for some time known as The Green 
Coats. 

The vicarage stood near the Church, in the part of the town called The Newarke, close by the 
castle and the river. It was a tall, rather gloomy old house of three or four storeys, with a big 
garden. Only one storey now remains and until very recently was used as a storehouse for hides 
by the tannery. 

One wonders how Penelope managed the domestic side with all those stairs, big rooms and 
long draughty passages. Labour, of course, was cheap. Mrs Newton had kept two maids when 
she lived in the Olney vicarage. The Mitchells, in view of their big house and growing family 
probably kept more. Help would have been needed to carry water upstairs, to blacklead grates, 
clean lamps, deal with the washing and ironing (with an old fashioned copper and flat irons 
heated on the kitchen range), besides doing the usual chores of cooking the meals, cleaning the 
house and minding the children. And there would always be a mountain of sewing and 
mending, when so many things were made at home and where each garment must be made to 
last as long as possible. 

It is likely that the girls employed would have beeri young and untrained, coming from some 
of George's poor families in the parish, and they would have needed a good deal of organising. 
Penelope, however, looks, in her portrait, as though she would be quite capable of this sort of 
generalship, even though she was producing four more children during the first seven years in 
Leicester. After the birth of their fourth son, Thomas Robinson, in 1815, there came St. John, 
in 1817, who went to St. Edmunds Hall, Oxford and became a parson, and Joseph, born 1818, 
who pursued a career as an architect. Thomas, the eldest of this little trio of boys qualified as a 
doctor and married four times. The first of his short-lived wives was a Dublin girl, Elizabeth 
Stanley, sister-in-law to his eldest brother. Only one of the brothers married a Leicester girl -
St. John, the parson, whose first wife was a Miss Overton . George and Penelope had one more 
daughter, who was probably born between William (1810) and Thomas (1815). She was named 
Penelope, after her mother, and did not marry. 

There were a host of practical activities connected with the Church and the city into which 
George threw himself, apart from the continual visiting among the hosiery workers where so 
much sickness and privation haunted their homes. St. Mary's had been the first church to 
establish a school. In 1812 there were 150 children, 120 of whom were clothed by charity -
workers could not afford to provide anything for their children who would normally have been 
bringing in earnings. In niches above the door of the old school there stood, until recently, two 
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rather charming statues. They are of a boy and a girl of the period, underwritten with a carved 
caption, By the kindness of our benefactors, we are here instructed in the Holy Scriptures which are 
to make us wise unto salvation. In fact the boys learnt, also, reading, writing and accounts, and 
the girls reading and sewing. St. Mary's congregation had raised the money for this school and 
they were proud of it. Other churches in the town had followed their example. The statues of 
the two children can now be seen at St. John's School, Clarendon Road, where they were moved 
when the old school was pulled down. 14 

George Mitchell was chaplain to the hospital and to the prison - duties which his 
predecessor, the Rev. Thomas Robinson, had taken very seriously. With George's keen interest 
in the rehabilitation aspect of the Lock Hospital and his experience of hospital management one 
can imagine that he, too, put great enthusiasm into this work. He was paid £30 a year for the 
chaplaincy. 

In Leicester all these activities took place in the setting of the rhythms of the hosiery trade. 
Some of the work was done in factories, but in 1812 there were 1650 frames still set up in 
people's homes. They filled the whole of the room and children helped with the work from the 
earliest possible age. Besides hosiery, worsted piece goods were also made. When George 
Mitchell came to Leicester, a compar~tively good period was beginning to draw in; but the new 
fashion for trousers instead of breeches and stockings hit the hosiery trade hard. Then, as the 
war with Napoleon ended, so did army contracts, while Leicester men who had been away 
fighting came back to their home town looking for jobs. Wages rapidly dropped. By 1816 the 
men who had been able to earn fourteen shillings a week now found that they were offered seven 
shillings a week which was below subsistence level. Very many could get no work at all. 15 All 
their possessions, even beds, went into pawn. Poor Law relief was totally inadequate. Seven 
hundred families in George's parish, alone, were in need of it and more than five thousand in 
one of the poorer parishes. Soup kitchens and subscriptions were organised by St. Mary's and 
some of the other churches, but charity could not keep pace with the situation . 

Leicester had not suffered from the activities of the Luddites, the gangs of desperate men who 
had gone about smashing machines in the more northern cities. The formation of trade unions 
and any sort of combination of workers was illegal, but starving men felt the passionate need to 
combine, and secret societies were formed. In some there was wild talk of revolution, and the 
authorities were nervous and jumpy. 

Things came to a head in 1817 when the machines at a factory in nearby Loughborough were 
smashed with the help of a gang of roving Luddites. But Leicester men were also implicated, 
and at a trial in the town eight were sentenced to death, two of whom, however, were lucky 
enough to be reprieved and transported. 

A scaffold was set up on the outskirts of the city. The local paper described the prisoners as 
"six fine looking young men in the prime ofhealth and vigour". George Mitchell was one of the 
three local clergymen who attended them to the gallows, and, of course, as a prison chaplain he 
must have been in touch with them right through the trial. One of the men publicly thanked the 
ministers for the help and instruction they had given him. Then someone started to sing a hymn 
and it was taken up by the condemned men and the great crowd of fifteen thousand. It was a 
terrible and moving experience for all concerned. 16 

Where were the Mitchell children that day, one wonders? They would surely have been kept 
off the streets, if only from fear of rioting and violence. But at that time, when it was not the 
fashion to shield children from harsh realities, they must have been very much aware of the 
whole event and the passions evoked by it. Their father would doubtless have given them a 
solemn and balanced account of things, but George, aged twelve, and seven-year old William, 
would have heard plenty of crude first-hand reports of the hanging from the boys at school and 
of all that led up to it. At home, .they and the younger children, too, would have absorbed the 
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horrified whispers and stories of the young maids from local families. 
Did living through this period of violence and stark realities in early childhood perhaps help 

to engender in William the toughness that he showed in later life in tackling the bushrangers in 
the Australian State of Victoria - a government assignment which he carried out with great 
success? 

Over the next two years the local M.P. and the most enlightened local citizens of influence 
were doing everything possible to back a Bill in Parliament which would have greatly helped 
the depressed hosiery trade. But at the last lap it was thrown out by two votes in the House of 
Lords. It must have been a measure greatly on George Mitchell's heart, for he ordered the bells 
of St. Mary's to ring a funeral peal the day the news came through of the Bill's defeat . 

Through all these turbulent times George Mitchell was doing well in his own career . He was 
evidently a very good preacher. When he preached the Charity Sermon for St. Mary's School in 
1813 "the collection amounted to £53.18.9½, being a much larger sum than ever before 
received". 17 (Sermons, one must remember, were expected to last at least an hour!) In 1815 he 
was appointed to the post of Domestic Chaplain to the Duke of York. "This is only an honour," 
he wrote to his brother William in Dublin. "But it may lead to something better. At all events I 
am well content." He adds that he was expecting to be summoned to London to be presented to 
the Duke. In another letter to the same brother he speaks of the efforts he is making on his 
behalf to pull strings in high places that could open the way to an Inspectorate of Excise in 
Dublin, a post which William was anxious to get. It was termed a 'walk'. George warns against 
expecting "a high salary and an easy walk". 

On the face of it, it seems strange that a provincial parson in England should be able to bring 
-influence to bear relating to a Government appointment in Dublin . But if Mitchell were well 
known and respected by men in high positions of responsibility in the country, such as 
Wilberforce's political friends, it becomes understandable. And, of course, nepotism and 
recommendations from respected people, far from being considered immoral, were accepted as 
the approved way of finding the right man for the job. 

We do not know what George Mitchell's politics were, but it is very possible that he was a 
moderate Tory of Pitt's type. The M.P. for Leicester, Thomas Babington, owner of a local 
bank, with whom he had many links, sat as a Tory of that persuasion for many years; but later, 
when Tory attitudes hardened, he became unpopular with his party and lost his seat, and by the 
mid-1820s became a Whig. He was a keen fighter in Parliament for measures that would help 
the hard-hit hosiery workers. It is very interesting to note that Rothley Temple, his home just 
outside Leicester, was frequently visited by Wilberforce who used to call it his country home. 
Babington's wife was the sister of one of Wilberforce's closest associates, Zachary Macauley, 
who for many years edited the Abolitionist's journal, The Christian Observer. It aimed to keep 
the Evangelical outlook on slavery and on life in general before the public . Wilberforce was 
always on the lookout to see that the magazine did not become stodgy. 

George Mitchell's grandson (Capt. George Dalton Michell) averred that his grandfather had 
been editor of The Christian Observer. His name does not, however, appear anywhere as such. 
But anyone acquainted with the workings of a magazine serving a Cause will know how much is 
owed, at times when the editor is overburdened or away, to dedicated people whose names 
never appear in print. It is more than likely that George Mitchell, with his lively mind and gift 
for expression, helped in the editorial field from time to time. That he had literary ability we 
know from the fact that in 1816 he published a condensed version for family reading of David 
Home's lengthy History of England. 

It is interesting to note the threads which linked personalities in and around Leicester with 
the leaders of the Abolitionist movement at Clapham, starting with the close friendship between 
the Reverend Thomas Robinson and old John Newton. One thinks of the numerous visits of 
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Wilberforce and of Zachary Macaulay to Thomas Babington's home at Rothley. It is known 
that Mitchell preached there soon after he became Vicar of St. Mary's_. It is far from unlikely, in 
view of his growing friendship with Babington, that he would, on occasion, be invited to preach 
there when Wilberforce was guest. 18 

In 1815, just before the Congress of Vienna, when the heads of the European nations were 
reorganising after the final defeat of Napoleon, a great meeting was held by the Abolitionists in 
Leicester. Several nations still continued to make money by the Slave Trade, though the 
carrying of slaves in British ships had been abolished in 1807. (Slavery itself was still permitted 
in our colonies and those of everyone else.) The Leicester meeting sent a Resolution to the 
Prince of Wales, asking him to bring pressure to bear on the other nations at the Congress to get 
them to ban their own sea-borne trade which supplied the plantations with slaves. One can 
imagine that both Babington and George Mitchell took a very active part in sponsoring this 
petition. 

In the public life of Leicester, George must have found Thomas Babington a man after his 
own heart, both as its M.P. and in all that he stood for. It is true that Babington made himself 
unpopular with the hosiery workers in Leicester in 1811, owing to a speech which he made 
about the general prosperity of the town at that time, when, in fact, a growing slump in the 
trade had already caused hardship for many of them. But through the years he came to 
understand their needs and devote himself more to efforts on their behalf in and out of 
Parliament. Wilberforce said of Babington that he "never knew a man who exhibited the 
Christian life so fully and uniformly" . They were a happy, outgoing family at Rothley Temple. 
Like all the pioneer Evangelicals, the Babingtons looked on children as a sacred trust and aimed 
to give them wide interests and a happy, though disciplined, start in life . This had been 
something of a new departure at the beginning of the century when the upper classes usually 
cared little for their children and left them to servants, and the poor were inclined to exploit 
their's for gain. Babington would not let his children hunt because he thought the hunting 
crowd was a rackety set, but he devised an intriguing kind of Outward Bound course for them 
instead. 19 · 

The Mitchell children must, also, have had a happy and stimulating home life. The pride in 
their father and the stories about him which stirred the interest of grandchildren who had never 
known him and motivated them to visit St. Mary's, could never have stemmed from a grey, 
repressed family background. 

In 1820 George Mitchell was presented with the living of All Saints in Leicester. He still 
remained Vicar of St. Mary's and so his already strong influence in the town was increased. 

Another area of interest for George Mitchell was the Mission Field. The Church Missionary 
Society was founded by the Abolitionists some few years earlier, because the only other 
Anglican Mission, the S.P.G., did not take up a firm stand against slavery. George worked hard 
to get backing for the courageous men who faced disease and danger in newly explored tropical 
countries. 20 

Leicester in the 1820s was a place of clash and struggle in many areas. The hosiers who were 
the biggest employers in the city were chiefly Non-conformists and therefore could not, by law, 
sit on the Council or hold civic posts. They were, for the most part, Whigs. There was great 
fury when the Tory Council created eight-hundred new freemen of their own persuasion to vote 
in the parliamentary election to defeat the Whig candidate. There was a riot and the militia was 
called out. 

Thomas Babington, who had backed the Whig candidate, brought in his nephew, Thomas 
Babington Macaulay, (later to become the great historian Lord Macaulay) to disentangle the 
legal position. At that time, Tom, as he was known, was a lawyer. He bent his brilliant mind to 
diffusing the situation and matters simmered down . In 1828, the Test Law preventing 
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Dissenters from holding office was finally repealed. 
George Mitchell, though an orthodox C.ofE. clergyman himself, had no inhibitions about 

working with Dissenters for any needed reform. This was an attitude which brought a great deal 
of trouble on his head. 

All Saints parish was the poorest in the town. It had a Church School and a Sunday School. 
Many problems, however, were raised by the number of children below school age who were 
left alone while their parents went out to work. Fires were not infrequent in the little, jerrybuilt 
houses and children had been burnt to death. Others left, nominally, in the care of neighbours, 
roamed the streets and got into trouble. 

When an Infant School Society with national outreach was started in London, George 
Mitchell became interested. He felt that such schools would fill a great need in Leicester and he 
put the proposition in 1828 to his school committee at All Saints that they should start one 
there. A majority of the committee approved, but there was a violently opposed minority led by 
the Rev. E.T. Vaughan, the former vicar of the parish. Their opposition was based on the fact 
that the conception of schools for infants had come from Dissenters and some were on the 
National Board. They were also among those who were backing the project in Leicester. 

The result was a battle royal in the town . Vaughan, who was a high Tory, and now Vicar of 
St. Martins, had retained a rather questionable undercover arrangement with some of his old 
parishioners on the school committee at All Saints. He wrote a long and vituperative public 
letter in the Leicester Journal addressed to Mitchell. 21 It was full of accusations and ended with 
a warning to the public that they might find that the proposed Infant Schools were used as 
stepping stones to the ungodly Mechanic'~ Institutes or even to London University! 

In the following week's issue of the Journal came George Mitchell's reply. It is in rather more 
temperate language and sets out his own position and the case for starting an Infant School at 
All Saints. He does not pull his punches over Vaughan's interference . "As Vicar of All Saints," 
he writes, "I shall use every exertion to increase my Sunday School and to clothe the necessitous 
children as deeming it best adapted to the poorest parish in the town, and this I shall do without 
considering myself amenable to the incumbent of any other Parish ." 22 

Then came a public debate, fully reported in the Leicester Journal. Mitchell reminded the 
meeting that he had "one fourth of the population of Leicester under his fostering care and 
knew all their wants intimately." He,spoke of the illiterate youngsters with whom he had had 
contact in the town gaol. Ifhe had had them in his care from early days, they might not have 
been there. He reassured the audience about the Christian basis of the Infant School Society and 
that he himself would never continue sitting on any local committee that contravened Church 
teachings. 

Vaughan then made another vehement declaration ofhis objections to "uniting Churchmen 
with Dissenters in a work of education". The meeting ended dramatically. The paper reports: 

"When preparing to sit down Mr. Vaughan looked steadfastly at his reverend brother, 
Mr. Mitchell, and added with much solemnity, 'When you have built up the Society, Sir, 
it will be too late to undo your evil."' 2 3 

The plans for the Infant School went ahead, but the public fracas about it must have been a 
very unpleasant experience for George Mitchell and the whole family. Babington was one of the 
good friends who were strongly in support of the project, but at a time when dogmatic pre
judices were strong and went deep, a good deal of passionate feeling was stirred up. Mitchell was 
not free of some of that sort of prejudice himself, as he had voted, though, it seems, with some 
hesitation, with all the other Leicester clergy in a petition against the Bill extending civic 
privileges to Catholics and Dissenters. But when it came to joining hands to foster a worthy 
project, he, like Wilberforce, was impatient with the barriers which would keep Christian 
people working in watertight compartments. 
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By 1828 when all this was occurring, the two oldest Mitchell boys, George and William, were 
out in the world. George was warm-hearted, a good sportsman and interested in life at many 
points, but he had nothing of his father's drive and no especial bent. He accepted the idea of 
making his career in the Church and went to study in the Isle of Man under the Bishop there. 
But he seems to have spent more time dallying with the Bishop's pretty daughter than on his 
studies. The story goes that after the Bishop had encountered him returning from Liverpool 
with a party of convivial harvesters who had gone there on the spree, a note was despatched to 
young George's father saying, "Sir, Your son is suitable neither for the Church nor for my 
daughter." 

This must have been a great disappointment to George Berkeley Mitchell. We do not know 
anything of the rather sharp interview between father and son that must have ensued, though 
we know that young George always continued to love and admire his father . He went off to 
Dublin, where he fitted in well with the life there and his relations found him a job. By the end 
of the decade he married Maria Stanley who belonged to the Irish branch of the Earl of Derby's 
family, and was the daughter of the City Marshall of Dublin. She was a y9ung woman of 
character, beauty and ability. She made an ideal mate for George and mother to his six children. 
It was George who reverted to an older spelling of the family name. He dropped the letter 't' so 
that his descendants are now known as Michell. 

William, who was eighteen in 1828, was a very different character from his brother. He had 
all his father's zest and drive, and his mother's capability. We know that one of George 
Mitchell's sons was in digs in London that year, and it must surely have been William. He went 
to Tasmania in 1833 in a promising position in the Government service, so it is probable that he 
spent the intervening years learning the ropes at the Colonial Office . William Mitchell was the 
most successful of all the brothers and ended up as the President of the Legislative Council of 
Victoria, arid with a knighthood. He had twelve children, but only two sons, one of whom 
became a Q.C. and was knighted. But although he left numerous descendants in Australia, none 
of them now bear the name of Mitchell. 24 

In May 1828 the Rev. George Mitchell paid a visit to London and stayed with his son's 
landlord, who, it seems, may have been an old friend. But instead of his stepping off the 
returning coach in Leicester, there was an emissary with tragic news. Was it young William 
who rushed back to break it to the family that his father had died of a sudden seizure? The 
doctor called it an apoplectic attack, but probably today it would have been diagnosed as a 
coronary. 

The Leicester Journal tells the story: 
May 16th 1828 "On Monday an inquest was held at the Champion Tavern, Goswell 
Street Road, London, on the remains of The Rev. G .B. Mitchell, Vicar of St. Mary's and 
All Saints in this Town, aged 52 years . Edward Lewis said that he is a surgeon residing at 
No. 7, King Square, in that neighbourhood. On Friday night last, about a quarter before 
ten o'clock, he was called in to attend the deceased; on going to where he then was (No.2, 
King Square) he found him lying on a sofa, in the arms of the landlord. He then 
considered him dead,' but, notwithstanding, attempted to bleed him, both in the arm and 
temporal artery, without effect. There were no marks whatever of personal violence on his 
body; and his (Mr. L's) decided opinion was that he died of Apoplexy. Mr. T .B. 
Gurnshall stated that he lived at the house, No.2, King Square, where the deceased died. 
On Friday evening last, about the time before stated, while in company with the deceased, 
who was then on a visit to his son, who occupied apartments in this house, he, the 
deceased, was suddenly seized with a fit, and almost instantly expired. There was no ., · 
violence whatever used towards him, and he was convinced that he died by the Visitation 
of God. The Jury returned a verdict accordingly. 25 
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May 23rd, 1828 "We last week had the painful task of announcing the sudden death of 
The Rev. G.B. Mitchell (aged 52) Vicar of St. Mary's and All Saints in this Town. An 
immense concourse of spectators, both within and without the sacred edifice, were 
present to witness the last sad tribute to departed worth. 

On Sunday evening a funeral sermon was preached in St. Mary's Church, by the Rev. 
Mr. Fry, Vicar ofDesford. The Church was filled to excess, and all the respectable part of 
the Parishioners, with the generality of his attendant hearers appeared in deep mourning. 

We trust now, in this hour of family affiiction, when 'the living' ceases with the dead; 
when the main-stay is removed, on which a desolate Widow and numerous offspring hung 
for support; it will not be forgotten, that during his residence amongst us, no character 
aided more, by personal labour and pecuniary assistance, the general works of Charity and 
Benevolence, than the worthy Divine whose loss is so much deplored. He was zealous in 
his vocation from pure Christian principles, and sacrificed 'much more', in the Holy 
cause, than his very limited circumstances warranted. We would anxiously plead for his 
family, and trust we shall be pardoned in expressing a hope, that those who respected him 
when living, will extend a liberal hand towards his affiicted Widow and Family, and 
alleviate their necessities in these their moments of privation and distress." 26 

Later the paper published the report of the Churchwardens' meeting, stating: 
"It appears to this meeting from persons acquainted with the circumstances, that five out 
of the seven children left by the deceased are totally unprovided for, and that it is 
therefore expedient that a subscription be entered into for the benefit of Mrs. Mitchell 
and such children." 2 7 

The Rev. Mr Vaughan gave £10.lOs., and the unusually large sum for those days of £1,500 was 
collected from the combined parishes of St. Mary's and All Saints. At the latter the parishioners 
all voted £12 "in lieu of clothing the pulpit and reading desk with mourning". 

We do not know where Penelope and her family made their immediate home after their tragic 
bereavement. But it is probable that they went to Wymondham, a village about 20 miles from 
Leicester where they are said to have lived at one time. We may be sure, however, that they 
were given every consideration and help in finding the right place, because the new incumbent 
of St. Mary's and All Saints was Penelope's eldest brother, the Rev. William Lowfield 
Fancourt, D.D. Their mother, by now a very old lady, lived with him and so Penelope had two 
generations of her family alongside her at this time of crisis . Dr. Fancourt had been a 
headmaster - of St. Saviour's Grammar School, Southwark - so he would have been 
concerned to see that the three young Mitchell boys got a good education and start in life. 
Thomas, the eldest of them, was thirteen. All three, in fact, received professional training and 
did well in their subsequent careers as doctor, parson and architect. 

George Berkeley Mitchell, although he had not left his family any wealth, had given them a 
fine heritage. He was one of those who followed closely on the heels of the pioneers who had 

. fought for changed values and reforms in so many of the callous practices of their day. It seems 
that for an initial work of pioneering to be really successful in any field, it must be grasped in 
the hands of a second wave of dedicated men and women who form a wider brotherhood as they 
apply its concepts in different areas of a nation's life. 

Wilberforce had set the pattern which George Mitchell and his friends followed. Not only did 
they work for practical reforms in such fields as the Abolition of the Slave Trade and care for 
the sick and under-privileged, they helped to spread new standards for personal and family life 
and they generated a new type of colonial administrator who went out to Britain's expanding 
empire with a real sense of social responsibility built on Christian ideals. 

Their influence reached far into the new century. It meant that when the impact of the 
Industrial Revolution hit Britain with full force, there was a tradition on which fresh leaders, 
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such as Lord Shaftesbury, could build to arouse people to fight the evils which it spawned. 
One could point to many wrongs to which the good men of the early nineteenth century were 

blind. One could say that their theology was narrow and dogmatic and charge them with too 
easy an acceptance of the class structure and other assumptions of their time. But what an 
immense amount of good they actually accomplished and what untold suffering they put an end 
to! I, for one, am proud to know that one of them, George Berkeley Mitchell, was my great
grandfather. 
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of whose existence I hardly knew. Mrs Diana Baxter, of Melbourne, produced some treasures in 
the way of photographs of old family portraits, the originals of which had been lost in the 
London Blitz and which I had never seen. 

The photographs had been sent to Mrs. Baxter's grandfather, Sir Edward Mitchell, Q.C., in 
Australia at the beginning of this century by his cousin, Captain George Dalton Michell . These 
pictures were annotated by Captain Mitchell with details of the sitters' lives. This has proved 
useful, as he was born only seven years after his great-grandfather's death. There are portraits of 
The Rev. William Fancourt and his wife; their eldest son, The Rev. W. Lowfield Fancourt, and 
their daughter Penelope who married George Berkeley Mitchell, the subject of this 
monograph. A reproduction of a portrait of George Berkeley Mitchell himself came from one of 
the Canadian branch of the family, The Rev. David Michell. The pictures were all painted by 
William Fancourt's grandson, Edward Fancourt, in about the second decade of the last century. 

I am sorry that it has not been possible to establish where George Berkeley Mitchell took his 
degree or the situation of his first curacy which brought him into contact with Wilberforce 's 
group. I have been in touch with many diocesan and university sources in places where I 
thought there might be possible links, but I have drawn blanks from Oxford, Cambridge, 
London, Trinity College (Dublin), Rochester, Lincoln, Durham, Bath and Wells . His 
grandson, Captain Michell has recorded that he was a Rural Dean and a Court Magistrate. This 
was not, however, recorded on his Epitaph. 

The Epitaph to George Berkeley Mitchell in the Church of St. Mary de Castro, Leicester, 
and also one to his brother-in-law, The Rev. W. Lowfield Fancourt (who succeeded him as 
Vicar there), was seen in the late 1930s byhis great-great-granddaughter, Mrs Helen Vellcott, 
from Victoria, Australia, who went to look for it. At first, she could find nothing, but a curate 
moved some sort of shrine for her which hid the memorial tablet from view. The other was very 
high up . On her second visit, nearly twenty years later, one of the tablets had gone, and she was 
told it had fallen and got broken. 

Perhaps this crumbling of a memorial tablet . is symbolic. The outreach of the lives of quiet 
professional people like George Berkeley Mitchell and his family cannot be measured by the 
few lines inscribed on modest tablets to their memory. In their time they did not hit the 
headlines or acquire fortunes, but they had clear-cut aims and ideals and they lived full, 
interesting and relevant lives which contributed to the age in which they were set. They and 
their kind helped to build up the outlook and initiatives on which some of the most worthwhile 
achievements of their century were based. 
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Appendix 2: 
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b.1807 b.1808 m. 
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Memorial tabh;t erected in the church of St. Mary de Castro, Leicester 
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of the Parishes of St. Mary's and All Saints 

in this town, 
Who was suddenly called 

Away from his Master's work 
on the 9th May 1828 

aged 52 

"Hold fast the form of sound words, 
which thou hast heard of me, in faith 

and love which is in Christ Jesus." (II Tim.1-13) 

This tablet 
is erected as a tribute of affection 

by his Widow and children. 

I 
Joseph 
b.1818 

Architect 
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