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Elihu Burritt (1810 – 79) is well known 
to readers of The Blackcountryman 
as the Consul for the United States of 
America for Birmingham, appointed 
so by President Abraham Lincoln in 
1865.  For the Black Country, Burritt is 
especially remembered as the author 
of prose which glowed as much as 
the fires he saw in the Black Country 
area and described as “black by day, 
red by night.” Brian Conduit gave us a 
summary of Burritt’s life and work in 
his article “Elihu Burritt – An Ameri-
can’s View of Victorian England” in 
the Winter 2017 (vol. 51, No. 1) edition 
of The Blackcountryman. 

BLACK BY DAY & RED BY NIGHT

A REFLECTION 
AND AN ECHO 
FROM  
ELIHU BURRITT 
BY BRENDAN CLIFFORD 
 

About Burritt, Conduit tells us that he 
was born in New Britain, Connecticut, 
USA. The son of a labourer, he devel-
oped skills as a  blacksmith alongside a 
tremendous thirst for knowledge such 
that he became known as the “learned 
blacksmith.” Allied with a strong com-
mitment to peace, Burritt appears to 
have been a Quaker, dedicated to 
spreading a message of peace as he 
began to travel far from home. He set-
tled for some time in Victoria Road, Har-
borne – in those days part of 
Staffordshire and just a mile or so from 
the “Three Shires Oak” meeting point of 
Staffordshire, Shropshire and Worces-
tershire. He named his home in Har-
borne after the place of his birth as New 
Britain Villa.  The house still stands with 
no Blue Plaque or suchlike to draw at-
tention to its significance. Interestingly 
and perhaps fittingly, the house was 
also once occupied by the Black Coun-
try historian, Edward Chitham. 
 
On surveying the nineteenth century 
scene in the Black Country which he de-
scribed as “black by day, red by night,” 
Burritt also gives us a visual clue or re-
flection of the scene when he states 
that it was “like the old picture of “The 
Defence of Gibraltar.”  
 
On investigation, there seem to be three 
paintings to which Burritt’s reference 
could refer.  They all begin with the 
same words in the title and they are all 
by the eighteenth century English mar-
itime artist, Richard Paton (1717-1791.) It 
appears Paton was born in London, 
made a living from art and his work be-
came widely known through reproduc-
tion in prints.  His "sublime depiction of    
 



The Blackcountryman

www.blackcountrysociety.com 1

the sky" was considered noteworthy 1 
 in a time when depiction of “the sub-
lime” in art - creating a sense of awe and 
the relative insignificance of human be-
ings in the face of seemingly greater 
forces - was increasing in influence.   
 
Paton’s three Gibraltar themed paintings 
are all held in the Guildhall Art Gallery, 
home to the City of London Corpora-
tion’s works of art. The Gallery is open to 
the public. They were all presented to 
the City of London in 1792 by Alderman 
John Boydell (1720-1804.) He was a 
Midlander (born in Shropshire) who 
moved to London and became a pub-
lisher noted for his reproductions of en-
gravings. He also served as Lord Mayor 
of London in 1790. 
 
Gibraltar would have been a “live issue” 
through Paton’s lifetime. It had been 
captured from Spain by Anglo-Dutch 
forces in 1704 during the War of the 
Spanish Succession  and ceded to Great 
Britain in the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht. The 
Spanish continued to lay claim to the 
2.5 square miles area of land and the 
theme of the paintings refers to the 
naval and military preoccupied at the 
time with the War of the American Rev-
olution  which would have also been of 
interest to Burritt.  
 
 
French forces to capture Gibraltar from 
the , perhaps believing that the British 
were preoccupied at the time with the  
which would have also been of interest 
to Burritt.   
 
The events must have been dramatic as 
the Gibraltar garrison was blockaded for 
just over three and a half years (be-
tween 1779 – 1783) - the longest  en-
dured by  and the longest continuous 
siege in history. 11  
 

The date of 13 September 1782 was 
around the time of the beginning of a 
“Grand Assault” by the largest action 
fought during the war in terms of num-
bers. The Spanish and French combined 
forces numbered about 60,000 men.  
Nearly 50 ships including the use of an 
innovation of “floating batteries,” a 
seemingly basic armed watercraft for 
heavy armament but few other uses as 
a , were used.  Over 80,000 spectators 
gathered on the Spanish hills, expecting 
to see the Gibraltar fortress and its 
5000 defenders defeated. Dramati-
cally, the assault failed and it was a fac-
tor in ending the American 
revolutionary war in the 1783 .  The the-
atre of these events would have been in 
Burritt’s mind perhaps as he surveyed 
the Black Country scene from any of the 
vantage points he visited including that 
of Dudley Castle.    
 
Paton’s three paintings follow sequen-
tially.  The first, (Fig 2) is entitled “The 
Defence of Gibraltar against the French 
and Spanish on the Afternoon of 13 
September 1782.” (Fig.2) The viewpoint 
in the painting may be that of the 
Gibraltar fortress looking out on the at-
tacking Franco-Spanish fleet.  We see 
smoke wafting in the air towards gath-
ering clouds in the sky. We can almost 
hear the first sounds of the canons be-
ginning their bombardment and feel the 
foreboding of the defendants as they 
begin to endure the battering of bombs.  
 
The second painting (Fig. 3) is entitled 
The Defence of Gibraltar on the Night of 
13 September 1782, with the Spanish 
Gunboats Ablaze. It is probably this spe-
cific one which Burritt had in mind in 
drawing comparison to the sight of the 
Black Country “red by night.” In Paton’s 
painting, we see the darkened sky illu-
minated by the exploding ordinance and  
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fires below. Red light reflects on the wa-
ters just as Burritt observed that it did in 
the Black Country canals coursing 
through the area - as he wrote - like ar-
teries. By now, in the thick of battle with 
the hint of defeat for the Franco-Span-
ish forces portrayed, the choking smoke  
creates columns of darkness heading for 
the heavens, co-mingling with the dark-
ened canopy enveloping the area.   

Fig. 2 “The Defence of Gibraltar against the 
French and Spanish on the Afternoon of 13 
September 1782 “(by Richard Paton (1717-
1791)      Credit: Guildhall Art Gallery 
 
  
Fig. 3. “The Defence of Gibraltar on the Night 
of 13 September 1782  by Richard Paton 
(1717-1791)  Credit: Guildhall Art Gallery  
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We can understand why Burritt might 
have compared the Black Country scene 
with the sight of this painting. Burritt ap-
pears truly amazed by what he saw in 
that evening visit to Dudley Castle.  He 
modestly writes that, “For an unpoetical 
man like myself, it is difficult to get hold 
of similes which would enable the 
reader to picture the scene in his mind.”  
… But he goes on to do so and does a 
fine job with some military metaphors.  
Using military metaphors may seem 
strange given Burritt’s commitment to 
peace. But he explains how he sees the 
firing of the furnaces in the Black Coun-
try as apparently peaceful means 
through which humanity strives to meet 
the needs of people in many parts of 
the world in the production of useful 
goods.  It is as if he saw the Black Coun-
try flames as friendly, not furious. 
 
It is much less likely that Burritt has the 
third and final painting (Fig 4) in Paton’s  

sequence entitled “The Defence ofGi-
braltar, with the English Taking up the 
Spanish and French Sailors in Distress, 
14 September 1782,” in mind as a reflec-
tion for the Black Country.  It is included 
here, however, for the sake of com-
pleteness and wider interest. This paint-
ing is perhaps something of a Victor’s 
record in not just portraying the military 
achievement in the smouldering ruins of 
the loser’s fleet, but also the munifi-
cence of the Victor in rescuing the sur-
viving opponents. By now, a new day 
has dawned and the clouds of conflict 
are clearing.  The darker clouds of smoke 
begin to escape the frame of the view 
to leave a somewhat desolated, but per-
haps brighter, more hopeful view, from 
the Victor’s perspective.  
 
 
In referring to and comparing the Black 
Country scene to the view presented by 
Paton in “The Defence of Gibraltar,” 

Fig 4.  “The Defence of Gibraltar, with the English Taking up the Spanish and French Sailors 
in Distress, 14 September 1782”by Richard Paton (1717-1791)      Credit: Guildhall Art Gallery 
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then, Burritt gives us a visual reflection 
from which we can imagine and envis-
age the picture he observed from aloft 
the Dudley Castle and surrounding 
Black Country area.  This is helpful for us 
in our day and age, perhaps, as we have 
become ever more reliant on the visual 
through photography and film transmit-
ted through television, tablets and other 
technologies.   
But Burritt also seemed to feel strongly 
that the Black Country scene provided 
the richest of material for the assem-
bling of words which could truly express 
the significance of what was observed.  
Burritt invites us to listen and hear an 
echo to his own words of description of 
the scene as he yearned for “Some 
poet, and the best of a nation [who] 
should put his genius under the influ-
ence of that magnificent spectacle for 
the space of half an hour.  The theme 
would well befit the laureate of England 
at the best moments of his inspiration.  
In figures beyond my prosaic concep-
tion, he would describe a scene which 
cannot be paralleled on the globe.  
In other words, Burritt has given us a re-
flection of what he saw in Paton’s paint-
ing and now he hopes a poet might do 
the same in words and give echo to his 
words.  
 

In his 2017 The Blackcountryman 
article, Brian Conduit refers to the 
fact that Burritt was, in fact, ac-
companied on his walks round the 
Black Country by a poet, one Ed-
ward Capern (1819-1894.)  Capern 
did indeed record some impres-
sions about the Black Country in 
his poetry and his work will be the 
subject of my second and final ar-
ticle on a reflection and an echo of 
the Black Country from the writ-
ings of Elihu Burritt.

Note: The material for these arti-
cles is drawn from a book I am 
editing and hope to publish in 
2021 with a Foreword by our 
Chairman, Dr Malcolm Dick OBE.  
Entitled, “Black by Day and Red 
by Night. The Black Country - 
500 years in 50 Readings” it is 
an anthology of readings of 
many aspects about the Black 
Country over a 500-year period. 
It is hoped that Members will 
treasure the book and find the 
collection fascinating as the 
many-sided story of the Black 
Country unfolds. It will also spur 
readers on to find out more, I’m 
sure.  Hopefully, we will find a 
way to launch the book but if 
you would be interested to be 
kept informed about the book, 
please email me at   
brenmclifford@gmail.com

Ref: 
From Wikipedia at:  Richard Paton    
All the information on the battle is from 
Wikipedia at: Great Siege of Gibraltar. 
     
From: The Defence of Gibraltar, with the      
English taking up the Spanish and French 
Sailors in distress, 14 September 1782 / Art UK 
   
From: www.artuk.org/discover/artworks/the-
defence-of-gibraltar  
  
Cf.  https://archive.org/details/walksinblack-
coun))burriala/page/141
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