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PREFACE
Richard Watson Dickson is the grandfather of my great great grandfather Richard Watson Russell.
Richard Watson Russell was born in Edinburgh, Scotland and emigrated to Hamilton, Ontario, Canada
about 1850 where he established the first manufacturing jewellery business in that city. His mother,
Lucretia Margaret Dickson, was the daughter of Richard Watson Dickson.
I have known the name of Richard Watson Dickson since 1992 when I researched the ancestry of my
great great grandfather, but apart from the dates of baptism and marriage and the baptisms of his
children, I had no information about his life.
The curtains started to part in January 2011 when I came upon Kurt Müller’s web pages on Richard
Watson Dickson1. Kurt’s wife is a descendant of Richard’s younger brother William Dickson. Suddenly I
had a direct ancestor who was a medical doctor and the author of numerous authoritative works on
agriculture and horticulture.
Then I made contact with Elizabeth Hampson who is descended from Richard’s brother-in-law, John
Morris and who lives on Isle of Anglesey in Wales. Beth has written a book on the Morris family, The
Morris Saga2. She tracked down references to the Dickson family from the English parish records and
newspapers, and especially the account of the “Extraordinary Inquest” into the death of Richard from
“The Times” which casts light on the final decade of his life.
This compilation is only possible because of the work of Kurt Müller and Elizabeth Hampson to whom I
am most grateful.

Russ McGillivray
Caledon, Ontario, Canada
18 January 2011

1

http://www.muellerhumphreys.de/Humphreys/DicksonElizabeth/DicksonGeorge2/DicksonArthur1/DicksonGeorge1/Dickson
William2/DicksonRichard/DicksonRichardE.html
2
Information on ordering a copy of The Morris Saga is at http://myweb.tiscali.co.uk/hampson/
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INTRODUCTION
“The Lady’s Monthly Museum” of 1825 printed the following oddity, intended to bring a smile and a
frisson to its readers:
An Inquest was lately held on the body of R. W. Dickson, M.D., of the Kent Road, who died in
September last, but was kept, unburied, by a female relative, who lived with him, and who
proposed keeping the body till the resurrection-day. The coroner, having ascertained that
the deceased died a natural death, gave orders for his immediate interment.
Was the relative some kind of religious nut? Why was Dr. Dickson living with her and not his wife and
children? Who was he?
RICHARD WATSON DICKSON
Richard Watson Dickson was born 9 November 1759 in the parish of Warton in Lancashire, England and
was baptized on 11 December at St. Oswald’s church1. The family was living at Dales. Richard was the
eldest child of William Dickson and Mary Watson and was named for his maternal grandfather, Richard
Watson. William and Mary were married nine months earlier on 5 Feb 1759 at the same church2. In his
marriage registration William was described as a yeoman of Melling Parish which is also in Lancashire.
But there is no mention of him in the parish records, so his family may have settled in Melling sometime
after William’s birth.

Mary Watson was born in Warton in 1738, as were her parents (Richard Watson and Margaret
Clarkson). Her grandparents Watson (Will and Mary) were in Warton as early as 1692, but not
apparently married there. Dales was also the place where Mary’s family lived from the time she was
born.
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Starting in 1767, the more specific location “Dale House” is used in the Dickson family parish records.
There is today a listed property called “Dale House”. This structure was built in 1830 and may have
replaced the original home of the same name.
Richard married Elizabeth Parkinson on 16 Apr 1785 in St. John’s church, Preston, Lancashire at the age
of 253. Both were described as “of this parish”. Elizabeth died young4 and they had no known children.
MEDICAL DOCTOR
Somehow, Richard was able to pursue higher education (as was his next brother William who became a
barrister). Richard studied medicine, first in England and then at St. Andrew’s University, Aberdeen
where he graduated as a medical doctor on 25 May 1787 at the relatively mature age of 28. The four
examination questions he faced from Dr. William Chalmers have been preserved:
1. What are the principal peculiarities in the structure of the Foetus, and are there any
impediments to seeing or hearing at birth? What are they?
2. In how far may acrimony be considered as existing in the system, and what are its effects?
3. In what proportion of our present diseases may debility be supposed to take place, and how
may it be most effectually obviated?
4. What are the advantages resulting from the Brownonian doctrines?
On 24 Jan 1789 Richard married again, this time to Lucretia Morris at Saint Benet, Gracechurch in
London5. He was 29 and Lucretia was about 22. Lucretia was the daughter of “the late Joseph Morris,
Esq. Gracechurch Street” and Jane Horne. In a newspaper notice of the marriage published in July,
Richard was described as “R.W. Dickson M.D. of Birmingham”.
Joseph Morris operated a successful business as a haberdasher and whalebone merchant at 56
Gracechurch Street, a few doors from Saint Benet church. He was in business from at least 1755.
Following his accidental death caused by a fall from a horse in 1785, the business was run by his wife
Jane and then his son John Morris until he sold it about 17956.
Richard and Lucretia had seven children from 1790 to 1799. Six were baptized at St. Sepulchre church in
London7; the youngest, Caroline Ann was baptized at St Mary, Hendon.
Two sources show that in 1794 Richard was living at Charter House.8 9 Charterhouse was an almshouse
(a home for gentlemen pensioners), hospital and boys’ school at Smithfield in London. The hospital was
well regarded and it is possible that this reference means that Richard practiced medicine there.
The proximity of Charter House to St. Sepulchre (see map) suggests that Richard lived there from his
marriage to about 1798. He then moved to Hendon, Middlesex, which is part of Greater London, 8 miles
north-west of St. Paul’s. Doctors Richard Watson Dickson of Hendon and R.R. Watson Robinson of
Preston recommended James Kendrick as a student to Aberdeen. Dr. Kendrick graduated on 12 March
1807.
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AUTHOR
Somehow Richard became an authority on agriculture. According to his cousin Jane Dickson, he had
pursued this interest for 35 years, i.e. since about 1789.
In 1802 Richard contributed the section on agriculture in “The New Cyclopedia; or Universal Dictionary
of Arts and Sciences”, by Abraham Rees. According to his cousin, he also contributed a number of
articles to The English Encyclopedia: A Collection of Treatises Illustrative of the Arts and Sciences (10
vols), London: G. Kearsley of Fleet Street, 1802.
In 1804 Richard published his seminal work, “Practical agriculture, or a complete system of modern
husbandry”, a two volume work that comprised 2000 pages. This work built on the work of Andrew
Young (1741-1820) who was developing the science of agriculture, both through documenting and
disseminating best practices, and conducting experiments and publishing the results. English agriculture
was acknowledged as leading edge and works on English agriculture were eagerly sought and
disseminated on the Continent and in America.
Dickson’s work was republished several times10 and was translated into German in 1807. It remained a
standard reference on agriculture for decades. Dickson also wrote “A grammar of the first principles of
agriculture: intended chiefly for the use of young persons as a branch of liberal education”. It was
published by R. Phillips in 1810 and was 216 pages in length.
The author of the article on Agriculture for the “New American Cyclopedia” of 1857, after reviewing the
pioneering work of Arthur Young, said of Dickson’s work:
“But one of the first systematic works on the subject, which can be said to have really
advanced the art of agriculture, was the “Practical Agriculture, or complete System of
Improved Agriculture” by R.W. Dickson, which Thaer, who had it translated and published in
Berlin, in 1807, calls the first truly scientific work of the English, not even excepting Young’s
writings. Dickson’s chief merit, however, is his excellent collection of the many valuable
experiments and statements of distinguished member of the board of agriculture, and other
farmers. “
Richard had a desire to reach as many farmers as possible. He rewrote “Practical Agriculture” into a
more accessible work which was published in 1811 by Sherwood, Gilbert and Piper as “The Farmer’s
Companion, being a complete system of modern husbandry”. It was “extracted and abridged” from the
original, and priced at half the cost (2 guineas or 42 shillings). A second edition was printed in 1813.
He also published a monthly agricultural magazine from August 1807 to December 1808. This was called
the “Farmer’s Monthly Journal of Husbandry and Rural Affairs” and intended to discuss and put into the
hands of farmers the results of experiments and advancements in agriculture.
Dickson was described as an Honourary Member of the Board of Agriculture11 as early as 1807. For the
Board he wrote “General View of the Agriculture of Lancashire: with Observations on the Means of its
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Improvement”. This was one of a series of County surveys commissioned by the Board. Dickson’s report
was revised and edited for publication in 1815. His publisher was Sherwood, Neely & Jones and the book
was 653 pages in length.
Dickson’s last book was “An improved system of cattle management” published in 1822. It drew on and
updated his earlier work.
In addition to husbandry, Dickson had an interest in gardening, both vegetable and flowering. In 1807
he produced “A Complete Dictionary of Practical Gardening” under the pseudonym of Alexander
Mcdonald, Gardener. This was also a two volume set of over 1000 pages. It included original drawings by
Sydenham Edwards, a noted botanical artist, with the plates engraved by F. Sansom. It was published by
G. Kearsley.
Dickson is also credited with the text of “The New Botanic Garden”. This was published in 1812 by John
Stockdale and reprised from the Dictionary the Sydenham Edwards drawings and the text of the 133
plants that appeared in the engravings, totaling 503 pages. A deluxe edition was published under the
title “The New Flora Britannica” with much superior colouration and higher quality paper stock. Fine
copies sell today for $7,500.
DEBTOR
Although Richard was gaining a reputation as an expert, and arguably rendering service to his King and
country by seeking to improve its agriculture, he was not making money. In August 1812 he was in the
King’s Bench debtors’ prison12, located in Southwark, south London. King’s Bench had more amenities
that other prisons, and was the preferred location for gentlemen insolvents. Most were allowed to live
outside the walls of the prison as long as it was within three miles. This is possibly why Richard moved
from Hendon to Kent Road in Southwark, near Camberwell, as recorded at the time of his death.
According to his cousin, compounding his financial troubles was the fact that he was not paid for some
of his work for the Board of Agriculture, that manuscripts he had prepared were “purloined” from his
house and that he suffered a sort of “paralytic affliction” that was attributed to the fatigue and exposure
to cold and wet that he suffered in his travels surveying the state of agriculture.
The Morris side of the family had money. Lucretia’s only brother John Morris won a lottery in 1790.
After taking over his father’s haberdasher business, John retired in 1795 to a country property at
Feltham north of London. By 1810 he helped found a bank that one day became part of Barclay’s Bank.
One can only suppose that by this time Lucretia had a falling out with her husband and so left him to his
own devices.
Their eldest daughter Jane Mary wrote a will on 11 Oct 182013. In it she said that her estate was to get
the portion to which she might be entitled under a marriage settlement between her father Richard
Watson Dickson and his wife Lucretia. This suggests a formal separation agreement was in effect.
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Richard shared a rented house with his cousin, Jane Dickson, in Camberwell14. A devoted champion of
her cousin and “a most eccentric character”, she wrote an account of his accomplishments and decline
that was read at the inquest following his death on 17 September 182415:
The various useful labours of the late Dr. Dickson, in promoting the improvements of the
country, and particularly its agriculture, and his great losses of property, with a long bad
state of health brought on in effecting these important objects, strongly claim and greatly
deserve the attention of the public, especially that part of it which is interested in the
management of the soil and its produce; he was constantly engaged for more than 35 years
in such pursuits and services, during which time he collected with much labour and expense
the various materials of widely scattered facts and details on the subject, capable of being
arranged and adjusted into a regular scientific practical system of farming, which has been
published under the title of “Practical Agriculture” in two quarto volumes; he collected and
composed with much toil and labour, the materials of the “Complete Farmer”; he collected
and formed the different materials of the horticultural art into a small Dictionary of
Gardening; he prepared and wrote a small Grammar elementary work on agriculture, for
the use of the students and those unacquainted with the practice of the art; and was
employed on a great number of periodical publications of various kinds; he collected and
composed a variety of important articles for the English Encyclopaedia published by the late
Mr. Kearsley; he contributed largely in the different branches of knowledge to the
Encyclopedia of Dr. Rees, through the whole of that extensive work; he edited the
Agricultural Magazine, published by Longman and Co. A great many other works he likewise
prepared, viz. “A Review of the History of England”, which with the whole of the prepared
matter for the “Cyclopaedia”, from the letter D, was purloined from his residence in the
1808, while he was collecting the material, and drawing up the corrected reports of a survey
of the counties of Lancaster and Warwick for the Board of Agriculture; and for which
services there yet remains due to him by the Government £300 – one on account of
Lancashire, and two of Warwickshire; and in performance of those national services, and
from the very great fatigue and exposure to cold and wet, a sort of paralytic affection was
produced, which rendered him incapable of assisting himself in any way for more than nine
years. However, about eight years prior to his decease, he was so far recovered, though
feeble in body yet vigorous in mind, as to be able to prepare a vast body of useful matter
which will now be brought forward for the good of the nation, “The Outline of a Proof Trial
Establishment”. He is also the author of “An Improved System of Live Stock and Cattle
Management”; also the author of “An Address to the Electors of the United Kingdom,
preparing them for a new Parliament”; also of a work “On Political Economy, relating to the
British Empire only”; also of a book “On the Consideration, Nature, State, Circumstances and
Duties of Men, and the social condition of a well-regulated State and Country”; also of “An
Improved English Grammar”, together with “The Life of R.W. Dickson, M.D., accompanied
by a Statement of Facts”; and “An Appeal to the Nation”.
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The inquest heard that, “Many people regard her as mad as a March hare”, but her defense of Richard is
cogent and agrees with any facts that we know from other sources. The witness personally thought that
she was “perfectly sane”. Her less than sane reason for leaving his body in an open coffin in a bedroom
for four months was to shame the King and government into providing a memorial suitable to Richard’s
accomplishments for the nation. She told the undertaker that “His Majesty had promised her a piece of
ground for building a temple upon over the remains of her deceased relative”.
The several witnesses who saw the body just after Richard’s death concurred that he had died of natural
causes. The inquest jury agreed, and the Coroner and Jury gave the necessary directions for the
immediate interment of the deceased. The body of Richard Watson Dickson was buried by Coroner’s
Warrant on 8 Jan 1825 at St. Giles, Camberwell, Surrey, England16.
In a letter to the editor of The Times, Jane disputed some of the more lurid details in the newspaper
account of the inquest.17 Unfortunately, she was as destitute as Richard was. As soon as the coroner
removed the body, her landlord seized her furniture for arrears of rent, and had her evicted. She lost all
of her possessions.
Apart from the work on Live Stock, the ‘vast body” of work that Richard wrote in the final years of his
life was likely unpublished. There is no evidence that his manuscripts have survived.
Whatever his family thought of him, I take some solace in the fact that his daughter Lucretia Margaret
Russell named her son born in 1827 Richard Watson Russell. She must have held some respect and
affection for her father.
One can only wonder what his autobiography said.
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END NOTES

1

Baptisms: 11 Dec 1759 St Oswald, Warton Nr Lancaster, Lancashire, England
Richard Watson Dickson - Son of William Dickson & Mary
Born: 9 Nov 1759
Abode: Dales in Warton
Register: Baptisms 1745 - 1797, Page 21, Entry 18

2

Marriage: 5 Feb 1759 St Oswald, Warton Nr Lancaster, Lancashire, England
William Dickson - yeoman of the parish of Melling
Mary Watson - spinster of this parish
Witness: Margret Watson; ? Muckett
Married by Licence by: T HEST, curate
Register: Marriages 1754 - 1796, P 5, No 36

3

Marriage: 16 Apr 1785 St John, Preston, Lancashire, England
Richard Watson Dickson - of this parish
Elizabeth Parkinson - of this parish
Witness: Margaret Crane; Wm. Dickson
Married by Licence by: H. Shuttleworth - Vicar
Register: Marriages 1778 - 1785, Page 157, Entry 467

4

In the Lancashire Online Parish Records there is no burial record for Elizabeth Dickson.

5

Saint Benet, Gracechurch, in the heart of London, was where Lucretia’s parents, Joseph Morris and
Jane Horne were married in 1764, and where Lucretia and her brother John were baptized. The church
was rebuilt by Christopher Wren in 1681-87 after the Great Fire, and was demolished in 1867.
6

The Morris history is taken from “The Morris Saga 1764-1891”, written by Elizabeth Hampson, v3
September 2010
7

St. Sepulchre-without- Newgate church. From Wikipedia:
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St Sepulchre-without-Newgate, also known as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (Holborn), is an Anglican
church in the City of London. It is located on Holborn Viaduct, almost opposite the Old Bailey. In
medieval times it stood just outside ("without") the now-demolished old city wall, near the Newgate.
The church is today the largest parish church in the City. It was completely rebuilt in the 15th century
but was gutted by the Great Fire of London in 1666, which left only the outer walls, the tower and the
porch standing. Modified in the 18th century, the church underwent extensive restoration in 1878.
St Sepulchre is one of the "Cockney bells" of London, named in the nursery rhyme Oranges and Lemons
as the "bells of Old Bailey". Traditionally, the great bell would be rung to mark the execution of a
prisoner at the nearby gallows at Newgate.
8

“Richard Watson Dickson M.D., Charter House” in the list of subscribers to “LECTURE ON NATURAL
AND EXPERIMENTAL PHILOSOPHY”, VOL 1, BY GEORGE ADAMS, 1794
9

Richard Watson Dickson, 13 Charterhouse Street M.D. [Guildhall Library, Records of the Sun Fire Office]
30/Dec/1794. MS 1196/399/637031
10

Editions:
1805 R. Phillips
1805 Richard Phillips
1807 R. Phillips
1814 Sherwood, Neely and Jones

11

The Board of Agriculture was a chartered society that was formed in 1793 by the government in
response to the war with France and its threat to Britain’s food supplies. Arthur Young was the
secretary. The Board was dissolved in 1822.
12

London Gazette, 11 Aug 1812, pg 1603, and 18 Aug 1812, pg 1704

13

Public Records Office PROB11/1802. The will was not probated until 6 Jul 1832.

14

Camberwell in Southwark is south-east of London, only 3 miles from St. Paul’s. The Old Kent Road
forms its northern border. It follows the Roman road that runs from London to Dover known as Watling
Street.
15

THE TIMES, 10 JANUARY 1825, PG 3 COL F

16

Burials in the Parish of Camberwell, Surrey 1825 (St. Giles). The church is still active, but the building
of Richard’s time was completely destroyed by fire in 1841.
17

THE TIMES, 19 JANUARY 1825, PG 3 COL F
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BIBLIOGRAPHY OF RICHARD WATSON DICKSON

Title (short)
Practical
Agriculture

Der
practische
Ackerbau
Agriculture
of Lancashire
The Farmer’s
Companion
Dictionary of
Practical
Gardening
Grammar of
Agriculture
New Botanic
Garden

New Flora
Britannica

Edition
1805

Volume
Vol 1
Vol 2

eBook3
Not available
http://books.google.ca/ebooks?id=TR9AAAAAcAAJ

1807

Vol 1
Vol 2

Not available
http://www.archive.org/details/practicalagriculture02dickrich

Vol 1

Not available
http://books.google.ca/ebooks?id=BR9AAAAAcAAJ

1812
1807

1815

http://books.google.ca/ebooks?id=tQsAAAAAQAAJ

1810
1813
1807

Not Available
http://www.archive.org/details/completedictiona0107dick

Vol 2

http://www.archive.org/details/completedictiona0207dick

1810
1812

Not available
Vol 1

http://www.archive.org/details/newbotanicgarden01edwarich

Vol 2

http://www.archive.org/details/newbotanicgarden02edwarich

1812

Combined

http://www.archive.org/details/newbotanicgarden00edwa

1812

Vol 1
Vol 2

Not available
http://books.google.ca/books?id=tdAYAAAAYAAJ

Cattle
1822
Management

3

Vol 1

Not available

Copies on Google Books have a watermark, those on Archive.org do not
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MAPS
LONDON ENVIRONS (LEIGH, 1819)

Hendon
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GRACECHURCH (GREENWOOD, 1827)

St. Benet’s Church and 56 Gracechurch (home of Joseph Morris)

Richard Watson Dickson

Page 14

SMITHFIELD (GREENWOOD, 1827)

St. Sepulchre Church
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THE MONTHLY REVIEW; OR LITERARY JOURNAL, BY RALPH GRIFFITHS, GEORGE EDWARD
GRIFFITHS, JAN TO APR 1803
Pg 426
Re: The New Cyclopedia; or Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences, by Abraham Rees, Longman & Co,
1802. Contributor on Agriculture is R.W. Dickson, M.D.
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THE FARMERS MAGAZINE – VOL 4 JULY TO DEC MDCCCLII (1852)
Pg 45 – part of a feature called “Agricultural Biography”
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CENSURA LITERARIA, VOL 5, LONDON 1807 (ADVERTISEMENT)
Pg 449
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THE LITERARY PANORAMA, VOLUME 3, BY CHARLES TAYLOR, MARCH 1808
Pg 1032

THE LITERARY PANORAMA, VOL 12, BY CHARLES TAYLOR, LONDON, 1813
Pg 1098
Re: Births, Marriages and Deaths between the 20th of October and 20th of November 1812

A BIOGRAPHICAL DICTIONARY OF THE LIVING AUTHORS OF GREAT BRITAIN AND IRELAND,
LONDON, 1816
John Watkins, Frederic Schoberl, William Upcott
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MUSEUM OF FOREIGN LITERATURE AND SCIENCE, VOL 5, JUL TO DEC 1824
Pg 383
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THE LADY’S MONTHLY MUSEUM, VOLUME 21, LONDON, 1825
Pg 107
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THE TIMES, 10 JANUAR Y 1825, PG 3 COL F

Richard Watson Dickson

Page 28

Richard Watson Dickson

Page 29

THE TIMES, 19 JANUAR Y 1825, PG 3 COL F

Richard Watson Dickson

Page 30

THE NEW AMERICAN CYCLOPAEDIA, D. APPLETON AND COMPANY, 1857
Pp 231, 232 re: article on Agriculture

Richard Watson Dickson

Page 31

