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PROLOGUE


Bossenden Wood


I first came to Bossenden on a warm grey afternoon at the end of May 2018. I was searching for the scene of a battle, but my only guides were a 180-year-old sketch map and a vague sense of intuition. From the outside, the wood does not appear in any way distinguished or unusual: just a tract of scrub along the verge of the old A2, the Canterbury Road, cut off now by the Boughton Bypass. Step off that road and you are among coppiced trees, low bushes, a path of bark chippings leading into the deeper thickets. Little here to show that this woodland is older than England.


Bossenden is the westernmost surviving patch of the great forest of the Blean, which once covered the high ground between Canterbury and the Kent coast to the northwest. In many places the trees were never cleared for cultivation but instead kept for their wood, the oaks and hornbeams and beech coppiced, cut back to grow tall slender rods; in the glades between them charcoal burners once worked and pigs foraged for acorns and beech-mast. This country lay outside the parish boundaries, outside the law in many cases; it was the home of smugglers and squatters, broom-dashers and sheep-stealers, masterless men. The sort of place where the imagination could take hold, and one might dream of a different sort of world.


In the first year of the reign of the young Queen Victoria, these woods were the scene of a bizarre and bloody clash: the last battle ever fought on English soil, as subsequent historians called it. Less a battle, perhaps, than a skirmish, or an ambush, but no less violent and terrifying for those caught in its grip, no less lethal for those who were shot down or bayoneted among the coppice glades. The last time that the common people of England rose in armed insurrection against the state. The last time that regular troops have marched out to crush a revolution.


Strangely, this uprising was not led by a normal sort of political figure. Not by a normal sort of man at all. Instead, the rebellious farm labourers of 1838 massed behind a muscular bearded eccentric they called Sir William Courtenay, alias John Nicholls Tom, alias ‘Mad Tom’. He had until recently been the inmate of a local asylum, but he claimed he was Jesus Christ returned from heaven, that he could work miracles and protect his followers from gunfire, and that he had come to herald the end of the world. Stranger still, a great many people took him at his word. Many of them followed him to their deaths.


Old coppice woodland can have a strange effect at times. It appears relatively open, the narrow tree trunks rising in slightly slanting verticals, the ground between them clear and flat. But as you move deeper into Bossenden Wood, the sounds from the road are quickly deadened. The stillness is eerie, tranquil but unnerving. All around rise the narrow trees, bar upon bar of them, shutting out the horizon. The ground is a dense mat of dead leaves, soaked by rain, spongy underfoot and absorbing all sound. Here and there stands a thicker older trunk, black oak or hornbeam, or ghostly silver birch. And between the trees, away from the bark-chip path, the open glades are choked by low brambles that catch and drag, tough clusters of nettles, rotting deadfall underfoot mulching down into the leaf mould.


In the silence – the stillness that feels now more like a shocked pause in time, with even the birdsong cut off and the sound of your footsteps consumed – you might begin to imagine that little has changed here since that afternoon of violence 180 years ago. Easy to conjure the closeness of the past in such a place. You begin to feel, perhaps, that time itself might be permeable, and that if you train your eyes you could suddenly bring everything into focus. At any moment you might hear the shouts of the combatants and see the red-coated soldiers surging through the thickets ahead, the flash of their bayonets catching the refracted light.


You remember the accounts you have read of what happened: the engagement lasted barely three minutes, but the troops fired over 80 rounds of musket ammunition. Imagine the noise of that amount of gunfire, blasting apart the silence. Imagine how much smoke it would have produced, the acrid black-powder fumes hanging between the trees. One newspaperman who visited the scene the next day described the ground still saturated with blood, pooled in the wet dirt even after a night’s rain, the undergrowth all around trampled and stripped by souvenir-hunters who had flocked to the scene, both the faithful and the morbid, to collect scraps of bloodied cloth and hanks of hair, and to gouge the lead musket-balls from the trees, ripping away even the bark and the leaves in their desire for relics.


But in the stillness of the woodland, nothing remains but an empty hush, and the imagined echo of violence. Those narrow trees clustering all around you feel oppressive after a while, all those slanting verticals inevitably suggest a standing figure, a watcher in the middle distance. The sketch map makes no sense, the paths you have been following – paths that seem to have vanished underfoot – have not led you to any identifiable site at all, but only into fantasy. Blink, and you are standing in an English wood in the middle of a Thursday afternoon, a silvery overcast sky shedding a shadowless half-light through the foliage, and the past is far away and lost to comprehension.


And it is at that moment that you see the figures moving between the trees, and you realise that you are not alone here after all.


I first read of the strange events in Bossenden Wood when I was in my mid-teens, in a history magazine that one of my father’s friends got on subscription and then passed on to me, knowing I was interested in such things. The story was fascinating and baffling, and weirdly horrible. It did not seem to fit into any conception I then had of England’s past. The familiar pageant of kings and queens and battles and conquests held no place for this bizarre frenzy, this impassioned delusion and bloody chaos. Perhaps even then I began to think of the story of Sir William Courtenay, the impostor messiah, as part of some alternative national history. A parallel past, submerged far beneath the one that we think we know.


The magazine article was illustrated with grimy reproductions of sketches and etchings from the period. One showed the corpse of the slain John Nicholls Tom, laid out on a trestle table, another the bodies of his followers, those of them who had died with him, arranged in a row on the straw of a stable. There was a woodland scene, with a rather genteel group of men on horseback observing ranks of soldiers in shakos and crossbelts marching off down a lane to confront the rebels. The juxtaposition of the images felt troublingly incongruous. As if the figures from a biscuit-tin illustration or a comfortable Victorian nursery scene were about to erupt into savage murderous rage, and to start slaughtering each other in a muddy clearing. A grisly and furious nightmare, it seemed, with a gruesome conclusion.


What was it about that story that lodged in my mind? For many years it trailed along in my imagination. Needless to say, I never met anyone who had heard of Sir William Courtenay, or John Nicholls Tom, or Bossenden Wood. I could almost have believed that I had dreamt up the whole thing myself. Around the time I left college, I first conceived the idea of writing a novel about the Courtenay revolt. Although I could remember almost nothing of what I had once read about it, I believed that I could summon up enough of the details, and perhaps just invent the rest. Like so many of my ideas at that time, it floated tantalisingly across the surface of my mind and then sank swiftly back into the murky depths.


But why did this story return to me, decades later still? Perhaps it was merely the social and political state of the nation at the time. That strange frenzy that had gripped the labouring people of Kent in 1838 and led them into riot and rebellion no longer seemed as curiously incomprehensible, as fundamentally un-English, as once it had. Both the UK and the wider world buzzed and seethed with violent energies, mobs surged in the streets beneath banners and placards, angry confrontation and upheaval threatened to blast away any comfortable notions that our country, our democratic society, held any inherent immunity from chaos. At such a time the stranger tracts of the past, the buried or submerged avenues and pathways of history, begin once more to shimmer and to gleam. Normality loses its grip. Distorted memory and fantasy, dream images, folk horror and superstition gather a greater charge. In the remembered drama of the Courtenay revolt, I began to discern the shape of something I could excavate and explore, something I could possess and make meaningful, here in the twenty-first century.


But once I began to reconstruct the events of 1838, the volume of historical data quickly became overwhelming, crowding close around me like the coppiced trees of Bossenden Wood. I needed to get away from the glowing electronic screen and the printed page, and in the last week of May, as the 180th anniversary of the battle approached, I went to Kent, to the countryside around the villages of Boughton, Dunkirk and Hernhill, around Bossenden and the Blean, to see these places for myself.


Already I had visited the church in Hernhill, where the vicar Charles Handley read the Sunday service a few days before the uprising. I had visited Handley’s former residence at nearby Mount Ephraim, too, and sifted through the bewilderingly various collection of Courtenay artefacts kept there: original documents and items that included the rampant lion flag that the rebels once carried before them, and a grimy photograph of the madman’s heart, preserved in a jar. The 91-year-old owner of Bossenden Farm, Tom’s last headquarters, had shown me around his property, and together we had paced the lawns outside to determine the exact location of the murder that ignited that final day’s violence. Only then did I enter the woodland that bordered the farm, searching for the site of the battle marked on the 1838 sketch map.


It was only once I had walked almost entirely through it that I recognised my mistake. The western half of Bossenden Wood, I realised, had been cleared. The broad tree-covered tract shown on the old maps, a spreading pair of lungs divided by a stream or rill, was now split into a woodland reserve on one side and open fields on the other. The battle site, in a clearing close to the bank of the stream, had once lain at the very heart of the woods, but was now at its westernmost fringe. The trees and foliage thinned along the stream’s edge, which was now the boundary of the woods, and opened to the fields beyond.


The disappointment was only momentary. I had, at least, found the right place. The maps made sense, too, now that I could position myself correctly. But who were the other men I glimpsed away to my left, moving through the trees? And why was one of them dressed as a Victorian farm labourer?


‘Are you for Courtenay, or the government?’ they asked, as I joined them. There were three of them, and they had made a fire in a split log, stuck a loaf of bread on a pole just as Tom’s followers had once done, and opened bottles of beer.


‘Courtenay, I suppose,’ I told them. He was, after all, the reason I was there.


The men lived locally and came to this place every year. At one time, they told me, the memory of John Nicholls Tom and his uprising had been an embarrassment in the district. Most of the local people had family members who had been involved, on one side or the other, and they knew too well the long trail of recrimination and suspicion that had followed those events, right through into the twentieth century. A sad heritage of murderous fanaticism and collective madness, best forgotten, seldom mentioned. But more recently, they said, the people of Dunkirk and Hernhill had gained a fresh understanding and appreciation for what had happened. A pride in it, too; this was a unique place, with a unique and strange claim to historical significance. They were trying, these three men, to get the site of the battle marked by a monument of some kind and marked on the Ordnance Survey maps, too. John Nicholls Tom – Sir William, as they called him still – was no longer a grim figure from the turbulent past, but a local hero.


One of the men had a bag of blank shotgun cartridges with him. He rigged them to the coppice trunks, and when the exact moment of the battle arrived, we drank bottled beer as the shells exploded and toasted the memory of Sir William.


It was around then, as the smoke and reek of the gunpowder lingered between the trees, that I realised that the story of the Courtenay uprising was too large, its roots entwining too many diverse narratives that already pushed at the boundaries of the fantastical, to be effectively encompassed by the novel I had intended to write.


Instead, if I wanted to capture the full resonance and potency of those events, I would have to try and reconstruct them as they happened, expanding the narrative to glimpse their meaning in the society of the times, and in the experiences of those forever marked by them. By summoning a multiplicity of voices and viewpoints, I might be able to reflect the deep confusion and dismay – the passion and elation, too – felt by so many during that strange and bloody day in Bossenden Wood. The book I wanted to write, I decided, would present an alternative vision of late Regency and early Victorian England as a place of mystical religious enthusiasm, riot and disturbance, arson and uproar. It would describe a society far more nervous and fragile than it might have appeared, and the violent overreaction of a state terrified of popular revolt. It would be a story of faith, fanaticism, and the uncanny power of the imagination.


This, I hope, is something like that book.




INTRODUCTION


News of the killing reached Hernhill only a few hours after daybreak, carried by a boy riding bareback on a plough horse. Up the hill he rode, past the churchyard and square flint tower of St Michael’s. As he passed the green that lay between the church and the Red Lion pub, he saw Edward Butcher, local farmer and publican, and shouted to him as he cantered by.


‘Courtenay has shot Mears,’ the lad cried, ‘and he’ll shoot a hundred more of you buggers before night!’1


It was the last day of May 1838, a week after the nineteenth birthday of the young Queen Victoria. A fine warm morning in the depths of the Kent countryside, albeit with a heavy feeling in the air that threatened rain to come. The railway and the electric telegraph would not be seen for many years in these districts; news travelled as it had done for millennia, at the speed of a galloping horse. The main artery of communication was the London to Dover coaching road, the old Roman Watling Street, which ran its arrow-straight course between Faversham and Canterbury with barely a deviation. Along this road the messengers carried news in both directions, and the word went spreading across the countryside, along the lanes that burrowed between the rippling hills and traced the narrow valleys, steady as the tide covering the mudflats of the Thames Estuary to the north. Men called from field to field, house to house, along the lanes in the first light of morning. Courtenay has shot Mears, they cried.


Edward Butcher carried the news back down the lane and across the valley to the brick mansion of Mount Ephraim, which for two decades had been the home of the Reverend Charles Richard Handley, vicar of Hernhill. Handley may have been expecting it for some time. He knew that the man the local people called Sir William Courtenay was in reality John Nicholls Tom, impostor and lunatic, bizarrely dressed mountebank and political agitator, seducer of men and perverter of religion. Three days previously, Handley had been ‘astonished’ to learn that ‘Thom* with 15 to 20 others was going about the country exciting the people’ … Now the impostor was a murderer, too. Handley knew at once, or so he later claimed, what this killing foretold. A ‘wicked conspiracy’ was in progress, he believed: ‘an insurrection of the labouring classes.’


Half a mile to the south, where the village of Boughton Street straggled along the verges of the coaching road, Handley’s fellow clergyman Mr Marsh had already heard the news. The elderly vicar had it from his own servant, who had ridden from the scene of the killing. Marsh lost no time in sending word to his neighbour, the retired military man Colonel Groves, and together they despatched messengers to the nearest magistrates in Faversham, to all the local gentry and landowners, and to the authorities in Canterbury, requesting prompt aid and assistance in quelling an imminent uprising.


A few miles away, at his country mansion of Provender, between Faversham and Sittingbourne, the magistrate Norton Knatchbull heard the news from Boughton as he was preparing for breakfast. Knatchbull was a young man, not yet 30, and eager to prove himself. Only the previous evening he had learned that the impostor John Tom was ‘parading about the country with 60 to 70 persons,’ and trying to incite a disturbance. Later that morning he would hear that another thousand or more labouring men were rumoured to be marching from the districts all around, intent on joining the insurrection. He slipped a double-barrelled pistol into the pocket of his riding coat, bade farewell to his young wife Mary, and called for his carriage.2


Before the hour was out, the news had reached the Reverend Dr John Poore, Knatchbull’s fellow magistrate and Justice of the Peace, at his rectory at Murston on the outskirts of Sittingbourne. Dr Poore, too, was well aware of what the news meant. The previous evening he had written out warrants for the arrest of William Courtenay alias John Tom and three of his associates. Until that point, he had resisted the calls from agitated landowners and local gentlemen to proceed more vigorously against Tom and his men; a magistrate could not act until he had received sworn testimony that a crime had been committed. Now there could be no further hesitation.


Dr Poore soon discovered that the murdered man was not, as he might have assumed, John Mears, plumber and parish constable of Boughton, but rather his brother Nicholas Mears, sworn in as an assistant constable only the day before to help execute the warrants of arrest. Mears and his brother, together with a third man, Daniel Edwards, had set off at sunrise on Friday, 31 May for a place called Bossenden, an old farm where John Nicholls Tom and his followers were reported to be staying. Bossenden lay in the extra-parochial district of Dunkirk, up the steep hill from the straggling settlement of Dunkirk Ville and tenanted by a small farmer named William Culver. It was an isolated and decaying place, surrounded by woodland – the name appears as Bosenden on older maps, and local people pronounce it Bo’zn’dn. A later Parliamentary report called it Bousden, while Norton Knatchbull referred to it as ‘a farm in Dunkirk the name of which I can’t spell.’3


It was there, outside the farmhouse itself, that Mears and his two assistants had encountered Tom, armed and apparently intent on murder, and Nicholas had died only moments later. After making his escape from the scene of the crime, John Mears had raced all the way back to Faversham to make his report at the office of the magistrates’ clerk. His brother had been shot dead in cold blood between six and seven o’clock that morning, he reported, and he himself would have been killed had he not immediately fled the scene. John Tom and a gang of his followers were reported to be moving westwards, through the woods towards the hamlet of Dargate.


The only body that Poore and Knatchbull could call upon to uphold the law were the parish constables, civilian officers like Mears who served for a yearly stipend and bonuses, or the temporary expedient of assistant or special constables, sworn in for duty in times of trouble. In 1838, there were no professional policemen in the rural areas of England; Canterbury already had a small constabulary, but almost two decades would pass before the formation of the regular Kent force. If the limited capabilities of the parish constables were exceeded, magistrates could summon military assistance – either from the part-time volunteer Yeomanry cavalry or the regular army – ‘in support of the civil power’. Troops had been used in this way against a political demonstration in Manchester in 1819, leading to the infamous ‘Peterloo’ Massacre. Similar violence had occurred when the army was sent into Bristol in 1831, during rioting after the blocking of the second Reform Bill. But with no available force to draw upon between the truncheons of the untrained special constables and the muskets, bayonets and sabres of the army, magistrates like Dr Poore felt they had little choice. He at once addressed a letter to the authorities in Canterbury, requesting the assistance of troops in putting down an armed revolt in his district.4


Shortly afterwards, in the town of Faversham, a young man named George Catt, the owner of a beershop called the Good Intent, took the oath as a special constable and was handed his truncheon. He was eager to serve, having heard a rumour that the capture of Sir William Courtenay, alias John Tom, carried a reward of ten pounds. As the sole provider for his mother, his widowed sister and two nephews, Catt needed the money. If nobody else would arrest Tom, he boasted, he would do it himself.5


By mid-afternoon he would be dead, the back of his skull blown apart by a musket ball.


The Mears brothers and their assistant had not been the only men lurking around the perimeter of Bossenden Farm that morning. Several other observers, who had been concealed in the fringes of the surrounding woodland, had witnessed the attack on the constables and the killing that followed, and had already run off to make their reports. Hernhill churchwarden and farm supervisor Edward Curling had been prowling the vicinity of Bossenden for several hours, mounted on a horse and dressed in a labourer’s smock as a disguise.


Curling had visited the farm the evening before, demanding the return of several men contracted to work on his land, whom he believed ‘Sir William’ had enticed away; he had earlier been one of the first to swear an affidavit to Dr Poore that criminal offences had been committed. His visit had not been a success, but Curling had been suspicious enough of activities at Bossenden to remain in the vicinity, perhaps hoping to creep closer and observe what was going on. Now, with the news of the killing confirmed, he sprang into action. Still wearing his smock, Curling set off at the gallop.6


Canterbury was the home of the county magistrates and banking partners Richard Baldock and William Henry Halford. It was also a garrison town, and the barracks at that time were occupied by the men of the 45th (Northamptonshire) Regiment of Foot. Curling arrived around eight in the morning and went straight to see Mr Halford, who told him that he would need a signed statement from a magistrate on the scene before authorising military assistance to the civil power. Undaunted, Curling rode the five miles back up onto the Blean ridge. At the turning to Bossenden he met his son, also named Edward, who had just come from the farm and had seen the body of the murdered man lying in a ditch. Mounted on his father’s horse, Curling Jr rode down the hill to Boughton to find Dr Poore. Then he saddled up once more and went hammering all the way back to Canterbury with Poore’s letter. Suitably authorised, the Canterbury magistrates at once alerted the commander of the garrison.


Among the officers of the 45th was a young Irish lieutenant, Henry Boswell Bennett. A ‘fine looking young man’ with the reputation of being ‘a perfect gentleman’, Bennett was popular in Canterbury. He was officially on furlough in May 1838, but was visiting friends in the city when the news arrived of the disturbance in the districts around Boughton. The 45th had recently returned from a long posting in India, and many of its officers had seen action in Burma. Bennett, however, had only transferred to the regiment after that war was over, and had seen no active service. Perhaps that was why he was so eager to volunteer for special duty that morning. A few hours later he, too, would be dead, shot through the heart, the first military combat fatality of Queen Victoria’s reign.7


The magistrates of the Hernhill and Boughton districts and their supporters among the gentry and landowning classes had plenty of experience of unrest and discord in the neighbourhood; the English countryside in the early nineteenth century was not a peaceful place. The previous decade had been more than usually fractious and violent, as the competing forces of reform and conservatism, modernity and tradition surged and struggled for control of the nation. This was a time of rage and revolutionary threat, of popular upheaval and furious invective.


Those hoping that the reign of the young Queen Victoria would mark an end to a tumultuous decade, and inaugurate a new era of tranquillity, harmony and growing prosperity for the United Kingdom, would have been disappointed at the first reports of the bloodshed in Kent. But the outrageous conduct of ‘Sir William Courtenay’ and his followers was a form of violent disorder quite different, it soon appeared, to earlier outbreaks. This was an eruption of mass delusion and religious insanity, inspired by a man who believed he was Jesus Christ returned to earth and who had exhibited to his disciples the wounds of the crucifixion upon his flesh. The evening before, Norton Knatchbull’s stepmother Lady Fanny – niece of the novelist Jane Austen – had written in her diary, in a neatly miniature script, that ‘the poor Madman calling himself Sir W Courtenay’ had ‘assembled a party of 50 men and began rioting at Sittingbourne, saying he was The Saviour!!!!’8


While Charles Handley, the vicar of Hernhill, had quickly decided that the threatened uprising was a ‘wicked conspiracy’, a political insurrection and an attempt at class war, others in the surrounding area had quite different ideas about what was happening, and about the true identity of Sir William Courtenay. At Fairbrook, a neat brick farmhouse between Hernhill and Faversham, the yeoman farmer George Francis was still very undecided in his allegiances. For over six years, the socially ambitious Francis had been a close friend and supporter of the man he still called Sir William. He had stood bail for him after his arrest on a charge of fraud in Canterbury in 1832 and had escorted him from Barming asylum after his release five years later. Sir William Courtenay had been a guest at Fairbrook over the famously cold winter of 1837–38, and during that time Francis’s faith and belief in the man he had first taken to be a political visionary were cruelly shaken. But while Sir William had ultimately disappointed George himself, others in the household were still devoted to him: Francis’s eldest daughter and sister-in-law were among his most ardent admirers and had reportedly given him large sums of money.


George Francis would have passed an anxious Friday morning, then, after learning not only that his former friend had apparently murdered a man, but that he was now rumoured to be advancing on Fairbrook at the head of a large gang of his followers. Still, he was determined to take a neutral course; surely it would be possible to reason with the man, and to persuade him from any rash course of action? He was unaware that at that very moment John Nicholls Tom was boasting to his followers that he would go to Fairbrook on Saturday and murder George Francis and his entire family, shortly before or after burning Canterbury to the ground.


Others, too, had received communications from Tom’s followers. One local man reported that a letter had been sent to him the day before, ‘threatening him with death by shot, if he did not become a follower of Thoms [sic], whom the writer insisted was Jesus Christ.’ Faversham lawyer and landowner Julius Shepherd later claimed that he had narrowly avoided encountering John Tom and his little army that morning; he expected that if he had done so, he would have ‘received a bullet in the thorax.’ A neighbouring farm manager, the irascible Scotsman William Kay, had sent out a general warning to Tom’s supporters several days beforehand, stating that he had ‘a good piece, the contents of which I will empty into the first individual who presumes to force an entrance to my dwelling.’9


While violence, and threats of violence, hung in the early morning air, others were energised more by hope than by fear. Henry Hadlow, the boy who had ridden through Hernhill and shouted his warning to Edward Butcher, had been working in the fields with horse and harrow when he heard of the killing at Bossenden; if he was close enough to Boughton at the time he may have picked up the news from one of the messengers sent out by Mr Marsh and Colonel Groves. But he acted promptly, unhitching his horse and riding up and over the hill through Hernhill towards his home. Hadlow was the son of the bailiff of Lavender Farm in the hamlet of Waterham, one of Julius Shepherd’s properties. His mother, Lydia Hadlow, had been at one time mistress of a local Sunday School, and was a devoted follower of the new messiah. Young Henry rode straight to tell her the news, and to pass on the rumour that ‘Sir William’ and his supporters had emerged from the woods and were marching towards Waterham; they would soon be needing breakfast. The killing of Mears had been the signal that the day had come, the promised ‘glorious and bloody day’ of violence and retribution, when Sir William would lead his followers against those that oppressed them – the gentry and landowning class – and bring the Millennium, the thousand-year reign of Christ and his saints, and heavenly justice for those who believed in and followed him. Within the hour, Lydia Hadlow ‘gave her son her blessing’ as he marched with John Nicholls Tom and his band, and ‘sent her husband, whom she controls, to join him in the same mad expedition.’10


Others, too, were swept up in the crusade as Tom and his followers made their way along the lanes and through the hamlets. As he passed through Dargate, Tom’s followers saluted him with leafy green oak branches, flourishing them before him in what the correspondent of the Times would later call ‘another impious mockery of our Lord.’ Not all those who joined Tom and his followers did so with such open enthusiasm. Tom himself had several times threatened dire punishment on all who failed to heed his summons; he would invoke fire and brimstone upon them, he told his listeners, and they would be sent directly to hell. One man living nearby rose on Thursday morning after a sleepless night of turbulent fears, and told his wife that he had no choice but to join Sir William, ‘for if he did not he was convinced that a shower of fire would come down from heaven and burn him and his children to ashes.’11


By late afternoon, the first reports of disaster were reaching Canterbury. There had been a riot – a battle, in fact – in the woods close to Bossenden farm, between the followers of John Nicholls Tom and the soldiers of the 45th Foot. Both sides had taken casualties. Initial reports put the number of dead at twenty, later revised to eleven. One army officer was dead, another badly injured. John Nicholls Tom himself and several of his followers had been killed, many more were critically wounded. Aside from their leader, Tom’s men had been armed with only sticks and fists in their confrontation with a fully equipped military detachment that outnumbered them by more than two to one. It did not take long before people started mentioning ‘Peterloo’.


The Union mail coach left Canterbury that evening heavily loaded with passengers. Most travelled only a few miles, to the top of the Blean ridge and an isolated roadside public house called the Red Lion. From there, tracks led into the surrounding woodlands, to Bossenden farm and to the scene of the fighting. It was to the Red Lion, and to another pub down the hill in Boughton Street, that the bodies of the slain had been taken. There, in a low outbuilding, the corpses were laid out on straw, before the gaze of their families, their neighbours, and the gawking spectators alike. By the following day an artist had appeared, from the Weekly Chronicle, to sketch the scene.


News of the bloody events in Bossenden wood travelled in the other direction, too. Henry Ward, a Canterbury journalist, had followed the troops from the city. When the firing commenced, he had immediately taken cover in a roadside ditch, but as soon as the noise of battle ceased he scrambled aboard the first passing coach to London, and on his arrival that same evening went directly to the offices of the Times. Determined to get an exclusive account of what had happened in Kent, the newspaper’s managers ordered Ward to be locked in a room while he wrote his full report. In the House of Lords, the assembled peers were coming to the close of an extended debate on the Irish Poor Law bill when the first intelligence reached them. The conservative Lord Winchelsea ‘rose in great agitation and announced the horrible fact of a battle having taken place’; he asked the Whig leader of the government, Lord Melbourne, whether he knew anything more about it. Melbourne did not but told the house that a messenger had arrived from Kent that very moment and was waiting to provide further details.12


It was Melbourne himself who brought the news the next day to the Queen. Victoria had been out the evening before at the opera, enraptured by a performance of Don Giovanni; now the reports of ‘this atrocious riot’ left her deeply shocked. ‘It’s dreadful,’ she wrote in her journal, ‘really quite dreadful, all this useless bloodshed is, and all caused by a wretched madman, who, Lord Melbourne said, got great power over the people’s minds.’13


Henry Ward’s initial report on the ‘FATAL RIOT NEAR CANTERBURY’ had appeared in the Times that morning. ‘Intelligence of this serious riot reached us at a late hour,’ the editor’s introduction stated; ‘of the death of the military officer and constable, as well as that of the insane instigator of the mob, there can be no doubt.’ The Champion and Weekly Herald, a Sunday newspaper run by the sons of the late political reformer William Cobbett, was more dramatic in its coverage: ‘We stop suddenly to insert an account of an awful poor law battle that has just been fought in Kent!’ Little detail was available to print at that point, but the outcome was clear: ‘It is an awful state of things!’14


The journalist’s assumption that this was a ‘poor law battle’ was widely shared, at least initially. The New Poor Law – or the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 – was the hot political topic of the era, and even the threat of its introduction had already led to rioting in Kent and elsewhere. With the full implementation of the act’s provisions only having commenced the year before, any outbreaks of violence in the countryside could easily be attributed to its effects. While the opposition – both Tory and Radical – at once blamed the Whigs for the injustice of the bill and the violence it had caused, the Whig press and the government in turn accused the opposition of having stirred up violent agitation with their inflammatory rhetoric and encouragement of unrest. ‘Have the chiefs of the Tory party nothing to answer for,’ the editorial of the Examiner asked on 3 June, in discussing the recent events in Kent, ‘who have omitted to raise their voices against the incendiary practices of their partizans?’


It rapidly became clear, however, that little evidence existed to tie the uprising to the opponents of the New Poor Law. While John Tom had allegedly promised to demolish a workhouse at one point, and Dr Poore’s first statement had reported his claim that the labouring community ‘were oppressed … particularly by the New Poor Law, and that if they would follow him, he would rescue them,’ this was based solely on hearsay. The new ruling otherwise barely featured in Tom’s voluminous bizarre pronouncements. Instead, it was these very pronouncements – amassed by newspaper correspondents in their interrogations of local people or quoted during the trial inquest on the surviving ‘rioters’ – that now became the focus of public scrutiny.15


Tom, in his assumed guise of ‘Sir William Courtenay’, had, it transpired, been a well-known character in the districts adjoining Dunkirk and Bossenden several years before. Rather than ‘coming down from heaven on a cloud,’ as he claimed, he had in fact appeared in Canterbury back in 1832 (albeit rather mysteriously) and had even stood for election to parliament in December of that year. Several months later he had produced his own newspaper, or political broadsheet pamphlet; largely ignored at the time, copies were now located and their contents extensively quoted in national newspapers, scrutinised for clues to the genesis of his political and messianic appeal.


Stranger still, it was soon revealed that Tom – in fact a former maltster and wine merchant from Cornwall – had been for several years the inmate of a lunatic asylum, from which he had only recently been discharged after being granted a free pardon on the accession of Queen Victoria. Here, too, the political partisans found fresh ammunition; had this pardon and discharge been politically motivated? Had the Home Secretary, Lord John Russell, been petitioned or influenced by the MP for Truro, an ally of the government who at one time had been Tom’s employer? A Parliamentary Select Committee, convened in July of 1838, failed to uncover any evidence of malpractice. The release of ‘Mad Tom’ had, it seemed, been a mistake, but not one based on political influence or cronyism.


Long before this, however, the focus of media speculation and opinion had shifted from the political to the religious. What had happened in Kent was, the Examiner proclaimed, ‘a scene of fanaticism … without a precedent in England since the days of Cromwell and his blaspheming followers.’ Only ten days after Tom and his supporters were cut down in a blaze of gunfire, the editorial of the News and Sunday Globe declared that ‘the sanguinary conflict which converted a spot in the neighbouring county of Kent into a battle field’ had not been a result of any action by the government. In fact, ‘the peasants who were engaged in resistance to the law were not, as first reported, dissolute characters, smugglers, or discontented paupers, [but] labouring peasants, yeomen, and cottagers, usually industrious and habitually peaceful …’ Their rebellion was motivated ‘not by any political grievance, real or fancied – not by any hatred of the New Poor-law,’ but by an outbreak of mass religious fanaticism inspired solely by ignorance, and permitted by clergymen neglectful of their duties and responsibilities:




Such, it appears, is the state of things in ‘enlightened England’ and in the nineteenth century. Within sight of the towers of the cathedral whence the first hierarch of our Established Church derives his title … exists a race of men so dangerously ignorant, so utterly incapable of reasoning, so innocent of all knowledge of what religion is, that when a notorious madman comes among them with pistols in his hands, and tells them he is the saviour of the world, they believe him implicitly, rise in a mass and follow him …[and] fight like wild beasts to the uttermost, holding in death the belief that they cannot be slain … Throughout the region where such things can happen there must reign a vast unbroken atmosphere of ignorance – a ‘darkness which may be felt.’16





In the meantime, correspondents from the major national newspapers flocked to Boughton, Hernhill and Dunkirk, hoping to probe this vast darkness of local ignorance and discern, if possible, exactly what had happened there. Over successive days the newspaper-readers of England were fed an extraordinary diet of information, speculation and anecdote about this previously obscure corner of the country, and about every aspect of the uprising, whether attempted revolution or episode of mass religious hysteria, which had blazed for so many days there, unobserved and unnoticed. What had caused the ordinary people of these parishes to fall such easy victims to what the correspondent of the Times, in a telling phrase, called ‘the infection of fanaticism’?17


England in the early nineteenth century was in the grip of a religious convulsion. The Evangelical movement within Anglicanism, and the various dissenting and nonconformist sects outside it, had together created a new mood of anxious and impassioned religiosity quite at odds with the more complacent spirit of the preceding century. English people of the 1830s might feel inspired to attend open-air prayer meetings or find themselves intensely moved by the blazing sermons of celebrity preachers. Among the biggest draws in London at the beginning of the decade was the Church of Scotland minister Edward Irving, whose fiery pulpit delivery packed out Hatton Garden’s Caledonian Chapel with a congregation that included senior government ministers and members of the aristocracy – and, it would later emerge, John Nicholls Tom.


Coupled with this dramatic new sense of popular spirituality were ideas that might have been considered alarming or absurd only a few decades beforehand but now found wider acceptance. Millenarianism – the expectation of the second coming of Jesus Christ, to be followed by the glorious thousand-year reign of the saints, the Resurrection and Last Judgement, and the end of the world – was a profoundly-held belief across all levels of society at this time. Its exponents included the Reverend Mr Irving of Hatton Garden, and also John Nicholls Tom – although in his case he would eventually declare that he was Christ incarnate.18


Irving fell from grace rather rapidly after 1830, when his sermons began to be enlivened by members of the congregation ‘speaking with tongues’, and the pastor himself was found guilty of severe doctrinal error. Irving’s descent into what the Times called ‘blasphemous absurdities’ underlines the peril of this new spiritual sensibility; religion in the 1830s could be an explosive, transformational force, but its power might prove dangerous. It should not, many felt, become too exciting – especially for the lower classes. Piety could easily tip over into religious ‘enthusiasm’, which was only a step from ‘fanaticism’. A speaker like Irving – or like John Nicholls Tom – could easily ‘act upon the minds of the weak part of his flock’ to create ‘a kind of epidemic madness.’19


In John Tom’s case, of course, he was literally mad: a certified lunatic and the former inmate of an asylum. The educated classes of the early nineteenth century were both intrigued and appalled by madness and fascinated by the workings of the mind more generally. Popular pseudo-sciences of the day reinforced this fascination; proponents of Physiognomy believed that by accurate observation and measurement of the facial features one might gain an index of character, temperament and even destiny, while the disciples of Phrenology claimed that by palpating the crania of their subjects they could discern the hidden truths of the individual psyche. Both practices were at the height of their popularity in the 1830s, and reports on the inquests on John Nicholls Tom’s followers feature several physiognomic observations. The cranium of Tom himself was sadly unavailable for palpation, having been sawn off so the surgeons could examine and measure his brain, but a plaster cast had already been taken of his face.20


As an attempt to palpate the crania of an entire community, so to speak, the investigations and interrogations of both newspaper correspondents and magistrates had already been successful in diagnosing many symptoms of fanaticism’s infection. But the reports go much further than that; in the polyphony of reportage, of quotation, allegation and anecdote, they provide a reverberating and often dissonant choral backdrop to the events of Tom’s uprising. Successive repetitions of the same testimony either reveal or obscure details, confusing times and dates and places. Individuals identified in one source are rendered vague in the next. Words fly from one mouth to another. As the relentless enquiries of the newspaper correspondents take them from the inquests on Tom’s surviving followers to the funerals of their slain messiah and comrades, and the trials of those accused as ringleaders, the sheer volume of detail becomes baffling, almost defying understanding. The sympathies of those reading these reports in full from one day to the next would have been sorely tried.


The nineteenth-century British public – or those of them with the means, the education and the leisure to read widely – were increasingly interested in people who might previously have fallen below their notice. The same newssheets that carried, in the first days of June 1838, the reports of the insurrection in Kent also reviewed the latest instalments of Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens’s serial successor to The Pickwick Papers. Those enthralled by the grim picture of urban criminality and rural poverty, and the grinding injustice of the workhouse regime, need only have cast their eye across the page to read, depending on their political inclination, of the effects of injustice elsewhere in the country, or of the bloody results of madness and inflammatory rhetoric.


As never before, educated Britons were inspired to peer into the homes of the labourers, into the hovels of the poor and destitute, into the hearts and minds of the lower classes generally, and try to perceive something more subtle and acute than the generalised picture of a ‘brutalised peasantry’ conjured in many of the early reports on Tom’s followers. A decade of reformist politics, shaping towards if not yet embracing ideas of democracy; a decade of social unrest and fervent debate on poverty and poor relief, on the rights of the agricultural workers of Kent and the mill-hands of Lancashire, had instilled in the liberal class of Britain a newfound curiosity about the lives of those at the lower end of the social establishment. Perhaps even a nervous scrutiny of those who may soon enough, or so the traditionalists thundered, rise up to overthrow that social establishment entirely. There are strong suggestions of surveillance in the newspaper reports from the ‘disaffected areas’ following the revolt, just as there are in the recorded activities of the local gentry and landowners in the days leading up to it.


Some of the investigations into the Kent uprising approach the qualities of early social anthropology. In the summer of 1838, the barrister Frederick Liardet visited the districts of Boughton, Hernhill and Dunkirk to compile a report for the Central Society of Education ‘respecting the late extraordinary occurrences in Kent.’ While Liardet’s conclusions are somewhat foregone, and replete with the standard sanctimonies of his class and era, his findings are invaluable in the detailed picture they present of life in an English agricultural community of the period. More of a still-life than a snapshot, however: besides a few anonymous locals who give their own views on proceedings, most of the people Liardet describes have already been killed in the conflict or are in prison.21


Besides collecting anecdotes of the uprising and scraps of speech as the newspapermen had earlier done, Liardet compiled statistics on local employment patterns, wages, land ownership, and background details on the men who died. He went into their cottages and tramped about their gardens, asking questions and noting down everything he found: How many pigs and cows did their families own? How many rooms did their homes contain? Were they literate? How many books did they possess, and of what sort? How many pictures did they have on their walls, and what did the pictures portray? Again, we sense the viewpoint of the establishment, taking stock. Liardet gains mastery over the ‘peasantry’ merely by close observation of their habits and habitat, and draws conclusions as to their improvement. One can only wonder what he missed, or what might have been deliberately concealed from his surveilling, appropriating eye.


Liardet’s report, published the following year, nevertheless provides invaluable evidence on the background to John Tom’s revolt. Many journalists in Kent had been fascinated by the antics of ‘Sir William Courtenay’ for years beforehand as well. Shortly after the events of 1838, an anonymous writer in Canterbury calling himself ‘Canterburiensis’ published a lengthy history of Courtenay/Tom, his background and the uprising that he led.


The Life and Extraordinary Adventures of Sir William Courtenay was probably written quickly to cash in on the celebrity of its subject. It is a strange hybrid text, partly composed of cannibalised extracts originally printed in the Times; quite possibly ‘Canterburiensis’ was local journalist and publisher Henry Ward, and he had originally written much of the material himself as the chief correspondent for the London newspaper. Appended to this narrative are full transcripts of the various trials of Tom’s supporters, and correspondence between his family and others: all solid and worthwhile material, and much of it supported by available contemporary documents. But the first half of the book comprises a lengthy and detailed account of the impostor’s childhood and earlier years, including a colourful travelogue of his journeys in eastern lands. All, or at least most, of this is total fantasy. Many of the dates in even the less fanciful parts of the narrative are faulty, too, and only when the author starts quoting directly from newspaper reports do we reach firmer ground.22


More reliable witnessing comes from a series of interviews undertaken by the Parliamentary Select Committee investigating Tom’s discharge from Kent County Lunatic Asylum. Also published in 1838, the committee’s report is rich in individual testimony, much of it unmentioned elsewhere. While the newspaper coverage sketches out the wider narrative of the uprising, official depositions and testimonies fill in the details, and the anecdotes and personal statements taken down by journalists lend texture to the picture. Surgeons’ reports on the bodies of the slain, subsequently printed in the national press, provide what seems today a startlingly intimate account of the wounds inflicted in the brief frenzy of the battle: the effects of bullets and blades on flesh, the track of a projectile inside a human body, the shattered bone and burst internal organs, all noted with cool steely precision.23


Combining these sources with Liardet’s social study, the published writings of John Nicholls Tom himself in his ‘Courtenay’ guise, and the various letters and unpublished accounts by participants like Charles Handley and Norton Knatchbull, we might consider that we have a complex panorama of the uprising and its aftermath, from multiple points of view. The first modern study of the events, Philip G. Rogers’s 1962 Battle in Bossenden Wood, relies almost entirely on these textual sources, and takes us down a broad and solid highway through the thickets of the historical narrative, with plenty of colourful incidents along the way.24


We must ask, though, as we might with Liardet’s observations, what we are missing in these accounts. The writings of John Nicholls Tom were published five or six years before his death; his sayings and statements in the days before he died are reported by others. They are the lines spoken by an actor on a stage, albeit one performing in deadly earnest. What he might really have thought or believed himself to be doing in his constant self-invention and reinvention remains obscure to us now. While the private accounts by Handley and Knatchbull, together with the first reports by Dr Poore and the military officers involved, offer more immediate testimony, they are the statements of the establishment, shot through with the desire for self-exoneration. Liardet’s detailed probing into the lives of the people can touch only the surfaces, without entering the depths of human truth.


In the newspaper coverage, as in Liardet’s report, there are frequent quotations from people of the lower classes, those who had known Tom or who were related to his followers. Reading them, we can pick up a flavour of local speech, pronunciation and dialect. But, whether recording the words of an anonymous woodcutter or a labourer’s wife, or the father of an unnamed man wounded in the battle (‘Lord, Sir, my son is an unlarned man like myself; he can neither read nor write, and how was I or my lad to go for to gainsay such a great scholar as Sir William?’), or an Irish infantry soldier (‘O by the powers I’d no notion at all that you Englishers fought so cruel hard!’), or noting down exactly – with colourful spelling errors – the graffiti painted on a barn door, or a plaintive scrap of naïve verse apparently penned by one of Tom’s closest disciples, these are essentially efforts at literary mimicry, similar in their effect to the lower class ‘voices’ captured by Charles Dickens in his contemporary Pickwick Papers and Sketches by Boz. The real voices of the people concerned, of Tom’s followers and their families, are lost to us. Lost, too, are their reasons for doing what they did, for all the vague excuses they might have provided to the importuning gentlemen of the London press. Their voices, and their views, are no longer available; unlike the bloodied and confused survivors of Tom’s ragged army, they cannot be apprehended. In most cases, the only real records left by the poor of the early nineteenth century are those taken down by the police and the magistrates’ clerks.25
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