Introduction by Peter Collin

My work on the list of early members of the RAS started when Nancy Charley joined us as
archivist. One of the first things she discovered when clearing out some cupboards of files
was an old leather-bound account book. This seemed uninteresting at first, but was to lead
to more than two years of detailed research into the first members of the Society

The preparatory meetings of the society were held from January 1823 onwards at H.T.
Colebrooke’s house in Argyll Street. These meetings were small, no more than twenty
members ever being present, forming the Council of the Society. At the meeting held on
January 16t 1823 it was resolved that a general meeting would be held at the Thatched
House Tavern on the following 15t of March. It seems that the old account book is a list of
payments made at that meeting, when would-be members paid their subscriptions and the
copying clerk noted them in his book. At least 80 members were present at that meeting.

The account book goes on to list all financial transactions carried out by the Society over a
period of several years.

Left-hand pages were for money paid out. The first left-hand page is dated March 17 1823
and has £50 paid from Herries & Co (a Scottish bank, presumably the Society’s bank
account) to Dr GH Noehden (the first secretary); after this most left-hand pages are blank.
Later payments were generally purchases of consols as investments.

The payments received were almost exclusively subscriptions from members of the society,
together with occasional dividends from investments. Members paid their subscriptions
after being elected at the General Meeting, and when they paid they signed an Obligation
Book (which we no longer have, but which presumably listed the duties and responsibilities
involved in being a member). They also had to pay an Admission Fee.

The account book lists the money paid by individuals to the Society in small sums over a
period of several years, starting with the meeting on 15 March 1823. These are on right-
hand pages, and show lists of subscribers’ names: these are not in alphabetical order, but
presumably were written down by the copying clerk as members paid their subscriptions at
the Thatched House general meeting:

Against each of these names is the sum of money paid, usually 2 guineas (the annual
subscription), but sometimes 3, 5 or more guineas when the subscriber was paying a
composition rate for several years in advance.

The first page (dated 15 March 1823) shows the following:

John Caley Annual Subscription 2/2/-



CaptainJames Murray Annual Subscription 2/2/-

A.B. Lambert Annual Subscription 2/2/-
Samuel Turner Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Major W. M. G. Colebrooke (composition Non Resident) 10/10/-
Lieut Genrl The Honble Sir Lowry Cole GCB (composition Non Resident) 10/10/-
The Honble A. H. Cole (composition Non Resident) 10/10/-
Samuel Skinner Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Walter Young Annual Subscription 2/2/-

L. H. Petit Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Patrick Heath (spelling mistake for Heaty) Annual Subscription 2/2/-
MGI. Wm Macleod Madras Army Annual Subscription 2/2/-
S. R. Solly Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Col. James Salmond Annual Subscription 2/2/-

R. H. Solly Annual Subscription 2/2/-

CaptainJames Michael Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Henry Browne Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Capt. W. S. Webb Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Col. T.M Wegguelin Annual Subscription 2/2/-

James R. Todd Annual Subscription 2/2/-

Sir Edward Hyde East Bart. (composition Resident) 25/25/-

W HTrant (composition Resident) 25/25/-

(these sums are significant: £1in 1823 would roughly equal £1800 today)

The list continues for several pages of payments made to the society, beginning at the
Thatched House meeting.

At the end of page three (left-hand page) there is another note of payments made out:
April 28 Cash paid G. Schulze for printing.

April 29 sundry purchases including £148.13 in 2% consols in the names of James Alexander,
Devonshire Square, Henry Thomas Colebrooke, Argyll Street, and George Henry Noehden,
George St Portman Square.



At the end of page seven there is another payment made by the society:

Aug 1 William Walker for % wages to this day as copying clerk.

This is the only indication | have found of the name of the person who made all the entries.
His clear copperplate writing is very easy to read, though he was not without giving little
decorative features, especially on the capital letters. William Walker deserved his wages,
and presumably was proud of his work. | have not been able to find any further references
to him.

The whole book of entries is fascinating as it gives the list of members of the society as they
paid their subscriptions at the general meeting on March 15; we canimagine them queuing
up to pay, apparently in cash, as William Walker wrote their names in his book.

| do not know if the society kept a list of members, but when the first Transactions of the
Royal Asiatic Society was published in 1827 it printed lists of members for each year from
1823 onwards, and as an appendix a list of subscribers to the Oriental Translation Fund.

Having made notes of all the members present at the preliminary meetings and the general
meeting, it seemed to me that these people could be listed and short biographies made of
them, many, if not most of them, being relatively obscure. This work occupied me for almost
three years, and finally having shown drafts of it to various members of the society and
received their comments, | passeditto Alison Ohta inlate 2019.

What was immediately apparent as the work progressed, was the extent to which the early
members were known to each other: many of them had served in the India Company army
together; others had met at school; others married daughters of East India Company men;
checking their addresses, it was obvious that most of them lived within a square mile of
each other in central London and must have seen each other regularly when out walking.
Many were familiar names: William Wilberforce, Lord Aberdeen, Sir Robert Peel, etc., but
others were not well-known, even quite unimportant. What intrigued me was to try and
find out more about those who were relatively unknown, always wondering what made
them join a society which had such particular interests as the RAS.

To begin with, it seemed animpossible task: a number had very ordinary names, Samuel
Smith or Henry Alexander, but the addresses provided in the early issues of the transactions
of the RAS were invaluable in identifying each member: many were also listed in various
street directories, which showed that several members had exactly the same address,
presumably a lodging house.

From the beginning, members’ names were printed in the Transactions of the RAS, but this
did not mean that they had paid their subscriptions: some took several years to pay. Also,
and very helpfully for a researcher, the members’ addresses were also given in the



Transactions (in 1823, these were handwritten into the copy currently inthe library, and
printed from 1824 onwards).

What | have done is to take the members’ details for the first three years (1823 -25), put
them into alphabetical order and then try to find biographical details to fit round the names.
The total number of names is about 525; note that at the first meeting of the Society in
1823, the chairman had a list of 300 members (not all of them attended the meeting), which
shows how strong the initial interest in the society was.

The thing to note is that | dealt firstly with those members whose names figure in the
handwritten register and then are shown in the printed lists of members givenin the Journal
for each year. Some members figure in the printed lists without having paid their
subscriptions, others paid their subscriptions but do not figure in the printed lists. | have
made a list combining the two. The lists are alphabetical, though in the printed list they are
in social order (i.e. the nobility come first) and in the handwritten register they are listed in
order of their subscription dates; | have put them all into alphabetical order. Because the
Athenaeum Club was founded at almost the same time and with a very similar membership,
| have shown those members who belonged to both societies. | had hoped to do the same
for the Oriental Club, which was founded as a club counterpart to the RAS, but
unfortunately they do not have (or have been unable to find) any early list of general
members, though they do have a list of their council members.

What is immediately apparent is there are several groups of RAS members:

Members of the East India Company, both military and administrative (this is the largest
group).

Members of the establishment (“the Great and the Good”), without necessarily having had
experience of living and working in the Far East; these include peers who were presumably
attracted by their friends in the House of Lords (friends of Wellington and Aberdeen, for
example).

Members of Parliament, in particular those connected to the reform movement:
evangelicals linked to Wilberforce, social reformers connected to the Quakers; these would
include anti-slavery reformers, though some members of the RAS appear to have belonged
to families whose wealth derived from the slave trade.

A vaguer group of interested parties with no connection to the Far East or to the reformers
as faras | cantell.

What would be interesting would be to try to follow the links between these groups and
individuals and see why some of them joined the RAS when there doesn’t appear to be any
obvious reason why they should do so. The period between 1780 and 1820 was a time when
many clubs and societies were being formed, and many people seemed to belong to several
at the same time. They met each other on an almost daily basis for meals at their club, or for



lectures attheir learned society. They also lived very close to each other. Because our
printed lists give the RAS members’ addresses, | have been able to show how many of them
lived within a mile or so of the Society’s base in Grafton Street. This was a time when the
area north of the Prince Regent’s residence at Carlton House was being opened up by Nash,
and new streets and squares were being laid out parallel to or leading into Regent Street,
even if that street had not yet been completely built up. These new houses were available
to the rich EIC people returning from India, and they bought up property from Argyll Street
where Colebrooke lived, to the new squares (Hanover Square, Portman Square,
Mecklenburgh Square, etc.). Others rented: and many took rooms in Albany on a temporary
basis. | have been able to check many of their addresses with Boyle’s Court Guide 1821: this
guide, published yearly since the 1790s, is an indispensable guide to the addresses of “the
best people” in London. It is divided into (i) a list of all London Streets; (ii) a list of London
Streets, with house numbers and names of people living there; (iii) an alphabetical list of
fashionable people with their addresses. The 1821 edition is available online, as are several
later editions.

What | have tried to do, is to give details for each member (date and place of birth and
death, family background, education, career, personal interests where they can be
ascertained). Some of these details (especially the dates of birth) were particularly difficult
to find. Supposedly reliable sources can give quite different details. Names can be very
similar (Samuel Smith, John Macdonald, etc.) and make even the simplest search on Google
problematic. | have also listed their publications where they are given in biographies, and
have checked some of these with our Library catalogue to show the holdings we have in the
Society. Members also gave objects to the society: books, paintings, swords, urns, etc., and
these are listed when we have details of them (listed in our separate Donations Book, made
at about the same time as the account book). Because some members were very much in
the public view, many of them have their portraits in the National Portrait Gallery and
elsewhere, and quite often by important painters; not only in British collections, either, but
many are alsoin galleries overseas, in the USA, Canada, Australia, etc. Where | have found
them, | have attached the portrait to the member’s entry, but more could be added
(permission will need to be cleared with the gallery they belong to). So far portraits of over
half of the 500-odd members have been found, and | am continuing to search for missing
portraits. | have also a separate file of their London addresses, which | have jotted onto a
map of Georgian London.

What my research has shown is that there are various leads which could be followed up as
further research projects: members who had links to breweries; members who were
bankrupt or insolvent; members who were Quakers; members who left for Indian service at
the very early age (16 years old seems common); literary connections (Jane Austen knew
and stayed in the houses of several members, Thackeray was born in India to parents who
had EIC backgrounds, etc.); members who served in government (several were foreign
secretaries, chancellors, five were prime ministers); members who were educated at Eton,



Oxford or Cambridge; other members who were not educated at universities, etc. | have
separately written short pieces on “RAS members and the West Indies” and “RAS members
and the slave trade” for example.

If you have any observations on these texts, they would be extremely welcome. In particular
any errors you can spot, and comments on the general usefulness of this research, which
sheds an interesting light on the very beginnings of the Society.

P.H. Collin
2017 - 2020

petercollin31@gmail.com

pcollin@tiscali.co.uk

Note on sources:

Informationinthe biographiesistakenfromthe records of the Society supplemented by information
from straightforward publications like contemporary encyclopaedias, gazetteers, Wikipedia, Google
searchesetc.
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Agnew, John Vans
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Smith, Henry
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Sotheby, Frederick Samuel
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Stanhope, Lincoln
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Stewart, C. F.
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Stewart, Josiah
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Strachey, Edward
Strachey, George
Strachey, Henry
Strachey, Richard
Strange, Thomas

Stuart, Charles Francis
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Stuart, James

Stuart, Thomas David

Sullivan, John

Sumner, George Holme
Sussex, Duke of
Sutherland, James

Sutherland, James Charles
Colebrooke

Sydenham, George

Symmons, John
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Taylor, Herbert
Taylor, James
Taylor, Richard

Thompson, Jeremiah
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Thornhill, John Bensley
Thornton, Thomas

Tod, James
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Tolfrey, Samuel

Toone, Francis Hastings
Torin, Benjamin
Torrens, Henry

Trail, Henry
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Trant, William Henry
Trotter, John

Tucker, Henry St. George
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Turner, Samuel

Turner, Thomas
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Vyvyan, Richard Rawlinson

w

Wait, Daniel Guildford
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Wallace, Thomas
Ware, Samuel

Watkin, W. W.
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White, Anthony
White, Michael
Wilberforce, William
Wilbraham, Roger
Wilkins, Charles
Wilks, Mark
Williams, Morrice
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Willock, Henry

Wilmot, Robert John

Wilson, David
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Wilson, Robert
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Woodmass, Charles
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Wynch, Paul Marriott
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