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ABSTRACT

Throughout the period 1830-1875, the position
of the agricultural population of many southern and eastern
counties of England, including Wiltshire, was one of great
uncertainty and often dire poverty resulting from chronic
seasonal and structural unemployment. This thesis traces
the development of unrest which sprang from the grievances
of the rural poor in Wiltshire, from the Swing Riots in the
winter of 1830-31, to the emergence of agricultural trade
unionism on a national scale, the 'Revolt of the Field', in
the early 1870s. For much of this period the poor bar-
gaining position of the agricultural labouring population
meant that protest was often expressed anonymously and in
criminal forms, notably arson, livestock maiming and threa-
tening letters. Side by side with this underground tradition
however, a more organised and open tradition kept up a feeble
existence, before establishing itself more strongly in the
1860s and 1870s when the worst rural poverty began to ease.

The extent and nature of protest was determined
by a complex array of local conditions. This thesis con-
siders first the nature of rural society in Wiltshire, and
then criminal activity as an indicator of rural poverty or
as a manifestation of protest. Each of the subsequent
chapters deals with one of the major areas of protest;
Swing rioting, arson, Anti-Corn Law League agitation,
‘'strikes and agricultural trade unionism. Each 1s considered
in relation to a number of parishes in an attempt to 1illus-
trate how factors such as the nature of settlement and agri-
cultural activity, occupational structure and the availa-
bility of alternative employment, and the response of local
landowners and farmers, as well as wider economic and poli-
tical trends, determined the pattern of rural unrest.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last fifteen to twenty years, there has

been a considerable growth of interest in the history of

crime and protest. In his book, Crime, Protest, Community
and Police in Nineteenth Century Britain, David Jones sum-

marises the work done in this field, describing the study
of crime as 'something of a boom industry' and noting that
'the relationship between crime and protest has become a
major preoccupation of modern social historians'.1
Much is owed to E.P. Thompson, and to the con-
tributors to Douglas Hay's Albion's Fatal Tree for the work
done on crime and the legal system up to the end of the
eighteenth century. Historians of the nineteenth century
too have examined popular protest in relation to social
and economic developments. Despite this however, Jones
still describes much nineteenth century rural unrest,
notably that war of attrition involving the destruction of
property, arson and livestock maiming, as being 'under

researched'.2

Certainly many previous studies of nineteenth
century rural unrest have tended to concentrate on the two
peaks of agitation, namely the Swing Riots of 1830-31, and
the 'Revolt of the Field' - the emergence of national agri-
cultural trade unionism in the early 1870s. A description
of the Swing Riots, 'The Last Labourers' Revolt', forms
the culmination of the Hammonds' study, The Village Labourer,
first published in 1911. Thereafter, work on the Riots has

been extended in a number of regional studies, notably



unpublished theses by S.W. Amos on Essex, A.M. Colson on
Hampshire, M. Dutt on Kent, Surrey and Sussex, and N. Gash
on Berkshire. All of these were used by Hobsbawm and

Rudé whose Captain Swing, published in 1569, provided a

new overview of this extensive rural rising. More recently,
Andrew Charlesworth has brought a new perspective to bear

on the subject, by approaching it primarily from a geo-
grapher's viewpoint.

Recent interest in the development of agricultural
trade unionism from the 1870s onwards, has centred on the
work of J.P.D. Dunbabin whose article on the Revolt of the
Field appeared in Past and Present in 1963, and of Pamela
Horn, whose biography of Joseph Arch was published in 1971.
There are too a number of unpublished theses which consider
aspects of the 'Revolt of the Field' as it affected parti-
cular counties.3

Work on rural unrest in the intervening years
from the 1830s to the end of the 1860s has been comparatively
patchy. Rural Discontent in Nineteenth Century Britain,
edited by Dunbabin, includes chapters on agricultural trade
unionism in Oxfordshire, and Northumberland in the 1870s,
and aspects of unrest in Wales, Scotland and Ireland. It
includes too a chapter on Village Radicalism in East Anglia
between 1800 and 1850, by A.J. Peacock. (Peacock also
provides us with interesting background to our period with
his book on the East Anglian riots of 1816, Bread or Blood.)
East Anglia has been particularly well documented in the

matter of rural disturbances, having also been covered

extensively in the work of Jones, with a chapter devoted to



arson in East Anglia in Crime, Protest, Community and Police

in Nineteenth Century Britain, as well as an article, pub-
lished in Social History in 1976, on Thomas Campbell

Foster's reporting of the outbreak of incendiarism in East
Anglia in the 1840s. Two of the theses already referred
to, those of Amos and Colson, do place Swing unrest in the
context of a broader historical span by covering respec-
tively the periods 1790-1850 and 1812-1831. Also, two
other aspects of rural unrest, the Rebecca Riots in Wales
and the curious incident culminating in the Battle 1in

Bossenden Wood in Kent, in 1838, are the subject of separate

books.4

The years between the Swing Riots and the 'Revolt
of the Field' have not therefore been ignored. There
appears however to be no study which attempts to trace the
development of rural unrest from the 1830s to the 1870s,
while in the matter of regional work on the subject, Wilt-
shire too has been neglected, despite the fact that with 1its
agricultural division between the arable 'Chalk' and
dairying 'Cheese' regions, it presents a particularly
interesting county for study.

This thesis considers rural crime and protest in
the county from the 1830s to the early 1870s. It should
be stressed that no attempt has been made to present an
exhaustive breakdown of all crime in Wiltshire in this
period. Rather we concentrate on those crimes which could
plausibly be considered to form part of a spirit of rural
discontent, as well as examining legal forms of protest.

Both are placed in the context of the village community 1in
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which they occurred. We examine first the nature of
Wiltshire agriculture and some of the common features of
rural society in the county throughout the period. We
then consider rural crime in a broad aspect, and the extent
to which it can be linked with protest, examining too the
various means of law enforcement. Each of the subsequent
chapters concentrates on one specific aspect or form of
unrest, and within each chapter we consider that unrest in
relation to particular parishes where it played a signifi-

cant part.

The highly localised and often anonymous nature
of much rural unrest inevitably presents some problems with
source material. The bulk of information on the crimes
themselves or incidents such as riots and meetings is taken
from local newspaper accounts. This information 1is supple-
mented by Assize and Quarter Session records, the Home Office
correspondence and papers, and collections of correspondence
in the Wiltshire Record Office (for the Swing Riots), and
to a limited extent, fire insurance records. The condition
of the rural poor, to which this unrest is related, is based
largely on Parliamentary papers, the Wiltshire Poor Law
Union correspondence, various contemporary accounts and
certain of the historical farm records held in the Univer-
sity of Reading. Additional information on particular
parishes is taken from the Census Enumerator Schedules and
Tithe Awards.

Inevitably, those parishes which demand closer
attention in terms of the unrest which occurred there, are

not necessarily the same parishes for which the richest
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source material exists. On some occasions therefore,
conclusions concerning a particular form of protest have
been drawn from the evidence of a number of separate
parishes or a larger area comprising several villages.
Another problem is that we rarely have direct
evidence of the views of the rural poor themselves, so
that sometimes we can only guess at the motives of those
who participated in unrest or the extent to which their
actions were supported or approved. The danger 1s that
we see a single personal act as representing wider grievances
where none existed. A personal interpretation of events
1s largely unavoidable, especially for the crime of arson,
and an appendix has therefore been supplied listing all
the principal information collected on each fire. Simi-
larly, the principal events and details of Anti-Corn Law
League and trade union activity have been listed separately.
While the poor were rarely afforded the oppor-
tunity to express their own feelings for posterity, those
in authority over them, the landowners, farmers, clergy
and police chiefs, had both the opportunity and the edu-
cation to ensure their views were recorded. The problem
here is to avoid the imbalance in the evidence affecting
our views of society, either by accepting at face value
the blanket condemnation of those who participated in
unrest by those who sought to justify their own vastly
superior standard of living, or conversely to romanticise
the rebels of rural society while dismissing the possibly
genuine concern of their masters as mere hypocrisy.

We find, in fact, that nineteenth century rural

society was made up of a highly intricate web of diverse
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social relationships and conditions, creating a pattern

of unrest considerably more complex than might at first
have been anticipated, and one which frequently defies easy
generalisation. A number of common denominators or
'variations on a theme' do however emerge. The prevailing
problem which beset the rural population of many southern
and eastern counties of England, among them Wiltshire, was
the enormous seasonal fluctuations iﬂ employment, and the
fact that many labourers spent long periods of the year
without work. Grievances stemming from the precarious
state of subsistence lay behind much unrest in the period,
and the labourers' employment prospects at any one time cer-

tainly played a crucial role in determining the form which

protest took. Hence the comparative fortunes of agricul-
tural activities and the availability of alternative employ-
ment were 1lmportant factors in determining the nature of
unrest. The more populous 'open' parishes where the
numbers of unemployed might form a significant body were
often the centres of rural unrest throughout the period,

and the occupational diversity of these communities was a
fertile ground for political radicals. The proximity of
manufacturing interests too appears to have channelled rural
unrest into a political sphere, reflecting the greater
sophistication which protest had achieved in manufacturing
as opposed to agricultural communities. The nature of
agricultural activity also seems to have influenced the
aspirations of the protesters. The desire for land was

far more marked in the 'Cheese' where the possibility of a

labourer setting up as a small farmer was considerably more
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of a reality than in the arable 'Chalk’.

The stance taken by those who effectively con-
trolled the lives of the labouring poor was also crucial in
determining the extent and nature of unrest, although it is
not easily summarised. In spite of the spirit of 1inno-
vation and improvement which is considered to be so much a
feature of nineteenth century agriculture, we find that
the paternalist society remained intact in many places.
Perhaps an explanatory note shﬁuld be recorded here concer-
ning our definition of paternalist and benevolent land-
OWNners. The terms are used to define not an unqualified
philanthropist but a landowner who was prepared to take an
active interest in those who looked to him for help, and
who, according to the circumstances might adopt a combi-
nation of rewarding the compliant, punishing the rebellious
or driving away the unwanted.

Where such a landowner was absent, there were
often the conditions in which the lone, rural terrorist
was most likely to predominate. In such parishes, although
bodies of labourers might seek redress for their grievances
from outside by appealing to local magistrates at Petty
Sessions, within the parish itself protest was expressed
primarily in the form of arson or cattle maiming. A resi-
dent landowner, on the other hand, might go a considerable
way to offsetting or modifying unrest. Paradoxically,
however, such a landowner could be said too, positively to
encourage a spirit of protest, especially in the more popu-
lous parishes and at times when conditions were ripe for

some form of action.



14

In particular, the adoption of organised protest
often occurred under one of three broad sets of circum-
stances. Firstly, by renting their land to wealthy,
improving tenants, landowners created the type of agriculture
which ensured a yawning gulf between them and their workforce,
and which resulted in that sense of clear class identity
which appeared to be so conducive, for instance, to the
formation of strong trade union branches. [t is notable
that on the 'Chalk' in particular, where farms were on the
whole larger than on the 'Cheese', even organised forms of
protest were inclined to be far more militant and ’'class
conscious'. |

Secondly, the landowner could be seen to represent
an accessible fountainhead of power and patronage, who might
by concerted action (sometimes involving the farmers), be
persuaded or coerced into taking action to change an existing
set of conditions. Hence, in the Swing Riots, not all the
parishes dominated by great landowners remained untouched
by unrest, and it appeared that farmers sometimes used their
labourers to influence the landowner on the matter of rents
and tithes. The majority of subsequent strikes too seemed
to be partially directed at the landowner. The aristocracy

and more influential gentry were more likely to respond

favourably to the labourers if their case was put peaceably,
In potentially violent and widespread unrest such as the
Swing Riots, such landowners were particularly conscious of
the need to defend the existing social order and were less
likely to risk giving the impression that they were giving

way to intimidation than the lesser gentry.
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Thirdly (and probably most rarely), the landowners,
by adopting a position which looked beyond the narrow self-
interest of the farmer, or by showing tolerance of unorthodox
views, allowed the labourers to express their grievances
openly. During the Swing Riots, magistrates in some areas
appeared to offset unrest by vrecommending that farmers should
increase wages, and as a result rioting and machine breaking
were avoided only to result in subsequent strike action when
the promised wage rise did not materialise. Anti-Corn
Law League activity flourished in an area under the domi-
nation of one of the largest aristocratic landowners in the
county, namely Lord Lansdowne, and in the same area, agri-
cultural trade unionism made comparatively early headway
under direct encouragement from a member of the same aristo-
cratic family.

As well as this picture of rural protest as
determined by diverse local factors, we alim too to present
a picture of the chronological development of protest. A
sufficient number of parishes were involved in more than
one type of protest to show that many individual communities
were not either inherently lawless or inherently peaceable.
Rather, common grievances lay at the root of much protest
which was expressed in different ways according to the
prevailing economic, political or social circumstances.

Swing unrest, although sometimes violent, showed a
considerable degree of organisation, and each incident
formed part of a comparatively coherent widespread move-
ment. Subsequent protest in its isolated, anonymous,

criminal forms therefore marked something of a backward step,
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even when as a form of intimidation, it might have achieved
the aims of its perpetrators, for it bore witness to the
extent to which the labourers' bargaining power had been
crushed. Side by side with this anonymous tradition, more
organised and open protest strugéled feebly on in the form
of occasional strikes, deputations of labourers to Petty
Sessions, petitions and meetings. The period which saw
the introduction of the new poor law was perhaps the
period when the two traditions ran closest in harness.

The grievances of the poor were focused on a common target
to a greater extent than any time since the Swing Riots,
although their bargaining position was probably even worse
and they were less likely to be supported by the farmers.
It was comparatively common therefore for the two forms of
protest to go hand in hand in the same parishes, notably
Urchfont, Bromham, West Lavington, Christian Malford,
Wroughton and Wootton Bassett where, for a short period
between 1833 and 1835, open and organised protests were
punctuated by incendiary fires and attacks on livestock.
Thereafter the traditions diverged more sharply, with orga-
nised collective protest often being a very feeble force
until the 1870s.

Although much protest shared common roots, the
leading protagonists in the underground and collective
traditions of protest appeared to have little or no connec-
tion. Within each tradition however, there were some
notable links; rioters and pocachers became arsonists, while
petitioners became free trade supporters, and speakers at

Anti-Corn Law League meetings turned up later in trade



union activity.

The study of nineteenth century rural crime and
protest to date has certainly tended to point in the
direction suggested in this introduction; that is, to the
influence of highly localised conditions on the extent of
much unrest, and to the existence of different traditions
of protest, the relative position of which depended on
broader economic and political circumstances. It is

attempted here to trace and illustrate this process in

detail.

17
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Sketch Mapn of Land Use in Wiltshire
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I: THE AGRICULTURE AND THE AGRICULTURAL LABOUR FORCE
OF WILTSHIRE, 1830-1875

Agriculture and Landownership

Wiltshire may be divided into two distinct agri-
cultural regions known usually as the 'Chalk' and the
'Cheese’. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth
century the agricultural writers who studied the county,
notably Thomas Davis, William Marshall, Edward Little and
James Caird,5 all considered the 'Chalk' to be the more
important and prosperous of the two.

The 'Chalk' comprises most of the south and east
of the county with the exception of a small region of
'butter country' on the borders of Dorset and Somerset
south of Mere, and an area of forest and pasture land in
the extreme south-east where the New Forest overlaps 1into
Wiltshire. The 'Chalk' takes its name from the chalk and
flint soils of the Marlborough Downs and the Salisbury Plain
which make up most of the region. Apart from the chalk
downs however, the region includes some very fertile sand
veins. One such vein starts near Mere in the south-west

and follows the north foot of the Downs to meet the most

fertile soil of all in the Pewsey Vale, while another fol-

lows the River Nadder from Shaftesbury in Dorset as far east

as Burcombe.

In the nineteenth century, the 'Chalk' was
principally sheep and corn country. Arable crops included

wheat, barley, oats and turnips, with potatoes too on the
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sandy soils. Sheep were acknowledged to be the basis

of south Wiltshire husbandry, and sheep-folding remained

the most important method of manuring throughout this
period. The fact that many small farmers during the
period of land enclosure often took an allotment of arable
in lieu of downland contributéd in many cases to their ruin,

there being no artificial manures at this time to act as

an adequate replacement for sheep dung.6

The narrow river valleys which intersect the downs
were famous at the beginning of the nineteenth century for
their water meadows. 'There is perhaps no part of this
kingdom where the system of watering meadows is so well
understood and carried to such great perfection as in this
district', wrote Davis in 1794.7 Water meadows comprised
some 20,000 acres of land, and produced an early crop of
grass to facilitate the breeding of lambs, after which a
hay crop was taken to feed ewes and dairy cows. The mea-
dows were rather less important by the time Little was
writing in 1845 however, mainly due to the introduction of
Italian rye grass which provided a cheaper alternative food
for lambs. This allowed a larger number of sheep to be

reared than in Davis's time, and it also meant that in some

places more dairy cows were kept in the water meadows.

As a result of the large amount of downland, the
settlements of this region tended to grow up along the
river valleys: 'Nestling among the green meadows ... are

the farm houses and the labourers' cottages, the parish

church, and sometimes the well-wooded park and the mansion

8

of the lord of the surrounding manor'’. But being thus
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situated for the conveniency of water, farms and cottages

were 'frequently inconveniently situated for the occupation

9

of land'. Many labourers on the 'Chalk' had to walk long

distances to their field work, thus adding considerably to
the length of their working day.lo
The downs themselves were bare and unsheltered,
and were rarely divided by hedges and fences, at least 1n
the first half of the century. Indeed it was difficult to
grow hedges on such exposed land, but it was felt that they
were not necessary anyway since the sheep were folded every

night and attended by a shepherd during the day. On many

" *Chalk' farms therefore there was 'no resource of employ-

11 . fact which

ment in hedging, ditching and draining’,
exacerbated winter unemployment among the labourers here.

More than 95% of Wiltshire had been enclosed by
the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, and by the 1850s
the amount of land still to be enclosed had dwindled to
3,000 acres of 'waste'.12 In the 'Chalk', enclosure appears
to have led to a better use of the soil, and the result of
the consolidation of land was that farm rentals increased
considerably, tending to bring in a wealthier class of
tenant. This was a region of rich and extensive farmers,
the average farm size being between 400 and 1,000 acres,
with some farms as large as 2,000 acres. In 1833, one
Wiltshire land-surveyor said of south Wiltshire, 'The
estates are large, and no county that I know 1s better culti-

vated, and I think the Wiltshire farmers ... are men of

13

more capital than they are in any other county'. Among

the large estates on the 'Chalk' were those of the Earls of
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Pembroke and Radnor, the Marquises of Bath and Ailesbury,

and the Watson-Taylor family of Erlestoke Park.14

It was largely because arable farmers were men of
such wealth and influence that so much attention was given
to their complaints concerning the effect of the fall in
corn prices after 1813, following the wartime boom years.

Their alacrity to give evidence to the Board of Agriculture's

Enquiry into the Agricultural State of the Kingdom in 1816,15

for instance, encouraged the view that agricultural depres-
sion was universal, although in fact, as subsequent research

has shown, the period 1813 to 1836 was not one of such

16

general recession as might once have been thought. Never-

theless many farmers on the 'Chalk' were forced to cut back
to some extent on their farming operations in these years,
employing less labour, allowing buildings to fall into dis-
repair and generally not taking the same steps to improve the
productivity of the land as formerly. Some unsuitable land
which had been broken up for arable during the Napoleonic

Wars when the price of corn had warranted the effort, was
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now allowed to fall out of use again. However, by 1870,

30% of the county was still devoted to growing corn, a con-
siderable proportion considering the pastures of the 'Cheese'

and the large amount of downland devoted to sheep in the

8 It was not to be wondered at that the arable

'Chalk'.’
farmers were anxious to protect their interest in corn cul-
tivation. Their investment was protected by means of the
1815 Corn Law (which was subsequently modified in 1822 and
again in 1828). The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, however,

did little to damage the English arable farmer, and it was
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not ﬁntil the 1870s that imports of cheap foreign grain,
especially from the American prairies, began seriously to
undercut the home grower. In Wiltshire, the ensuing
depression seriously damaged the fortunes of the 'Chalk’.
Until then, however, this region remained the dominant
area of Wiltshire agriculture.

The 'Cheese' region makes up most of the remainder
of Wiltshire, with the exception of an area of arable
'Cotswold country' in the extreme north-west of the county.
However, since the land here was said to be wet and heavy
and consequently difficult to crop, it was increasingly

turned over to pasture during the ninéteenth century.

Davis for instance noted this trend as early as 1794.19

The so0ils of the 'Cheese' are rather more complex
than those of the 'Chalk', being a mixture of clays, gravels,
and sands. The sand veins here are less fertile than those
of the south. The gravels and clays, on the other hand,
are generally of very good quality, and the area included,
in Cobbett's estimation, some of the richest pastures in all
England.20 Farmers here rarely took the trouble to pre-

pare water meadows along the river valleys since the land

was believed to be 'good enough already'.21

This was a land of dairy farms. Indeed, the pre-

valence of dairying here surprised some commentators;

'Although this district varies so much, apparently, in soil

and situation ... it is amazing how strong the predilection

is to the dairy, and particularly to the making of cheese,
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in every part of it', wrote Davis. By the end of the
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eighteenth century, the cheese of North Wiltshire, although
formerly sold as Gloucestershire cheese, was famous for its
quality, and generally considered to be superior to the
cheese of Wiltshire's neighbours. Despite the prominence
qf dairying, the grazing of cattle was also an important
activity, especially on the banks of the Thames and the
Avon, and pigs too were kept as an ancillary to dairying,

being fattened on whey and other dairy offal.

The 'rich and luxuriant appearance' of the 'Cheese',

with its numerous and often very small enclosures, and great
quantity of hedgerows, presented a sharp contrast to the
'Chalk’'. The geography of this region did not necessitate
the same crowding of villages down the river valleys as it
did on the 'Chalk', and settlement was therefore more scat-
tered with farmhouses generally being positioned in the most
convenient part of the farm, and cottages not always huddled
together 1in villages.

Farms were smaller than those on the 'Chalk', the
average slze being anything between 50 and 500 acres.
Hence, although much of the region was made up of large
estates, including those of the Dukes of Beaufort and
Marlborough and the Marquis of Lansdowne, land tenure was
more divided than it was on the 'Chalk', accommodating the
tenant who might not be able to provide the same kind of
capital outlay on machinery as his counterpart in arable
farming. Much of the land was leased out in yearly tenan-
cies. At the end of the eighteenth century there had been
some 1ncrease in the number of owner-occupiers, in the north

of the county in particular, but in Molland's estimation,

23
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small family farms still formed only 20% of the total

landownership of the county by the beginning of the nine-

teenth century.z4

The larger number of farmers in the 'Cheese’
meant that enclosure had presented more legal difficulties
here than in the 'Chalk’. Nevertheless, approximately
three-quarters of this region was enclosed by the seventeenth
century. But although enclosure was generally completed
earlier than in the 'Chalk', improvements were slower to
follow. In 1850 Caird described the region as being in

25

'a very primitive state of husbandry'. The main problem

was one of drainage in an area 'naturally wet and deep'.26
By 1843 all that existed to solve this problem were trenches
to carry off surface water, earlier attempts at more thorough
drainage having failed some years earlier due to the drains
being laid at insufficient depth. By Caird's time many
landowners had woken up to the need for improved draining,
and supplied pipes to their tenants. But once again the
work of laying the pipes was not always done efficiently,
especially when it was left to the tenant's discretion.27
By the 1870s however the 'Cheese' was beginning to
improve its status in comparison with the 'Chalk'. Certain
factors had been developing in its favour since the 1840s.
In particular the fortuitous siting of the Great Western
Railway Depot at Swindon meant that liquid milk products
could now be sent quickly and profitably to the large
London market, and increasinély this trade superseded the

production of North Wiltshire cheese. With the improve-

ments in living standards, especially diet, in the last
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quarter of the nineteenth century, the meat and dairy
products of this region found themselves increasingly in
demand. Thus the fortunes of the 'Cheese' were almost the
exact reverse of those of the 'Chalk' which now began to
suffer from cheap imports in a more competitive market.
These general comments on Wiltshire agriculture
should not be allowed to obscure the fact that in reality
there was a complex pattern of agricultural activity and
a great variety of soil types. Soil maps are very compli-
cated to produce, and it was for this reason that Davis,

among other writers of Board of Agriculture reports, resor-
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ted instead to making land-use maps. The map at the

beginning of this chapter is based on Davis's map.

In subsequent chapters, a number of parishes will
be examined in greater detail, and the diversity of 1and‘
use and ownership will become clearer. The following
tables however illustrate here some of the differences
between the two regions, and also the complex structure of
ownership and occupation which existed in both. The infor-
mation is taken from the Tithe Awards for 'typical' 'Chalk’
and 'Cheese' parishes, Downton and Hilmarton; (there 1is,
of course, a limit to which any parish may be termed 'typi-
cal'; Downton in fact overlaps into the New Forest and is
not even totally 'Chalk’'). Both parishes will be considered

in more detail in Chapters III and V respectively.

The Tithe Awards were made following the 1836
Tithe Commutation Act when the traditional tithe, based on
a tenth of agricultural produce, was converted into a money

rent. Tithe maps and apportionments represent the first
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large-scale survey of the land since Domesday, although
their use is sometimes limited by the fact that they are not
complete or that only a small area of the parish was tithe-
able.29

Downton is, of course, a considerably larger
parish than Hilmarton, ahd had a more diverse occupational
structure. Nevertheless the tables clearly illustrate how
much larger farms on the 'Chalk' tended to be. Thomas
Poynder, the largest landowner in Hilmarton was a man of
considerable property, owning 5,893 acres in 1873. He
could not, however, compare with the Earl of Radnor 1n

influence and wealth (Radnor's property amounted to 17,173

30

acres in 1873). The majority of occupiers in both

parishes were tenants rather than owner-occupiers; the
number of small tradesmen in the large village of Downton
itself accounts for most of the smaller occupiers here (i.e.

of thirty acres or less).
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Table 1: Downton: Summary of Principal Land Holdings in

Tithe Award of 1840

Arable 5848 acres Orchards 93 acres
Meadow 896 acres Common, pasture 2875 acres
Water meadow 416 acres Wood 520 acres
Gardens 187 acres
Total of 11,896 acres covered by Award
OWNERS Approx. OCCUPIERS Approx.
acreage acreage
William Pleydell Jonathan Taunton* 1925
Bouverie, Earl of Thomas Maton* 1182
Radnor 4009 George W. Cheyney* 777
Robert Eden Robert E.D. Shafto 732
Duncombe Shafto 1002 William Street* 713
Executors of Earl William Westcott
Thomas Nelson 999 Atkinson* 675
George Matcham 737 William Tamlyn* 639
George Matcham and William H. Tinney 375
Guardians of Earl William Andrews* 372
Hoartio Nelson 723 Earl Radnor 357
Guardians of Earl James Read* 313
Horatio Nelson 164 William Maton?* 311
Joseph Goff 628 Jacob Gwyer* 290
Frederick Webb 545 James Cooper* 270
William H. Tinney 375 James Wapshare 262
Mrs Henrietta Silas Benjafield* 209
Shuckburgh 272 Joseph Goff 201
James Wapshare 262 George Newman* 190
John G. Bailey 236 William Gay*™ 185
George Newman 190 Bishop of Winchester 181
Bishop of Winchester 181 George Manning® 171
Countess Frances George Matcham 170
Elizabeth Nelson 162 William P. Shuckburgh* 165
Jonathan Taunton 82 Peggy Gwyer® 137
James Shelley 32 Joseph Nicholas*® 109
Ralph Fanstone 30 Henrietta Shuckburgh 35
James Kernish 29 Frederick Webb* 57
James Ingram 26 Jacob Manning®* 35
John Street 22 William and Joseph
Batten* 33
Average 524 Countess Frances
Elizabeth Nelson 34
James Shelley 32
James Kernish 29
James Ingram 26
Samuel Eldridge* 27
John Street 22
John Andrews™ 21

Average 312

* denotes occupier 1is a tenant

(Source: W.R.0., T/A Downton cum Bodenham)



29

(Source:

W.R.O0., T/A Hilmarton)

Table 2: Hilmarton: Summary of Principal Land Holdings
| in Tithe Award of 1842
Arable 1548 acres Houses 65 acres
Meadow 2318 acres Waste 34 acres
Wood 177 acres Glebe 6 acres
Orchard 16 acres
Total of 4182 acres covered by Award
OWNERS Approx. OCCUPIERS Approx.
acreage acreage
Thomas Poynder 970 Robert and Samuel
John Crook (lease- Stiles* 562
hold from Magdalene John Crook 493
College, Oxford) 493 John Large 334
Madame Anne de James Large 302
Bolleville 443 Jasper Rumboll
Provost and Maskelyne* 251
- Fellows of Worcester Daniel Vines”® 235
College, Oxford 356 Christopher Beavens* 234
John Large 334 Henry Hunt* 229
Edward Stiles 321 Edward Jeffereys*® 199
James Large 302 James Lawrence®* 142
Lady Grace Elizabeth Jacob Henly 134
Neate 251 Thomas Crump* 128
Jane Thring 234 John Godwin* 128
Jacob Henly 134 James Rumming* 122
Brian Rumboll 122 Madame Anne de
James Bewlay 82 Bolleville 107
Samuel W. Neate 67 Elizabeth Jeffereys*® 102
Mary Hopkins 14 Luke Eatell* 101
James Bewlay 82
Average 294 Mary Harris* 67
John Pinniger* 51
Thomas Poynder 37
Elizabeth Rivers* 25
Jonas Hunt* 22
Elizabeth Pourney”® 4
Average 170
* denotes occupier 1s a tenant.
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Before concluding this section on land use and
ownership, additional mention should be made of the enclo-
sure movement and its effect on the rural poor. As we
have seen, the vast majority of enclosures in Wiltshire were
completed by 1815. The writings of John Clare among
othe;.contemporaries, encouraged a belief that Parliamen-
tary enclosure was responsible for destroying a prosperous
peasantry and depopulating the countryside by driving 1ts
inhabitants to the industrial towns. But enclosure was
a process which had begun long before the Parliamentary

Enclosure Acts - indeed in some areas of England, land had

never passed through an open field stage. In Wiltshire,
Parliamentary enclosure dealt with only about one in four

acres (although this rose to one in two acres in parts of

the 'Chalk').>?!

There certainly does appear to have been a decline
in the number of'owners of land in the first quarter of
the nineteenth century, especially in the 'Chalk', but the
decline was not a direct result of enclosure.32 It 1is
also generally agreed that enclosure, by improving the
standard of cultivation actually increased the demand for
agricultural labour rather than driving away the rural
population. Writing in 1794 of the north-west of Wiltshire
where agricultural standards were considered to be inferior
to those of the 'Chalk', Davis commented, 'so little manual
labour 1s done to the uninclosed land, in its present state,

that every alteration that has improvement for its object,

must 1ncrease manual labour and, of course, the number of

labourers'.33
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There is no evidence to show that the agricul-
tural labourer in this period blamed enclosure for his con-

dition, although earlier in the century there had been some

manifestations of popular discontent connected with enclo-

sure, for 1instance 1in Ramsbury 1in 1800.34 After 1830,

enclosure awards were made in only a handful of Wiltshire
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parishes, and in no case was unrest linked either with

the date of the act or the award.

In some cases Parliamentary enclosure awards com-
pensated the agricultural labourer by promoting allotment
schemes. Following the 1806 Enclosure Act in Broad
Somerford, the Reverend Stephen Demainbray was offered a
liberal allotment of land in lieu of tithes. Demainbray
took this opportunity to lay down certain conditions regar-
ding the cottagers and squatters who had settled on the

commons due to be enclosed:

Every poor man whose cottage was situated on the
commons or waste land, should have his garden,
orchard, or little enclosure, taken from the waste
within the last twenty years, confirmed to him;

and that in case the same did not amount to the
half acre, it should be increased to that quantity,
by allotting a portion of land ... to the rector,
churchwarden, and overseer, for the time being,

who should annually let the same to each poor
cottager free of rent and taxes, by which clause
the allotment was secured from alienation ... In
addition to which, 8 acres were allotted to the
rector, churchwarden etc. adjoining to the village,
for the benefit of its poor inhabitants, to be
annually allowed them, according to the number of
their respective families. 36

Similarly in Potterne, following an enclosure act
of 1824, the ownership of the enclosed commons was vested
in the Bishop of Salisbury, and the vicar and churchwardens

were made trustees of the land and required to lease it in
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37 Another scheme was devised

small holdings to the poor.
by a Wiltshire magistrate. He described how, following
the enclosure in 1820 of a hundred acres of heath on his
estate (probably near Malmesbury), the Enclosure Commis-
sioners advised him to set aside eight acres for the poor.
Allotments of up to half an acre were rented out both to
cottagers on his estate and to those from neighbouring
villages. The magistrate claimed that the potatoes grown
on these allotments enabled many families to keep pigs,
something which they had not formerly been able to do.38

Thus 1n some parishes at least provision was
made by the enclosers for the resident poor. In several
cases allotment schemes set up as a result of enclosure
allowed a small parcel of land to those who had previously
had no land at all, and these schemes were widely copied 1in
the county 1in the 1820s and 1830s as we shall see. The
advantage to the labourer of an allotment in his struggle
to eke out a living in the countryside had the effect of

increasing his ties to the land rather than driving him to

the town.

PoEulation Trends and OccuEational Structure

Throughout the period 1830 to 1875 more men in

Wiltshire were employed in agriculture than any other occu-
pation. In 1831 24,708 adult males (i.e. over the age of
twenty) were employed as agricultural labourers, represen-

ting 42.6% of the total adult male population. A more
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detailed breakdown may be calculated from the 1841 Census
onwards. The tables overpage classify the occupied popu-
lation of the county for the four Census years from 1841 to
1871 into nine broad categories. They are based on occu-

pational subdivisions devised by Charles Booth for Life and

Labour of the People of London, as modified by Dr W.A.

Armstrong.39 Within each of the nine categories are numer-
ous subdivisions, and the tables also identify the most

important subdivisions in the manufacturing category 1in

Wiltshire.
Between 1801 and 1831 the population of Wiltshire

had increased by 29%, and growth continued after 183l

although at a slower and fluctuating rate:

Total Population of Wiltshire

1831 237,244
1841 256,280
1851 254,221
1861 249,311
1871 257,177

This increase in population, which although considerable
was by no means as great as many other southern counties,
especially over the period 1801 to 1831, could not be absor-

bed by the agricultural labour market where employment
anyway was of a seasonal nature. The agricultural employ-
ment situation became critical after 1815 and the conclusion

of the Napoleonic Wars which brought a flood of demobilised

soldiers onto the labour market. Chronic structural
unemployment and underemployment was the root cause of rural

poverty and unrest for much of this period, for as Table 3
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Table 3: Occupational Structure of the Wiltshire
Population 1841-1871

Occupational group Percentage of male occupied population

1841 1851 1861 1871
%Ei;ﬁ?ﬁ;?re/ 48.9 52. 3 51.3 43.1
Mining 0.3 0.8 1.2 1.5
Building 7.3 7.7 9.0 9.6
Manufacture 19.2 19.0 18.8 19.5
(including sub-
divisions 18-22:
Textiles & Dyeing (6.0) (5.3) (4.0) (3.6)
23 & 24: Dress) (5.1) (4.8) (4.2) (3.6)
Transport 1.4 2.4 2.4 2.7
Dealing 4.6 5.0 5.5 6.5
Industrial Service 10.5 6.3 4.8 10.1
public Service/ s0 38 39 4
Domestic Service ' 4.8 2.7 3.0 3.0

Occupational group Percentage of female occupied population
1841 1851 1861 1871

%%ﬁ;ﬁ?ﬁ;?re/ 15.2 26.7 18.8 13,5
Mining - - - -
Building 0.2 - 0.1 -
Manufacture 24.4 29.0 29.0 27.0

(including sub-
divisions 18-22:
Textiles & Dyeing (16.1) (15.7) (14.1) (13.0)

23 & 24: Dress) (7.3) (12.1) (13.4) (12.2)
Transport 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.3
Dealing 2.5 4,2 3.3 4.7
Industrial Service 2.2 0.5 0.6 1.2
Professional 2.6 3.7 5. 4 5. 6
Domestic Service 52.6 35.4 42.4 47.7

Source: P.P., 1844 (587.) XXVII; 1852-53, LXXXVIII, Part
I; 1863, LIII, Part II; 1873, LXXI, Part I.
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shows, the proportion of the population employed in agri-

culture continued to rise until 1851, and even when the

tide did turn, the decline was very slow. 'The land must

bear the burden of a population not required for its culti- .

40

vation', wrote Caird in 1850, and eighteen years later

the Parliamentary Assistant Commissioner, F.H. Norman

could still report that, 'the labour market in Wiltshire

has of late years been, and is now, overstocked and ...

the wages in that county have consequently been low'.41

Labour demands varied according to the type of
agriculture and the season. They were also, as will be
shown in subsequent chapters, very dependent upon the
profitability of agriculture at any one time and the confi-

dence of the farmer. As Robert Hughes, a Wiltshire witness

before the Select Committee on Agriculture in 18335

. explained:

The surplus labourers have very much increased
indeed, from the want of capital and confidence

in the farmer ... for the moment a farmer gets

into distress he endeavours to reduce his expenses,
and he throws every labourer he can spare out of

employment. 42
Some landowners and farmers felt a deeper sense of obli-
gation towards their workforce than others, and where they
had the necessary capital they would make the effort to
keep the labourers employed. Others either lacked the
wherewithal to do this or simply felt no compunction.
For instance, it was said of one Charlton farmer in 1845

that:

He did with his labourers as he did with his
potatoes. He did not keep all the potatoes
out for use every day, and he did not, like

some farmers try to find work for the men all
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the year round. When he did not need them he 473
put them in the workhouse until they were needed.

During haymaking and harvest there was often an
overall shortage of labour in the southern counties, while
in the winter months thousands were thrown on the parish.
'There are no surplus labourers, generally speaking, 1in
the summer months', asserted Hughes in 1833; November to

March were the months when many labourers were redundant.44

When the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, Colonel
A'Court, was establishing the new Poor Law Unions in 1835
and 1836 he compiled information showing the amount of
winter unemployment in many Wiltshire parishes. (Unfor-
tunately no information is available for the Bradford,
Calne and Hungerford Unions.) This information is repro-
duced in the table at Appendix A. On this evidence it
can be shown that at the minimum (i.e. taking the lower
figure of the estimate for each parish and bearing in mind
that not all the parishes in these Unions supplied the
information), 2,806 men or 53% of the adult male population
in those Unions accounted for could expect to be thrown out
of work in the winter months. Unemployment was more
chronic in some parishes than others. The map overpage
shows those parishes where the unemployed formed a parti-
cularly high proportion of the population and those parishes
where there was a large body of unemployed labourers to be
found (althbugh not necessarily forming an unusually high
proportion of the population). Many of these parishes
experienced considerable unrest in this period, and will be

considered in greater detail in the course of this study.
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Labour demands also varied according to the
nature of agricultural occupation. Since 'the simple
operation of making cheese causes a less demand for labour
than the constant preparation of the land for a succession

45

of agricultural crops', it was generally the case that

more labourers were employed to the acre on arable land than

in pasture. The usual estimate was one man employed to
every fifty acres of pasture, one to every thirty acres

of arable and one to every three hundred acres of downland.
During the summer months it was quite usual for agricul-
tural and textile workers from the 'Cheese' to 'beat out’
to other parishes, often in the 'Chalk', where there was
more work available and more money to be earned. 'They
go out of our neighbourhood to get 40 or 50 acres of corn
instead of having only 10 or 12 with us; then they come
back and throw themselves upon our parishes for employment

during the winter months', complained one 'Cheese' farmer

in the 1840s.%’

'Job labourers' or 'taskers', as these people
were known, were common from the Calne, Chippenham and
Swindon and Highworth areas. Although employment was com-
paratively plentiful in the summer months, 'outcomers'
were nevertheless deeply resented in those parishes where
they sought work. Two threatening letters received by
farmers in Dauntsey and Figheldean in 1831 and 1835 res-

pectively bear witness to this resentment.

There appear to have been very few Irish immig-
rants seeking agricultural work in Wiltshire in this

period; as Barbara Kerr writes, they 'avoided Dorset and

46
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Wiltshire where they recognised poverty equal to their

own'.49

Those few who did venture into the county also
seem to have met with resentment. In one incident in
Charlton, in August 1830, for instance, a number of Irish
reapers were turned out of a local pub one afternoon by
the landlord who considered they had drunk sufficient beer.
The Irish started to throw stones at the door of the house,
and 'the noise they made attracted a number of men from
the adjoining fields of the village to the spot, who sallied
forth, thrashed each of them well and drove them from the

place'.so

Irish immigrant labour was used in some force
in the building of the Great Western Railway, but there is
little evidence of this arousing antagonism among the
native population, perhaps because the railways represented
an area of growth in employment.

The practice of 'beating out' was synonymous with
a fast declining way of life in the English countryside
of families subsisting on agriculture in the summer months
and some form of manufacture, usually textile manufacture,

21 Hence 'beating out' was usual in

during the winter.
areas surrounding the textile manufacturing towns of west
Wiltshire. Woollens were manufactured in a string of

towns and villages stretching from Warminster to Malmesbury,
with Chippenham, Trowbridge, Bradford-on-Avon and Westbury
being the most important. In addition, fustian-cotton was
manufactured at Aldbourne using locally grown flax. Linen
was made at Mere, and silk and crape at Devizes. The map

overpage shows that these towns and their environs were the

most densely populated areas of the county.
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This industry still provided a supplement to
the wages of the agricultural labourer's family as well as
employment for those who were exclusively textile workers.
A great deal of this work was done by outwork, i.e. in
the workers' own cottages, and only a small proportion was
done in workshops in the towns. At Clarks of Trowbridge
for instance, only preparatory work for spinning and cer-
tain finishing processes were performed in the factory, at
the beginning of the century.52
Textile manufacturing did much to boost the
standard of living of the 'Cheese' labourer, in particular,
at the turn of the eighteenth century. In 1794 Davis
wrote, 'there will probably be, in future, more complaint
for want of labourers, than for want of work to employ them
in, especially in the neighbourhood of the manufacturing
town'.53 He went on to warn however that 'if the employ
which women and children have hitherto had, in spinning
for the cloth manufactories, should be lost, by the intro-
duction of machinery to do that work', then either some
other mode of employment should be found for them or 'the
families of the labouring poor must fall on the poor rates',>"
The years immediately after the Napoleonic Wars
were described as 'a high water mark''in the prosperity
of the textile manufactories of the west of England.55
Decline, or at best stagnation, had set in by 1820 however,
in Wiltshire, with increasing unemployment among handloom
weavers. 1826 was a particularly depressed year and drove

many manufacturers to the wall, especially in Bradford-on-

Avon. In Table 3 showing occupational structure {(on page
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34), the gradual decline in the proportion of the popu-
lation employed in textiles and dyeing may be clearly seen.
This decline was not uniform in its effects however, and
the plight of the textile worker was worse in some years
than others. In 1826 for instance, William Cobbett saw
'thirty or more men digging a great field', between War-
minster and Westbury, in return for 9d a day poor relief.

The men were said to be chiefly spinners and weavers from

Westbury, Bradford and Trowbridge.56

There was some upturn in the industry's fortunes
in the next few years, notably in Trowbridge, and the
failure of the textile workers to join forces with the

agricultural Swing rioters in 1830 was attributed to their

S7

being 'pretty generally well employed'. Throughout the

1830s weavers' wages were considerably higher than those
of agricultural labourers.58 Trowbridge and Chippenham
appear to have suffered a less drastic decline than Bradford,

Calne and Westbury. Broadcloth manufacture was still said

59

to be prospering in Chippenham in the early 18350s. In

the parish of Broughton Gifford, between Melksham and
Bradford, one third of the population was still engaged 1in
hand-loom weaving in 1867.60 But despite pockets of acti-

vity, Caird painted a gloomy picture in 1850 of 'a decayed

manufacturing population, among whom handloom weaving and

pillow lace working still keep a languid existence'.61

The unemployed textile worker did not necessarily

threaten the agricultural labourer by taking his work from

him; it was said that 'the employment of manufacturers

62

seems to unfit them for the labours of the'field', and
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that the unemployed weaver was 'not held in much estimation

03 Obviously some textile workers did

as a farm labourer'.
turn to farm labour; one former factory worker from Calne
had been employed as an agricultural labourer in Cherhill

for some years when his wife was interviewed by the Assistant
Parliamentary Commissioner, Alﬁ;ed Austin, in 1843. The
change in employment had cost him a cut of at least 2s a week
in wages.64

The presence of unemployed textile workers in any
numbers had a depressing effect on the economy of that area
by putting a burden on the poor rates and dragging down wage
rates. Moreover the loss of spinning in particular as out-
work for the labourers' wives was a serious blow, and meant
that women were increasingly driven to take what field work
they could in order to supplement the family earnings,
although in so doing they often undercut the men by taking
lower wages. We should note too that a lérge proportion
of the female population in Wiltshire in this period was
employed in domestic service.

With the decline of the textile industry, the
population became increasingly dependent on agriculture for
employment.  Apart from the farmers and labourers, many
of those who made up the Manufacture, Building and Dealing
categories 1in the table of occupational structure, serviced
the agricultural sector as blacksmiths, harness-makers,
millers, maltsters, brewers, carpenters, thatchers, masons,
bootmakers, butchers, bakers and general dealers. There

were few other employment outlets not directly linked to

agriculture or the needs of the rural population. Carpets
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were made in Wilton but much carpet production had moved
to Kidderminster in the early years of the century, and
Somerville found considerable unemployment in Wilton 1in

65 There was a famous bell foundry in Aldbourne,

1842,
and chair making was also established here, but not until

the 18503.66 There were a few brickworks scattered around
the county using local clay, at Highworth for instance.
There was also some rope and basket making in Highworth.
Tobacco and snuff were made in Devizes, although by 1830
silk manufacture had declined here, and ironically a dis-
used silk factory in New Park Street was used for a tem-
porary workhouse 1in 1835, 07 Cutlery was made in Salisbury,
and paper in Downton. Some gloving also continued around
the western manufacturing towns.

The coming of the railway to Wiltshire boosted
employment opportunities especially in the area around
Swindon where the Great Western Railway Works were located.
It should be noted however that the branch lines were built
largely by immigrant railway gangs, which partly account
for the particularly sharp increase in the population of

the county in 1841. The individual parishes most affected

were Bremhiil, Lineham, Wootton Bassett, Lacock, Purton,
Stratton St Margaret and Box.68
In 1863 the Sixth Parliamentary Report of the
Medical Officer of the Privy Council noted of a number of
counties, including Wiltshire, that 'there can be no doubt

that the mental and physical condition of the farm labourer

and his family is much better in these localities, where
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remunerative labour other than farm labour can be obtained

69

1n the purely agricultural districts'. During the nine-

teenth century there were several attempts to revive cottage
industry, in particular to provide women in agricultural
districts with alternative employment. In Downton for
instance, an effort was made in the early 1830s to reintro-
duce lace making, for which the parish had once been famous,
and straw plaiting, but with little success.70 In the
early years of the century the Society for the Betterment

of the Poor had sent several instructors to Wiltshire,
including Avebury, Devizes and Aldbourne, to teach straw
plaiting. In Aldbourne at least straw and later willow
plaiting was still comparatively successful in the 1840s

and 18505.71 In general however these attempts to encourage
cottage industry made little impact.

Industrial activity in the country had shifted to
the midlands and-the north, and to the source of cheap
power in the form of coal. Large scale industry could not
profitably be revived in many southern counties, and the
population therefore had to shift instead. But the move-
ment was protracted and painful, especially in those
counties like Wiltshire which were some distance from the
industrial centres. The majority of migration to the
rapidly expanding northern and midland town was from their
immediate agricultural environs. In many counties south

of the Thames emigration was more common, and there was a

particularly large number of emigrants from the counties of

Kent, Sussex and Wiltshire.72

A number of factors militated against labourers
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leaving their native county. There was an ignorance and

a natural fear of what lay beyond the narrow confines of
their world. Cobbett met a labouring woman in Ludgershall
in 1826 who had never been further than two and a half

h.73 The labourers' immo-

miles outside her native paris
bility however should not be overstated, for as we have
seen, many men travelled around the county during the summer
monfhs in search of the most lucrative employment. There
was considerable difference however between leaving one's
native parisﬁ temporarily and packing-up with the intention
of starting a new life elsewhere. The risks involved in
such an upheaval were exacerbated by the law of settlement.
The 1662 Act of Settlement had laid down various 'heads of
settlement' for determining the parish to which a pauper
was chargeable. This had been modified and added to in
subsequent years making the law complex and subject to con-
tinual dispute. By and large however, individuals were
entitled to relief only in the parish of their birth,
although a settlement in another parish could be gained by
a period of continuous residence, usually of a year. In
1854 one witness before the Select Committee on Poor
Removal argued that paupers 'stay paupers at home rather
than go and try to get work elsewhere and subject themselves
to removal back’. Without this law, he felt:

the tendency would be that the Wiltshire labourer

would be induced to go into Lincolnshire, and

compete with the Lincolnshire labourer. It would

take a generation before they redistributed them-
selves; but if you abolished the law of settle-

ment I think you would have a re-distribution
necessarily following. 74

Although younger labourers might be sufficiently
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adventurous to leave home, they were often unwilling to

73

do so out of attachment to their parents. Many of those

who had reached old age were dependent on their children to
preserve them from finishing their days in the workhouse.
Another factor in preventing labourers from mig-
rating or emigrating was their sheer financial inability
to do so. Most of the labouring population who left the
county, in the 1830s in particular, were financed out of
the poor rates. For instance in 1831 £200 was spent out
of the Great Somerford poor rates to send ten families to
Canada.76 Between April 1831 and May 1832, the Westbury
overseers spent a total of £1,600 to send 250 people to

Canada.77 Forty-two men left Hindon and East Knoyle for

Canada in April 1833,78 and 24 left Rockbourne and Damerham

for New South Wales in June 1834.79

The 1834 Poor Law (Amendment) Act included provi-
sion for assisted emigration to British Colonies, and
between 1835 and 1837 the pace of this form of emigration was
at its height. The Wiltshire Poor Law Union which took
greatest advantage of this policy was the Alderbury Union.

In 1836 plans were made to enable two hundred families from
Downton, and thirty families from Whiteparish to emigrate

%0 In this instance help was sought from the

to Canada.
landed proprietors of the area to finance the venture, as
well as loans from the Government. Similarly in the
Warminster Union, the Marquis of Bath donated £200 to help
Longbridge Deverell paupers to emigrate.81 Under the

auspices of the Poor Law Commission, a number of other

families and single labourers were helped to emigrate,
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mostly to Canada, between 1835 and 1837. They came from
Durrington and Tilshead in the Amesbury Union, Lacock in

the Chippenham Union, Manningford Abbots and Enford in the
Pewsey Union, Donhead St Mary and Chicklade in the Tisbury
Union and from Wishford in the Wilton Union. A further 122
people from the Wilton area emigrated in 1838 following a
talk by Dr Nicholls who had been appointed by the Home Office
to visit the agricultural areas and talk on emigration to

82

New South Wales. Assisted emigration after 1837 should

be noted from Bishops Cannings and Brinkworth in 1842, from
Bishops Cannings again and Christian Malford in 1843, from
Bremhill in 1845 and from Potterne in 1849.:83

Migration was less common, as we have already
noted. It was only after considerable effort that the
Downton overseers could persuade two families in May 1836

84"

to leave for the northern counties. Only 86 people

migrated from Wiltshire under Poor Law auspices between
85

1835 and 1837 as opposed to the 372 who emigrated.
Although it was quite effective in dispersing the
'surplus' population of many of the most overburdened
parishes, the problem with this Poor Law involvement was that
1t lent the stigma of 'persecution of the unfortunate'86 to
emigration and migration, which might have actually increased
resistance to removal by all except those in the most dis~-

tressed circumstances.

A fierce propaganda battle was fought in the local
press 1n the 1830s between those exhorting the benefits of

removal from the county and those pointing out its hazards.

The Salisbury and Winchester Journal published the following



49

semi-literate and affecting letter from one emigrant to

Canada to his former home in Corsley near Warminster, in

1831

My dear father I think God I am got on the land
of liberty and plenty. I arrived hear on 9 of
July. I had not a single shilling left when I
got hear But I met with good frends that took
us in and I went to worke at 6s pr day and my

bord on to this day, and now I am goun to work
on my one frme of 50 eakers which I bot a 55f%,

and I have 5 years to pay it in. I have bot

me a cow and 5 pigs I have sowed 4% eakers of
weat, and I have more to sow, making 63. Ham

goin to bild me a house this fall, 1f I 1liv and
will; and if I had staid at Corsley I never

should had nothing. I like the country very much__

I am at librty to shout terky, quill, pigons,
phesents, dear, and all kind of geam, wch I have
on my back wood... My wife and to sons is all will

and hapy and thinkfull that they are arived over
and wishinn Mother and Father and all the famly

was as will pervided for as we be. If the
labouring men ded but no the valy of thar strauth
they oud nevr bid contant in the old contry, as 1it
is caled hear ... No pore reats, no tax, no over-
sear, no begger; the weat that is lef in the felds

oud kip a hole parise... _
... S0 my dear Father I must conclud, with my

love to you all brothers and relations. not for-
getting my duty to my superiors who interseed in

my coming out. 87

This letter, painting such a glowing picture of the
emigrant's ability to get on, was believed to have been
responsible for encouraging a number of people in the
Warminster areahto follow the example. Many, however, were
said to be disappointed in their expectations, and soon
returned.88 In 1835 too a letter from a North American emi-
grant to his former home in Devizes spoke of many wishing to
return to England but being held back both by lack of money

and the fear .of another long and treacherous sea passage.89

Some of the resistance to removal from the county

appears to have been overcome by the 1850s. Caird spoke

of a 'prevalent desire for emigration among the labourers
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themselves, as their only mode of benefitting those who go

30

and those who stay behind’, A Wiltshire Emigration

Soclety was set up to assist those agricultural labourers

who wished to emigrate and who were recommended by the

91

Society's subscribers. Wiltshire was the first English

county to experience an overall decline in the population,

92

between the 1841 and 1851 Censuses, but even then the

decline was 0of less than 1%.93

The coming of the railways was an important factor
in increasing the labourers' mobility. In the late 1860s,
Norman wrote of the 'unsettled and dissatisfied' condition
of the labouring population of Wiltshire:

I received numerous complaints from farmers 1in

all parts of the county of the difficulty they

experience in getting good steady men to remain

with them ... The farmers attribute the dissatis-
faction on the part of the labourers to increased
education. I believe the real explanation of

it to be that the county is overstocked with

labour ... and that the labourers are beginning to

find out that more highly paid employments are to
be met with in other parts of the country, and

that the improved means of locomotion enable them 94
to go where they can meet with these higher wages.

Although the tide had turned, and the labouring
population was beginning to disperse, the process was still
a slow one, and assistance for migration and emigration was
to be one of the prime aims of agricultural trade unionism

in Wiltshire in the 18703.95

One result (and doubtless, in part, one contributory
factor too) to the gradual decline in the numbers of agri-
cultural labourers was that the farmers made increasing use
of machinery to solve the otherwise inevitably uneven

seasonal labour demands. There were several inventors and
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makers of agricultural machinery in Wiltshire in the early
nineteenth century, including the Reeve family of Bratton,
and J. Trowbridge of Amesbury who invented a winnowing
machine known as the 'Amesbury Heaver'. Trowbridge died in
1823; the 'Amesbury Heaver' was still in use in the 1840s
however.96 Ironically, the first labour saving machine
whiéﬁ the farmers adopted in any numbers in this period, the
threshing machine, took away winter rather than summer
employment from the labourer. Attempts to introduce
threshing machines and the opposition this aroused among

the labourers will be considered in detail in Chapter III.
Suffice it to say here that, although the machine breaking
Swing Riots of 1830 and 1831 temporarily interrupted the
introduction of this machinery, the use of the steam threshing

machine was said to be 'very general' in the county by the

18505.97 In December 1867 one Wiltshire commentator repor-

ted seeing ten steam threshing machines at work from dif-

ferent directions from Knook Stone on Imber Down.98

The steam plough was another machine which saved

labour mainly during the autumn rather than the summer months.

Although the first practical steam plough was developed as

early as 1833,99 there is no evidence of its use in Wiltshire

before the 1850s. In 1857 there was an exhibition of
steam ploughing at a Royal Agricultural Society meeting at

Salisbury, which apparently created little interest among

100 Steam ploughs were in use at Wroughton and

Broad Hinton by the following autumn however,lo1 and their

102

farmers.

use 1in the county was widespread by the late 1860s.

Great curiosity was aroused by a very early reaping
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machine in use on Combe Down in 1856, but it was reported

that while labourers were so plentiful, it was unlikely that

reaping machines would gain general use in Wiltshire.1©?

As other examples of labour saving machinery we should

mention chaff-cutting machines which were in use in the

104 and mowing machinery, reference to

105

Pewsey Vale by 1857,

which may be found in Wiltshire as early as 1861.
The introduction of labour saving machinery was

patchy. By the late 1860s however, one labourer of Great

Bedwin was convinced that there was 'not as much work as

106

there used to be on account of the machinery’, while a

Latton farmer explained that he 'could dispense with women's
107 By

the 1870s the use of machinery to cut down on labour in the

work by using machinery, but in summer I could not'.

summer months was certainly becoming more general, and one
speaker at an Agricultural Labourers' Union meeting at Wilton

in 1872 confirmed that the use of machinery had shortened the

duration of the harvest.lo8

Living and Working Conditions of the Agricultural
Labouring Population

Many agricultural commentators of the time wrote of
an apparently widening social gulf between agricultural
labourers and farmers. In 1826, Cobbett remarked bitterly
that the 1mproved system of agriculture had changed many

farmers 'into a species of mock gentlefolk, whilst it ground

109

the labourers down into real slaves'. The practice of

labourers lodging with their employers, or 'living in' as it
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was known, had largely disappeared in the south of England
by this period; thus 'the tie of mutual interest is
loosened', wrote the Reverend Demainbray, the labourer 'works
for this or that master indifferently, but with little real
attachment to his employer'.llo
This social polarisation was especially marked in
the arable regions such as the 'Chalk', where the farmers
were described as being 'a superior class of men, renting
the sporting of the manor as well as the land, and holding
that position which, from the non-residence of the owner

111

devolves upon them'. As the Rector of Marlborough wrote

in 1830, 'there is to be found a line of destruction between
the poor man and the sporting farmer'.112
On the 'Cheese', the existence of smaller farmers
meant that social polarisation was less evident. Richard
Jefferies writing of this area in the first half of the
nineteenth century, commented that, 'nowhere was the farmer
more backward, more rude and primitive, than on the small
dairy farms. He was barely to be distinguished from the
labourers amongst whom he worked shoulder to shoulder'.113
In the dairy itself the wives of these farmers too were
said to 'take a great deal of the work on themselves, =- the

114 It was also on these farms that

heaviest part of it'?',
the farmer could most easily afford to dispense with hired
labour altogether.

A much smaller capital outlay was required to set
oneself up as a small dairy farmer than as an arable farmer.

No expensive machinery was necessary. The work of the farm

might often be done by the family alone and 1f dairy workers
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were required, the employment of women cut down on wage

bills.115 Thus, as Jefferies wrote:
To successfully work a tenancy of such narrow
limits it is necessary that the occupier should
himself labour in the field from morn till dewy
eve - the capacity to work being more essential
than capital; and so it happens that the smaller
farms are occasionally held by men who have risen
from the lower classes. 116.

As we shall see in subsequent chapters the ability of the

'Cheese' labourer to raise himself to the level of a small-

holder was considered a very real possibility, especially

by certain supporters of the Anti-Corn Law League and strands

117

of the agricultural trade union movement. We should note

that, even 1if in practice few labourers were able to set
themselves up as farmers, many of those living in the 'Cheese'
were able to rent larger allotments than labourers in the
'Chalk', allowing them to support themselves during the
winter months when they had returned from their summer
employment often in the arable region. In Bromham in 1851,
there were three men described in the Census Enumerator's
Schedules as 'allotment farmers' with holdings of two, four
and seven acres respectively.ll8
Apart from regional differences between labourers
in status and expectations, there were also clear distinc-
tions between the specialist agricultural workers such as
shepherds, stockmen, milkers and ploughmen, and the ordinary
day labourer. '"The foreman had absolute authority over
the carters and labourers', A.G. Street wrote of his father's
Wiltshire farm, 'but the head dairyman and head shepherd
were 1n a class apart; they had charge of their respective

departments'.119
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Similarly among female labourers, we find that the
practice of dairymaids boarding in farmers' houses continued

throughout this period, and long after 'living in' had

120

declined among male labourers. 'The farmers take great

care of the health of their dairy-women', a Calne surgeon
explained in 1843, 'as the loss is great if they are taken
ill ... the dairy-women are well fed and lodged, and receive

121 Field workers, on the other hand,
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every attention'.
were described as being 'certainly the lowest class’'.

Specialist workers were paid higher wages than
the ordinary labourer, although stockmen and milkers had to

work seven days a week.
Shepherds and carters generally receive about Zs
a week more than common day labourers, and often

extra allowances beside; on large farms shepherds’
and carters' places are sometimes of great value,

amounting to as much as 17s or 18s a week ...

The milkers on the dairy farms in Wiltshire
generally have an extra ls per week, because they
are obliged to work on Sundays. 123

In addition, the specialist labourers had the
security of being hired for longer periods than the ordinary
labourers who were usually hired by the week or even the day.
The plentiful supply of labour enabled the farmer to take on
hands only as and when he needed them. Even the specialist
labourers might be hired for something under a year to
prevent them gaining a settlement entitling them to poor
relief in the parish of their employment.l24 In 1832 it

was said to have become 'the usual mode of hiring' to take

labourers on for eleven months only.125

The position was in reverse by the 1860s, however

when, with increasing mobility and opportunities available
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to the labourer, it was difficult for the farmer to persuade

specilalists to stay on for a year. As one Chippenham
farmer wrote, shepherds and carters were occasionally hired
by the year but 'they are rather indisposed themselves to
accept a yearly hiring'.lz.6 Moreover by the 1860s, there
i1s increasing evidence of ordinary labourers being hired by

the year; such was the case for instance on George Brown's

farm in Avebury.127

We should not underestimate the continuity of
employment in many farms, even if hiring was not long-term.
Many ordinary labourers worked all their lives for one

farmer, although they might experience periods of unemploy-
ment. Annual lists of labourers for two farms in Aldbourne
from 1867 onwards show a 'hard core' of labourers who were
employed on the farms year after year (although it is not

clear if they were hired on a yearly, weekly or daily basis).lz8
Additional labourers were taken on for various tasks during
the year; it was these labourers who might experience the
longest periods of unemployment, being dependent on poor
relief, whatever casual work they could get, and possibly on
petty theft and poaching. They were sometimes listed in the
Census Enumerators' Schedules as 'agricultural labourer/
pauper', and their presence in any number in a village
inevitably pushed up poor rates, depressed wages and threa-
tened the more regularly employed labourers who were thus
forced to be more subservient in defence of their work. We
therefore find a further social distinction between the

comparatively steady and 'respectable' labourer, and those

who, often through no fault of their own, were forced to
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take on work on a very casual basis.

In spite of the practice of hiring ordinary
labourers by the day or week, hiring or statute fairs, or
'mops' as they were also known, continued to thrive in
Wiltshire in this period. Significantly, they were more
prominent in the dairying districts whefe there was a
Closer relationship between farmer and farm servant, and
where dairy women still 'lived in'. The most important
hiring fairs were centred on the larger towns of the north
of the county, namely Swindon, Wootton Bassett, Highworth,
Malmesbury and Chippenhanm. Fairs which survived in the
arable districts were said to be held annually, while in

the dairying districts they were held twice a year at

129

Michaelmas and Ladyday. Fairs at Chippenham, Swindon

and Wootton Bassett were all held twice a year certainly.

In 1837 the Wootton Bassett hiring fair, described as

130 131

'probably the largest in England' was held every month,

although 1t too was half-yearly by the 1840s. This fair
which had been established in 1836 seemed to reach a peak

in the early 1850s. In 1853, 280 yearly hirings were

recorded, with many more half-yearly hirings,132 and in 1854

an unprecedented 340 labourers were hired here.133
It would seem however that local hiring arrange-
ments were not catered for so much by these fairs as

hirings for counties where labour was not so plentiful. At

Chippenham for example, many servants were hired 'in many

134

instances to proceed into distant counties'. Increasingly

too 'mops' lost sight of their original purpose and became

gatherings to be attended for enjoyment rather than business.
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In fact many farmers avoided 'mops' because those who
attended them were considered to be neither respectable nor
reliable.}®>  The Chippenham Hiring Fair was abolished in
1859, and proposals were made to abolish the Marlborough
'mop' in 1873 because so little hiring took place there.
Throughout this period Wiltshire fell into the
category of a 'low wages' county. In his survey of
English agriculture between 1850 aﬁd 1851, Caird encountered
the lowest wages found on his travels in the 'Chalk' region
of Wiltshire, at 6s a week, although 7s a week was more
common. >  The average wage in the 'Cheese' was somewhat
higher, averaging between 7s and 8s a week,137 for despite
the greater demand for labour in the 'Chalk' the availability
of alternative employment was still comparatively higher in
the 'Cheese’. Caird also attributed the regional difference
to the fact that in the 'Chalk', 'the command of wages 1is

altogether under the control of the large farmers, some of

138

whom employ the whole labour of a parish'. These wage

rates in 1850 compared with an average of 1lls 6d a week
among agricultural labourers in the north of the country,
and 8s 5d among labourers throughout the south.

Over the period 1830 to 1875 as a whole, weekly
wage rates fluctuated considerably although within com-
paratively narrow limits. As a general guide it can be
said that 6s was about the lowest rate paid during these
vears; in those instances where lower rates were found the
labourer usually received some additional perquisite such

as meals or lodging.'®” For most of the 1830s and 1840s

and early 1850s average weékly wages for ordinary labourers
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were between 6s and 9s, rising to between 7s and 10s after
1853 when the Crimean War produced something of a boom, in
arable agriculture in particular. In the 1860s and 1870s
weekly wages settled between 8s and 1lls, with a peak being
reached in 1873 and early 1874 coinciding with the estab-
lishment of agricultural trade unionism. |
Variations in wage rates were dependent on two
factors; the price of agricultural produce and the proximity
of alternatife and better-paid employment. In the latter
case we have already seen that wage rates were slightly
higher in the 'Cheese' than in the 'Chalk', due to the
more diverse occupational structure. Wages were sensitive
to very small variations in the prospects of the labouring
population; 1in the Hungerford Poor Law Union for instance,
wages were said to be slightly higher in the parishes on

the Berkshire border than in the more remote parishes

further west into Wiltshire.140

Wage rates also fluctuated with prices, the price
of wheat, 1n particular, often being directly linked to the
price of labour. The labourers 'get their wages lowered
when the price of the loaf is low', one Brinkworth farmer
explained in 1845, 141 In 1833 the criterion for calcu-

lating the weekly wage rate was said to be the price of a

1472

bushel to a bushel and a half of wheat. A widespread

lowering of wages occurred in 1835 when the price of wheat

fell below 40s per quarter,l43 while there was evidence of

a wage rise in 1840 when wheat rose to 70s per quarter.l44
Thus the 'Speenhamland' system of calculating poor relief

in accordance with the price of bread applied equally to
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the labourers' wages. For this reason high prices appear
rarely to have been the cause of discontent in this period

especially in the 'Chalk’, since low prices generally meant

lower wages and a lower level of cultivation, thereby

increasing unemployment.145

Apart from the weekly wage there were a number of
factors which could raise the labourers'overall earnings.
Harvest earnings in particular were of fundamental impor-
tance in enabling labouring families to make ends meet.

As F.G. Heath wrote, 'The harvest times are the halcyon
days, in a pecuniary sense, of the farm labourer, enabling
him to wipe off some long "scores'" run up at the shopkeeper

146

during the year’'. The decision to disband the county's

800 militia men 1in October 1856 at the end of the Crimean
War was criticised in the local press, where it was argued
that, 'If the men could not have been spared in time to
have earned something over the harvest to help them through

the winter, they should not have been set adrift till the

5pring'.147

As we have already seen, harvest was one of the
only times when there was regularly a shortage of labourers,
and virtually every member of the labouring family found

employment in the fields at this time. The reaping was

usually left to the men, although it was by no means unknown

148

for women to do some reaping too. In general however the

women and children raked up the corn and put it into sheaves.
Hours of work at this time were very long. Agricultural
labourers usually worked from daylight to dusk in the winter

and from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. in the summer, although milkers

and carters had to start work before the ordinary labourer.
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At harvest however some labourers, and especially those
migrant workers who travelled around the county, would begin
work 'of their own accord at three o'clock in the morning,
resting during the mid-day heat, and after resuming labour

in the afternoon', continue 'till eight o'clock in the

evening'.14g

The labourers' enhanced bargaining position at
this time was reflected in higher wages. Piece work rates
were paid for harvest work; as much as 7s or 8s per acre
could be earned in 1850, making a daily rate of 3s or 45,190
Free beer was usually provided by the farmer, and sometimes
food too if the work was very urgent. In addition gleaning
or 'leazing' rights were an important harvest customn. In
1843 one labouring woman from Calne claimed she had been
able to glean six bushels of corn in three weeks, although

to achieve this feat she had got up at 2 o'clock every mor-

ning and sometimes travelled as far as seven miles from her

home in a day.151

Labourers could sometimes earn piece work rates
for other tasks. Hoeing, mowing, hedging and ditching
were all commonly done by piece work. Threshing too was
sometimes paid by the piece; 9s to 10s a week could be
carned this way in Shalbourne in 1838 for instance.152
Pilece work declined however in years when unemployment was
particularly bad for it became less economic from the
farmer's point of view when he found himself paying high

poor rates. As Robert Hughes explained, if labourers

were given piece work:
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the farmers say they should not be enabled to
employ so many, that they could then only employ
a few men who would earn high wages, and the

others would have no employment at all; and
therefore, upon that principle they think it
better to let them go on by the day. 153

The wages of the labourers' wives and children
were also an important supplement to the labouring family's
total earnings. Agricultural- labourers tended to marry
young. A number of factors contributed to this. The
decline of 'living in' led to many young men seeking to set
up their own home earlier than they might otherwise have
done. The single male labourer was also paid lower wages
in many instances than his married counterpart, especially
in the 1830s. When poor rates were high, farmers preferred
to keep on married labourers with families as they would
obviously form more of a burden on the rates.than the
single man if unemployed. In some parishes active steps

were taken to drive away single young men; the Shalbourne

overseer openly admitted to this in 1838,>°% while in
Maddington, in 1834 the handful of farmers who occupied

land here refused all poor relief and employment to single

labourers.155

In a paradoxical way the poverty caused by an
overstocked labour market forced many women and children
into competing with the underemployed male population for
agricultural work. The decline in female employment 1in
agriculture after 1851 was therefore a testament to impro-
ving conditions among the labouring population, and one of
the aims of agricultural trade unionism in the 1870s was

to end the employment of women in farm work altogether as a

means to improving the male labourers' bargaining position.
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Female field workers usually earned between half

and two thirds of the male labourer's wage rate, although
hours of work were shorter at around eight or nine hours
a day to allow the women to perform the household chores.
In the Calne area in 1843 when ordinary male labourers
earned 8s to 9s a week, women were paid 4s a week ip the

winter and 4s 6d in the summer, rising at haymaking and
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harvest to 5s a week. (The casual nature of female

field work is indicated by the fact that wages are usually

referred to in terms of the daily rate. They are trans-

lated here into weekly rates for ease of comparison with

male wages.)

Apart from haymaking and harvest, field work for
women usually consisted of very menial tasks, namely
weeding and hoeing, potato planting, cleaning fields of

stones, filling dung carts, spreading manure and pulling up

and cleaning turnips and other root crOps.ls7 In general

women worked separately from men.158 The clergy were

critical of mixed employment as being the cause of 'vice and

immorality’.159

Dairy work, as has already been noted, was a more
prestigioué occupation for women than field work, but even'
if the dairy workers were better cared for than field wor-
kers, the work itself was very arduous. The hours were

long and cheese-making in particular could be strenuous.160

Girls under the age of fourteen were not widely
employed in agriculture except at harvest. By the late
1860s it was said that only 10-15% of girls from rural

families took up field work, the majority going instead
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into service at the age of about fifteen.161 For almost

the whole of the period 1830-1875 however, the employment

of young boys was widespread. Boys usually began work at

the age of seven or eight, and this continued until well
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into the 1860s. The employment of children under the

age of twelve was not made illegal until 1874, four years

after the first Education Act, and school attendance was

not compulsory on a national basis until 1880. Young boys
were initially put to light work such as bird scaring or
driving the plough teams, and thence they would gradually
learn a wide range of farm tasks in a form of informal
apprenticeship. In the 1840s an eight year old boy was
paid 1s 6d a week. By the age of twelve he would be
earning 2s 6d a week, rising to 6s a week by the age of

fifteen or sixteen.203 By the late 1860s the usual wage

paid to eight year olds was around 2s a week.164

Children's wages represented an important factor
in the labouring family's budget. As one Wiltshire clergy-
man remarked, 'The children leave school at an early age

either because their parents are induced by their poverty

to send their children to work, or the employer practically

employs pressure to oblige the children to come out to
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work'. The employment of young boys was considered

essential by the farmers to ensure a suitably skilled work-
force for the future. Few farmers frowned on the employ-
ment of young children as helping to perpetuate an over-
stocked labour market by fitting them for nothing but

agricultural labour. Robert Bowman, a farmer in the Calne
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Poor Law Union stated in 1843:

I think that putting them (boys) to work at
seven or eight is the very best thing for then,

though it necessarily takes them from the day
school. They lose school instruction, cer-
tainly, but I think the knowledge they get of
their future occupation quite compensates for
such a loss. According to my experience, I
find that beginning as early as seven or eight
gets a more thorough knowledge of every part of
the work wanted about a farm. When he grows up
he can turn his hand to everything that is

wanted. 166
Twenty-five years later there had been little change in
this outlook; many of the witnesses who gave evidence to
the Assistant Parliamentary Commissioner for the 1868 Report
on the Employment of Children, Young Persons and Women 1in
Agriculture were critical of efforts to increase education
among labourers’ children, unless it was for those boys who
might have to work with machinery, in which case it was
167

felt that a certain amount of education would be useful.
Within the labouring family therefore, the father's
weekly wage was supplemented by harvest and piece work
earnings and the wages of the mother and children. Such
additions however could easily be offset by periods of
unemployment when the family was forced to depend on poor
relief, private charity and even petty theft and poaching.
The extent of crime in the rural community will be con-
sidered 1n the next chapter. Mention should be made here

however of poor relief and charity, although both will also

be referred to again in subsequent chapters.

Poor relief was an integral part of most labourers'

existence throughout this period. The poor law underwent

a major legal change in 1834 in the form of the Poor Law
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(Amendment) Act, although in fact the change in the adminis-
trative control of poor relief proved, in practice, to be
more fundamental than any change in the actual form that
relief took. The old poor law, based on the Elizabethan
Poor Law of 1597 and 1601 obliged each parish to levy a
local rate in order to relieve its own aged and sick, and
to find work for the 'industrious poor'. Farmers and
tradesmen usually acted as overseers of the poor while any
disputes could be referred to the local gentry in their
role as magistrates. The old poor law had undergone
numerous modifications since the reign of Elizabeth I, and
by the late eighteenth century social changes in the country-
side had put a considerable strain on the system of relief.
Faced with the growth in the population, structural unem-
ployment and the inadequacy of the labourer's wage, Berk-
shire magistrates meeting at Speenhamland in 1795 adopted
the expedient of supplementing wages out of poor rates 1in
order to ensure a minimum standard of living among the
labouring population. The level of relief was based on
the current price of bread and the number of children in
the labourer's family. The 'Speenhamland system' gained
widespread usage, although by the 1830s it had diversified
considerably. In Wiltshire for instance there were at
least eleven different scales used to calculate the level
of relief, and a system of child allowances was more common

than a subsidy in aid of wages. (The operation of the

scale system will be discussed in more detail in Chapter

III.)
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Although no doubt well-intentioned, the 'Speen-
hamland system' had the effect of institutionalising low
wages, and farmers no longer felt an obligation to pay
adequate wages. The poor rates of the farmers obviously
increased as they paid lower wages, but the full burden
did not fall upon them alone. Small farmers who employed
little or no labour, shopkeepers and other tradesmen all
had to supplement these wages too from their rates. In
some places farmers could avoid paying poor rates com-
pletely. In parishes where there were only a few land-
owners, they might reduce the number of labourers living
there to fewer than the number required for the cultivation
of the land, hence making the parish"close'. Caird for
instance described how the pressure of poor rates:

has induced large proprietors to diminish the

cottages on their estates, and thus the burden

is increased on those open parishes to which

the population is driven. In the Union of

Melksham some of the parishes have no paupers,

having cast their labourers off upon thelr

unfortunate neighbours, where property being

more divided and cheap, cottages are run up on

speculation. 168
This practice was able to continue until the 1865 Union
Chargeability Act when poor rates became the responsibility
of the Poor Law Union as a whole, rather than the individual
parish. Most of the more overcrowded 'open' parishes
are indicated on the map on page 40. Winter unemployment
was particularly bad in many of these parishes which also
formed the seedbed of much unrest.

The system of poor relief was an important factor

in contributing to the degradation of the agricultural

labourer in that it 'destroyed the line between independent
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169 Contemporaries spoke of the

labourers and paupers'.
labouring poor' as one amorphous group. In some parishes
able~-bodied paupers might be put to work mending roads, or
1n stone quarries. But under the 'roundsman system' and
'labour rate system' there was no such separation of
labourer and pauper. With the 'roundsman system' the
parish overseer would send paupers round from farm to farm
to beg for work, and sometimes the pauper's labour would

be auctioned off to the highest bidder. The 'labour rate
system', by which the labourers of the parish were shared
out among the employers in accordance'with the rateable
value of their land, was established in a number of parishes
in Wiltshire where one or more influential landowners were
prepared to take the initiative in organising 1it. The
Marquis of Lansdowne and the Earl of Radnor both favoured
this system. It was considerably less degrading than the
'roundsman system' but it also blurred all distinction
between labourer and pauper.

Two further variations in the old poor law should
be mentioned here, in particular because they foreshadowed
the 1834 Poor Law (Amendment) Act by seeking to give the
gentry greater control of day to day administration.
Gilbert's Act of 1782 enabled parishes to form themselves

into Unions and to entrust poor relief to a committee of

local gentry. The sick, the aged and children (but not
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the able-bodied) were relieved in workhouses. In

parishes which adopted the Select Vestry system established
by Sturges Bourne's Acts of 1818 and 1819, voting in parish

vestries was assessed according to the value of the
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ratepayer's property, hence giving the larger landowners
greater influence. Resident clergy also became ex officio

members of vestries,

The Swing Riots of 1830-31 did much to hasten
the move to overhaul the poor law. A Royal Commission
of Enquiry was set up in 1832, and the Poor Law (Amendment)
Act based on the evidence of the Commission passed through
Parliament in 1834, finally‘becoming law in August of
that year. This Act represented an attempt to restore
the principle of a free labour market where wages would
find their natural level. The practice of supplementing
labourers' wages by outdoor relief was to be replaced by
a system of indoor relief in the workhouse where paupers
were to be put 1n a 'less eligible' position than the
poorest paid labourer. Hence all but the most desperate
or degenerate would be discouraged from seeking relief.
The architects of the Act argued that this reform was
'intended more as an act of mercy and justice to the inde-
pendent labourer than as a means of protection to his

employer or to the rate payer in general'.l7l

The new Act continued the trend begun with Gilbert's
and Sturges Bourne's Acts of trying to shift the control of
poor relief away from farmers and tradesmen to the owners
of the land, and also to give the gentry influence in
~ pauperised parishes in their neighbourhood where they had
no direct landowning interest. This was to be achieved
by setting up Poor Law Unions each with its own workhouse,

and presided over by a Board of Guardians. The principle

of plural voting was applied to the annual election for
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Guardians. Individuals could vote both as landowners

and ratepayers; awners could have a maximum of six votes
depending on the annual value of their land, and rate-
payers a maximum of three votes depending on the rateable
value of their property. A large landowner might there-
fore have as many as nine votes (increased to a maximum of
twelve after Graham's Act of 1844). In addition all

magistrates resident in the Union were automatically ex

officio Guardians.172

The Assistant Poor Law Commissioner responsible

for setting up the majority of the new Unions in Wiltshire

was Colonel Charles Ashe A'Court who had been a magistrate

173

and Deputy Lieutenant of Wiltshire. A'Court performed

his work diligently, and his reports to the Poor Law Com-
missioners in London provide an important insight into the
structure of Wiltshire rural society.174 They will there-
fore be referred to in some detail in the course of this
study. The new Unions were set up largely to accord

with the existing pattern of landownership, and A'Court

was at pains to ensure that each Union, as far as possible,
included influential landowners willing to take an active
interest in poor law administration. Hence Lord Radnor,
Lord Suffolk and Lord Heytesbury (A'Court's elder brother)
were the Chairmen respectively of the Alderbury, Malmesbury
and Warminster Unions. The Marquis of Lansdowne's agent,
Norman Atherton, was Chairman of the Calne Guardians, and
Sidney Herbert, the Earl of Pembroke's half brother, was

an ex officio Guardian in the Wilton Union. In subsequent
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years, landowners tended to devolve these duties increasingly
on their tenants, and thus in the long term the effective
administration of the poor law returned to the farmers.

The new Act nevertheless gave resident landowners the power

to control poor relief directly should they choose to do

SO.

Once a Union was established and a workhouse built,
the Poor Law Commissioners could issue an order prohibiting
any further outdoor relief to the able-~bodied male paupers.
The first Wiltshire Union to receive such an order was the
Swindon and Highworth Union, which started its enforcement
from 1st November 1836. (Highworth already had a workhouse
since the parish had formerly adopted the Gilbert Act
systen. The necessary alterations to this building, which
became the Union workhouse, were complete by November.)

A general order, the Outdoor Relief Prohibitory
Order was 1ssued in 1844.175 Under the terms of the Poor
Law (Amendment) Act however, Unions had comparatively wide
discretionary powers in authorising outdoor relief, for
instance in cases of 'sudden and urgent necessity’.
Guardians, by and large, took full advantage of such loop-
holes to avoid relieving the able-bodied, especially the
temporarily unemployed, in the workhouse, for apart from
the humanitarian considerations workhouse relief proved to
be far more expensive than providing outdoor relief to tide
a family over some difficulty. As one historian writes,
'However much magistrates, guardians and relieving officers
might sympathise with the social theory underpinning the

abolition of outdoor relief, the harsh necessities of their
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practical problems forced them to abandon metaphysics for

pragmatism'.176

Not surprisingly, the poor themselves had an over-
whelming aversion to the workhouse. In 1850 for instance,

one old man from Mildenhall in Wiltshire tried to hang him-

self when he realised his inability to find work would
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drive him to the workhouse, while a number of labourers

committed arson in order to go to prison or be transported,
considering this preferable to the workhouse.l78 The
introduction of the Poor Law (Amendment) Act met with con-
siderable popular opposition, most notably in the northern
manufacturing towns, but in the rural south too there were
rumblings of unrest. In fact, many of the poor's worst
fears proved unfounded as outdoor relief continued on a wide
scale, but the period of transition from the old to the new
poor law, and especially the years 1834 to 1837, proved to
be turbulent in Wiltshire, marked by arson and riotousness.
The effect of the 1834 Act itself however should not be
overestimated, for both before and after this time grievances
over poor relief in various forms were a continual source

of unrest.

Just as there were considerable local variations
in the administration of poor relief, so the provision of
charity varied in the form it took, from the straightforward
provision of food, clothing or coal in times of exceptional
hardships to schemes designed to encourage self-help such
as the allotment schemes already mentioned, and, most dras-
tic of all, financial assistance sometimes given to those

wishing to migrate or emigrate. Those who lived within
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and geﬂtry benefited most from all these forms of charity.
There was a general tendency for charitable payments from
landowners to increase after 1815, and they continued to

rise for much of this period, so that by 1850, it has been

estimated, between 4% and 7% of the gross income of the
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great estates was spent in charity. Local clergy too

would often take what steps they could to alleviate distress.

Charity was by no means doled out indiscriminately
however, and emphasis was placed on the deserving nature of
each case. In 1830 a country rector described a scheme
whereby the poor could purchase blankets and clothing from
the rectory at two thirds of their normal price:

When I first established this repository for the
disposal of articles at reduced prices, all the
poor, without distinction of merit or respecta-
bility, were equally permitted to become pur-
chasers, in the hope of producing some effect on
even the most careless and irregular; but when
it was found by experience, that kindness and
attention to their wants, in too many instances
made no change whatever in their evil habits, I
felt it right to confine this assistance to those
only, who by their attention to religious duties,
sobriety, and general steadiness of conduct, made
it a pleasure for me to administer in any degree
to their comforts or necessities. It is for these
alone, and not the disorderly, the drunken or the
dishonest, that I feel an inclination to eXxert
myself. 180

Warnings were made against allowing the poor to
take charity for granted. The ladies who ran the Benevolent

Society of Devizes, for instance were advised:

In all cases let not the poor make a demand; let
not the good and the bad, the industrious and the
idle, the sober and the drunken alike make their

claim and feel the benefit ... The moment a claim
is made directly or indirectly as a right, the

charity is abused. 181
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Schemes to encourage self-help among the poor were
generally considered far more desirable, as marked by the
growth of friendly societies and benefit clubs in this
period. There were many local societies and clubs such as

the North Wilts Benefit Society and Investment Company, and

various plg insurance soclieties which will be described in
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more detail in subsequent chapters. National societies,

namely the Foresters and Oddfellows were comparatively weak
in Wiltshire mainly due to the prominence here of the Wilt-
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shire Friendly Society. This had been established in

1827 under the presidency of the Right Hon. T.H. Sotheron
Estcourt, an important landowner in the county. The
objects of this and similar societies were to provide an
allowance during sickness and sometimes a pension after the
age of sixty-five and a sum payable to the family or a
nominee of the member on death. The management of the
Wiltshire Friendly Society was largely under honorary members
who subscribed to the Branch funds. There were approxi-
mately one hundred branch offices in Wiltshire by 1867,

but the success of this and other societies was far less
significant in the more distressed conditions of the 1830s
and 1840s, for even with the charitable contributions to

the Society of honorary members, a certain regular financial

outlay was required from the benefit members themselves. 8%

The provision of allotments was a more generally
adopted means of trying to help the labourers in their
struggle to subsist. Allotments were rented to Wiltshire
labourers on a wide scale in this period, and in 1836 was

considered to have 'been carried to a greater extent 1in
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Wiltshire than any other county!'. In fact the practice

had extended in the late 1820s and early 1830s in response
to growing rural poverty. The quality of the land rented
out in allotments was said to be good and was generally

located near to the village and the labourers' cottages.186
In West Lavington for instance, all the allotment land was

187 This

within five or ten minutes' walk of the cottages.
must have contributed very considerably to the comparative
success of allotment schemes in this county.

Some idea of the generality of allotments in
Wiltshire may be ascertained from a return sent to the
Labourers' Friend Society in 1834 or 1835 by the Devizes
Labourers' Friend Society, giving details of 'the manner in

138 Replies

which land 1s let to the labouring classes'’.
had been received from nineteen villages in the district
where over 085 acres of land were rented to a minimum of

1391 labourers. In seven of the villageé some of the
allotments had existed for many years, although many had been
created in the previous few years. The land was usually
owned by the leading landowner in the parish, although in
Beechingstoke, Woodborough, Urchfont and Worton tithing land
was let by a variety of small owners, ratepayers and farmers.
In Great Cheverell, the land was let by the minister and
churchwardens, in All Cannings and Little Cheverell it was
the local rector and in Poulshott it was simply said to be
let by the parish.

Allotment schemes could therefore vary from chari-

table acts by individual landowners to specific measures
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adopted by the local poor law administrators to alleviate
distress. In this objective allotments proved considerably
successful and were said to increase the comfort of the poor.
In some cases too they were considered to ease the burden on
the poor rates although not in Market Lavington, Littleton
Panell, Little Cheverell and Great Cheverell where 1t was
emphatically stated that the rates had not lessened since
the introduction of the system despite a decrease in distress.
The rent at which allotment land was let could be
very high when calculated on the basis of cost per acre; in
the Devizes district it varied from £2 to L7 per acre.
Tithes, taxes and rates on the land were, however, always
paid by the landowner, and in some cases the owner would cart
manure to the allotments free of charge, and even plough the
land and cart any crops back to the renter's cottage.
Otherwise, the labourers manured the allotments from scrapings
from the road and the manure from their pig, if they owned
one.189 Renters usually had allotments of between four
perches and a quarter of an acre, although there were some
of half an acre, and in Potterne and Little Cheverell a few
of between one and a half and three acres. There was a
prevalent view, especially among farmers that allotments
should not be larger than a quarter of an acre. Robert
Hughes for instance stated in 1833 that he felt the idea was
beneficial 'provided it is not carried too far, by giving
too large a proportion to each (cottager); because if you
give a cottager more land than he wants for the use of
himself and his family, you destroy the character of the manj;

you make him a little gardener instead of a labourer'. >0
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The fear was that by concentrating on his allotment, the

labourer would lose his dependence on field work: 'a quarter

acre seems to be the quantity of land which, by the opinion

of the best informed men, a labourer can occupy without

doing injustice to his employer, and robbing him of the

labour due to him'.191
As we have already seen however, there were a

nunber of larger allotments. Apart from those in the Devizes

area, there were allotments in Burbage on the Ailesbury

estate which, in the 1860s, ranged from two and three acres

to twenty and thirty acres. Those who held the larger of

these allotments were obviously smallholders rather than

labourers, and were described as being worse off than labourers,

being able to make only a precarious living with no capital

192

behind them. Large allotments were more successful and

more common in the 'Cheese’. The Reverend Demainbray of
Broad Somerford saw no reason to limit each allotment to a
quarter of an acre, and in particular was keen to let allot-
ments of two acres to those men too old to work as regular

193

labourers. It has already been noted that small dairy-

ing enterprises were easier to establish than arable hol-
dings, and in 1868 the Assistant Parliamentary Commissioner,
F.H. Norman 'met with a few instances of regular day

labourers occupying several acres of grassland with apparently

194 Large allotments too were felt

satisfactory results'.
to be beneficial to those labourers of the 'Cheese' who
would otherwise have been without any occupation during the
winter months. On the Bowood estate for instance there

were allotments of two to two and a half acres specifically
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for this purpose.195

Potatoes were the most common crop grown on the
labourers' allotments, although in Broad Somerford for

instance, where allotments were often comparatively large,

there was a crop rotation of potatoes, wheat and sometimes
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barley, oats and vetches. In a few places there were

some regulations governing cultivation; for instance in
Alton tenants were 'not to exhaust the land by a succession

of crops',lg7 and on some Market Lavington allotments only

half the land was to be planted with potatoes.198

In addition to controls on cultivation, those who

let allotments sought sometimes to impose restrictions on
the allotment renters themselves. Allotments in St James's
Chapelry, Devizes were only let to those who received no

poor relief except in times of sickness, although this
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stipulation was not made elsewhere. In other parishes

however allotments were only let to the 'deserving poor'
and any 'misconduct' would result in the tenant losing his
land; in Alton for instance, tenants were 'liable to be

turned out for misconduct, or neglect of their master'’'s

work'.zoo

The produce from an allotment or cottage garden
was an important consideration in determining the labourer's
standard of living. As Molland writes, 'Ireland was not
the only place in the British Isles where the potato pre-
vented a population from starving'.zo1 The potato blight
of 1845-47 which had such a devastating effect in Ireland

was a severe blow also for many of the rural poor of

England's southern counties, and it was an important element
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in sharpening opposition to the Corn Laws in a few of the
rural parishes of Wiltshire, including, significantly Brem-
hill near the Bowood estate, where large allotments were

rented to those labourers who had no regular employment

during the winter months.202

Allotments were also said to allow many more
labourers than formerly to keep pigs, the pigs being fed
on part of the produce of the allotment, and pig manure
used in turn to keep the allotment fertile. In 1836, for

instance, the steward of an Amesbury estate described how
nearly all the 130 cottagers there had pigs as a result of

their allotments whereas when he had taken over the estate

management in 1829 few had had pigs.203

Pig meat however was rarely if ever eaten by
many of the labouring population; the pig was kept, rather,
to pay off debts or buy some costly necessity. In 1843,

the wife of a Calne labourer told the Assistant Parliamen-

tary Commissioner, 'We generally fat a pig to sell to pay
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the shoemaker's bill’, while another from Cherhill said:

We generally get a pig in the spring, and keep it
till late in the autumn, and feed it with potatoes
off our piece of ground; but it is always parted
with to pay the shoemaker and other tradesmen.
We have never killed a pig for ourselves. 205

Periods of unemployment and the practice, found

in some parts of the county of paying wages fortnightly and

206

sometimes only monthly, resulted in many labourers having

to seek credit from local tradesmen. The 'tick system'
at shops was described as 'perhaps the greatest evil'
the labourers had to contend with.

They know that their pig is too often made the
security on which the tick at the shop 1is based,
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and that they are obliged to kill it at the dic-
tation of the shopkeeper at times disadvantageous
to themselves. They know that they pay more for
their tea and other articles and get them of

inferior quality to those supplied at ready money
...3 their position is so precarious at a sudden

fall in wages, at loss of work, or from sickness,
that not wishing at once to go upon the union,

they would starve if they had not the shop at
hand to trust then. Living so near to the full

amount of their regular pay, trusting to piece-
work for rent, fuel, and clothing, the least

accident sends them into debt, and I fancy few
of the average run of labourers are not a week
or fortnight behindhand at the shop. 207

It is worth noting here that such a state of affairs, as
described by Earl Nelson, resulted in a mutual dependence

between labourer and small tradesman which as we shall see

in subsequent chapters must have given the latter common

cause with the labourers in some of their protests.zo8

Many commentators of this period testified to the

precarious state of the labourers' living, and found it
difficult to see how they could subsist from day to day.

In 1843 the Vicar of Calne could not see how their expendi-

ture did not always exceed their earnings;209 it was 'a

mystery' to the Vice Chairman of the Calne Board of Guardians

how a family of four, five or six young children could sub-

sist on the labourer's wage,ZIO while a local doctor observed

thus:

A man, his wife and two children, will require,
if properly fed, 6s weekly; then rent, at least
l1s, and fuel, will very nearly swallow up the

remainder. But there are yet many things to
provide; soap and candles, clothes and shoes.

Shoes to a poor man are a serious expense, as
he must have them strong, costing about 1l2s a
pair, and he will need at least one pair in