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Introduction

‘Men of honest principle’

I

On 26 June 1831 the convict transport Eleanor anchored in Sydney Cove. Its unhappy human cargo consisted of 133 agricultural labourers and rural craftsmen who had been exiled for taking part in the protests which had swept across the English countryside late in the preceding year. The labouring men from Berkshire, Dorset, Hampshire and Wiltshire did not deserve their fate and it is doubtful if any convict vessel ever left England with a less criminal body of men aboard.

Among them was Joseph Mason, the author of the remarkable document reproduced in this volume, a gardener and labourer from the little village of Bullington in central Hampshire. The convict records list Mason’s crime as machine-breaking, yet he broke no machines; he was tried and convicted for robbery, yet he robbed no-one. His real offence, for which he could not be openly charged, was that he was a radical, a critic of the status quo which condemned rural labourers in southern England to live in desperate poverty and kept them politically powerless to alter their circumstances. Joseph’s younger brother, Robert, who was also transported to New South Wales, was entirely correct when he wrote to a fellow villager that they were banished ‘because we advocated the cause of him who lived in a land of plenty, yet never knew what it was to have enough’. The Masons undoubtedly played a prominent role in organising the labourers’ protest in their locality, but they were convicted of trumped-up offences in order that the nation might be safe from dangerous men who dared to demand that working people be fairly treated.

During the winter of 1830—31 much of southern, central and eastern England was shaken by the upheaval of rural discontent, the product of long-endured poverty and hunger. From the 1790s, the processes of agrarian capitalism had made the rural labourer a pauper. By 1830, most adult labourers had only ever known an existence of inadequate wages, supplemented by barely adequate poor relief, combined with regular underemployment and periodic unemployment. This kept them and their families in constant poverty and often on the brink of starvation. The labourers wanted little from life beyond a living wage and the opportunity to earn it, but even these most basic expectations were increasingly difficult to realise.

In a little over a generation, the agricultural labourer in southern England had become a pauper, but the men and their families who suffered this remorseless impoverishment were never wholly crushed by the process. Protest, after all, is rarely the action of people who are content to be victims but is a course adopted by those who believe they have been wronged, who sense that they can help themselves and are resolved to set things right. The labourers’ goals were simple: they wanted better wages and regularity of employment. To achieve those ends in 1830, they employed a range of very traditional tactics.

The disturbances of 1830—31 are usually remembered for the wholesale destruction of threshing machines. This labour-displacing innovation was greatly resented by agricultural labourers; hand-threshing, using the flail, provided one of the few remaining opportunities for work in the wintertime. The use of threshing machines had been one of the major grievances of the East Anglian labourers during the disturbances of 1816 and 1822. In the autumn and early winter of 1830, many machines were destroyed across southern England. Machine-breaking, however, was not the only form of protest. Incendiary attacks, public meetings to negotiate better wages and poor law allowances, and threatening letters signed by the mythical ‘Captain Swing’, were all used in a barrage of persuasion intended to prompt farmers and landowners to raise wages, preserve employment and fulfil their customary responsibilities. The disturbances, which began in Kent and swept through more than twenty counties in three months, reached Hampshire in mid-November. Open agitation commenced on 17 November and lasted for barely a week but so widespread was the upheaval that the county was, with Wiltshire, the most troubled in England.

In a typical incident, a crowd of men visited the farms and substantial houses of their locality to destroy agricultural machines where they found them, secure agreement that wages would rise, usually to two shillings a day, and solicit donations of food, drink and money. The visits were generally disciplined and surprisingly courteous. In many respects the labourers’ behaviour was little different from those other occasions in the rural calendar when customary collective begging provided a valuable supplement to household income and diet. Many confrontations took place in daylight between men who knew each other, so that the participants were easily identified and subsequently prosecuted. The labourers protested openly and boldly because they were convinced that their actions were legitimate and they placed their trust in direct action which was a customary method of focusing attention on social grievances.

Machine-breaking was not anarchic; it was part of workplace culture in many occupations and a long-established strategy by which working people protected their interests. By destroying the hated threshing machines, the labourers preserved an important opportunity for winter work. They also displayed their hostility to a device which was a symbol of the socially destructive farming practices that had made them paupers. Without consciously realising it, the labourers were making a last stand for the community-based values of the pre-industrial world, already substantially eroded by the seductive new morality of individualism and self-interest.

In the aftermath of the disturbances the aristocratic state exacted a terrible and terrifying retribution. In Hampshire alone, almost 300 men were tried before a Special Commission whose purpose was to make an example of them and deter ongoing protest elsewhere. Over 100 were sentenced to death. Three were executed and 117 transported to New South Wales or Van Diemen’s Land. Protesters were transported from twenty-one counties but those from Hampshire accounted for almost a quarter of those so sentenced. More were transported for their part in the agricultural disturbances than for all the other protests which troubled the Engish authorities between 1790 and 1848.

Transportation had a profound psychological effect on the communities of those exiled and the ruling elite relied on its terrifying example. For an equivalent use of the terror of transportation, one must look to the aftermath of Culloden in 1745 and the Irish revolt in 1798. England had seen nothing to rival the punishments handed down after the Swing disturbances since Monmouth’s rebellion almost 150 years previously. Unlike those events, which challenged the political establishment and involved the prospect of civil war, the agricultural disturbances were essentially a ‘bread and cheese affair’.The protesters were, as Joseph Mason noted, ‘men of honest principle’ who had been driven beyond the point of passive acceptance and had courageously asserted their claim to fair treatment. Unfortunately for them, the disturbances alarmed the landowning class whose paranoia caused it to see any large-scale protest as a possible prelude to revolution. The protests were, therefore, repressed by a chillingly deliberate application of legal terror and many men were ‘doomed to cross the ocean to the earth’s remotest region’.

II

Joseph Mason was not a typical agricultural labourer in three respects; he had the use of some land, he was highly literate and he was politically active. Joseph, with Robert, rented a smallholding of 3½ acres which gave the brothers a modicum of independence. Although they also worked as farm labourers, their little piece of ground allowed them to keep a cow, grow some vegetables and sometimes fatten a pig. The household, which also contained their mother and Joseph’s wife and infant daughter, was never as impoverished as many around them. As a result, the brothers were somewhat less dependent on the local farmers for employment and they never required poor relief. This alone made them unusual and quite possibly explains why their less fortunate fellow labourers regarded them as community leaders.

The family had arrived in Bullington sometime before 1820 after periods in HurstbourneTarrant, where Joseph was born in 1799, and Martyr Worthy, the birthplace of Robert in 1805. The brothers’ father was a gardener whose death in 1820 left the family in straitened circumstances. This may well have caused Joseph to return home from his position as servant to a Mr Fitzwater at Cranbourne near Windsor. Joseph’s principal duties consisted of driving his master about in a gig and performing athletic feats at Fitzwater’s request. According to Robert, the latter ‘was often making bets on my brother of running or leaping . . . no gate, no hedge, no style was too high for him; he would clear all like a Kangaroo and could run a mile in 4 minutes and 40 seconds’. While employed by Fitzwater, Joseph met Ann Champ whom he married several years later in 1829.

By the late 1820s, the family was better placed than most and enjoyed a modest existence derived from its collective endeavour. The brothers earned wages when they could and tended their land. Their mother kept a dame school for a handful of pupils and two sisters were comfortably placed in domestic service.The brothers, however, would suffer for their hard work; their position above the common rank of labourers was held against them at their trials as were their education and political views.

Joseph and Robert were both fully literate; that is, they could read and write. Their parents were similarly literate and the brothers acquired all their schooling at home. Although Joseph claimed to be ‘quite unacquainted with the true art of writing’ and to ‘know nothing of grammar’, he grew sufficiently confident later in his life to write at least one tract to his fellow parishioners about the Romish practices introduced by their vicar; Robert had an article on the misuse of colonial government funds published in the Maitland Mercury. In 1863 Joseph commented on his lack of formal education in verse:


No lectures I ever heard read

The barn was my school or the garden or field

And instead of the pen it was the fail I must wield

Or the scythe or the hoe or the spade



He penned topical, moralising and even humorous verse in his letters to friends and family; on matters of great meaning to him he thundered like an Old Testament prophet. While a surprisingly high proportion of agricultural labourers could read, Joseph and Robert were unusual among their fellows in being able to write and exceptionally rare in the sophistication of their literacy.

It is evident from the brothers’ letters that, like so many other working-class literates in the early nineteenth century, these deeply religious men had read and absorbed much from the Bible. It is probable that they also knew many of the other classic texts such as Pilgrim’s Progress. There are enough references in Joseph’s account of his time in New South Wales to show that he read voraciously the limited material which came his way. To the end of his life he continued his pursuit of knowledge in that relentless manner peculiar to the autodidact. His letters are full of information culled from newspapers and journals which he enthusiastically passed on to his correspondents in Australia and he devoured the colonial papers sent to him. Joseph was always a questioning and reflective reader and it was probably as a result of this process that Robert and he became political radicals.

The brothers were members of the Radical and Musical Society which met at the White Swan tavern in Sutton Scotney. The society’s name accurately reflected the manner in which the members began their meetings—with some beer and a song—before proceeding to a discussion of political issues raised by the latest copy of Cobbett’s Political Register. Radicalism flourished where people had access to ideas and opportunities to discuss them in a reasonably free social environment. In ‘open’ villages like Sutton, where the influence of the squire and parson was less significant and tradesmen more numerous, radical ideas and religious Dissent took root more easily than in ‘closed’ villages like nearby Micheldever which Sir Thomas Baring controlled tightly. According to a local magistrate the artisans and craftsmen in places like Sutton were ‘universally politicians’.The Radical and Musical Society included among its members shopkeepers, shoemakers, sawyers and butchers, as well as small farmers and agricultural labourers.

Sutton was the largest of the villages along the road beside the tiny River Dever which flowed into the River Test at Chilbolton. WithWonston, Stoke Charity and Micheldever to the east and Bullington, Barton Stacey and Chilbol on to the west, Sutton was the natural centre of a valley that is only 9 miles long. It straddled the London road and was a conduit for news of all sorts as carriers brought pamphlets, letters, newspapers, gossip and radical ideas into the area. In 1831 the Attorney-General complained that the Political Register had a ‘prodigious effect’ on working people who often clubbed together ‘in great societies’ to buy copies which were read ‘in many places where the poor are in the habit of resorting’. This was exactly what happened in Sutton where the members of the Society resolved at a meeting on 29 September 1830 that they would compose a petition to the King.

The petition, drawn up by Joseph Mason, was prompted by Cobbett’s ‘Letter to the King’ published in the Political Register ten days previously. The tone and structure of the petition owed much to Cobbett, but Joseph thoughtfully incorporated local details to reflect the Society’s concerns. The petitioners claimed that the ‘misery and distress’ endured by the ‘working and labouring classes’ was the direct consequence of the people’s lack of representation in a Parliament filled with men ‘in whom the people have no confidence’. Governments, it was suggested, existed to regulate civil society ‘to protect the weak against the strong . . . the poor against the unjust encroachments of the rich . . . [and] protect the welfare and happiness of the people’. It was clear to the Mason brothers and the other 174 men—mostly agricultural labourers from Bullington, Wonston and Barton Stacey—who endorsed the document by signature or mark that the government was failing in its basic duties. His Majesty was informed that at Barton Stacey a man with a wife and three children was expected to live on eight shillings a week, ‘out of which we have to pay, one shilling for the rent of our house, and one for fuel’ so that the family had to exist on ten pence a day. It was claimed that ‘many of us have not food sufficient to satisfy our hunger’ and that clothes and fuel were in equally short supply, while the government placed heavy taxes on the ‘necessaries of the poor man’s life’.

The petitioners had a catalogue of social and political grievances: the pensions and sinecures ‘wantonly heaped on the . . . aristocracy’, the maintenance of an army in peacetime Fed and clothed out of the fruit of our labour’, the tithes paid to ‘rich men in the church’, the use of summary justice and the game laws which punished the poor for taking ‘for our own use the wild birds and animals . . . those things being kept for the support of the rich’. The only remedy was a reform of the political system based on ‘annual Parliaments, universal suffrage, and vote by ballot’. Until that was achieved, the petitioners declared, working people could not expect to enjoy their ‘hard-earned little’.

The Sutton Scotney petition was uncompromising in its social and political radicalism and shows how wrong it is to assume that rural workers were indifferent to political matters. Almost all the adult men in Bullington signed the document which Joseph carried on foot to the royal residence in Brighton, some 60 miles away. Members of the Society raised money for his expenses on the journey by subscribing a few pence each, but their self-sacrifice was wasted. Even though Joseph pestered the royal servants, he was refused permission to deliver the petition and told to take it to the Home Department in London. Unable to afford the time or the money to extend his journey by another 120 miles, Joseph gave the petition to an acquaintance in Brighton who, in turn, passed it on until eventually it came into Cobbett’s hands.

The Times scornfully dismissed Joseph and the other village radicals who petitioned the King in the name of the ‘sovereign people’ as ‘Hampshire bumpkins’, but in November 1830 those ‘bumpkins’ organised and directed the largest rural protest in the county. As readers of the Political Register they might even have expected upheaval. From the mid-1820s Cobbett had been predicting a rural revolt and in 1829 he suggested that the poor had only themselves to blame if, as starvation stalked the land, ‘they lie down like dogs and die with hunger’. On 13 November, less than a week before the disturbances began around Sutton, Joseph attended another meeting at the White Swan. Only ten people were present and it is possible that the strategy of strikes and machine-breaking which began on 19 November was planned that night—although it was later claimed that the meeting was to plan another petition. A couple of nights later, some labourers met at a house in Sutton where Joseph read a letter which


said we was all to leave off work; and the Sutton men was to go out and stop the ploughs. They was to send home the horses for the farmers to look after themselves, and was to take the men with them. And they was to go and turn the men out of the barns. And they was all to go and break the ‘sheens’ as the farmers had got to do the thrashing.



It is probable that similiar instructions were issued to groups in the other villages for on 19 November protest action began simultaneously along the length of the Dever Valley.

III

Between 800 and 1000 labourers took part in the protest. Several crowds moved up and down the valley during the day before finally congregating at Sutton in the evening. The labourers’ aspirations were simple; they told the curate of Stoke Charity, Reverend Cockerton, that ‘the only thing they wanted to do was to break the machinery’. He resisted the men’s request for a donation and tried to dissuade them from their course. Although he received a polite hearing, the men were not diverted. They refused to disband and asked him to go to Sutton and put their case to the farmers ‘for you can do it better than us’.

An hour or so later, a crowd of around 100 arrived at Borough Farm, Micheldever, where they informed William Paine that ‘they wanted an advance of wages to 2s a day, and to break his machinery’. Paine readily agreed to pay the higher wage, sealing his promise with a gift of beer, but he tried to preserve his threshing machine. The young men in the crowd, however, were adamant that it had to be destroyed. Their wages were already well below those of the married men and they had more to lose if machine-threshing continued. A member of the Radical and Musical Society later claimed that the young men were chiefly responsible for the disturbances in the Dever Valley for they ‘led the others and forced them into it’.

Joseph and Robert Mason always maintained that they had been compelled to go along with the crowd on 19 November. According to Robert, the men who came to their garden in Bullington threatened them with ‘a warm bed or a warm death’. If the brothers were, indeed, unwillingly co-opted it is probable that they were enlisted because of their reputation as articulate, politically aware individuals. It is understandable that the younger men, intent on forceful action which had evidently been planned beforehand, might have looked to the Masons for leadership. However, it would be unwise to place too much emphasis on the brothers’ defence that they were press-ganged,  for  all  the  evidence  points  to  their  having  a  less involuntary role in the organisation of the protest. Joseph, it will be recalled, had announced the strategy of strikes and machine-breaking to a group in Sutton just a few days previously and throughout the days’ events the brothers were at the centre of the crowd, directing and controlling its actions but scrupulously refraining from taking direct action themselves.

The crowds visited farmers up and down the valley, destroying machinery and collecting money as a reward for their service. William Paine and Richard Deare were charged £l. Thomas Dowden was asked to pay twice that amount ‘because he had most land’ while £10 was levied from Francis Callendar, the steward of Sir Thomas Baring’s large estate. Contributions were also demanded from those whose wealth and position made them targets of social resentment. Robert Mason was with a party which requested food, drink and money from the Reverend James Joliffe of Barton Stacey. The clergyman refused, pleading poverty, but his remarks sounded hollow to the men at his gate. As someone said, ‘you have it and we want it, we have been living upon potatoes long enough and now we must have something better’.

Given the number of self-professed radicals in the crowd, it is possible that the graduated impost and the donations demanded from the prosperous and propertied were seen as a tax on wealth. Notions of social justice and equitable taxation were an important element in the labourers’ petition and radical political views were frequently heard during the protest. Sir Thomas Baring complained that his labourers in Stratton and Micheldever told him ‘we are going to have another constitution—the heads have been in power long enough and now it is our turn’.

Although some labourers used menacing language, the protest on 19 November was neither a rebellion nor a frenzied jacquerie. There was little violence and almost no unnecessary damage because the radical leadership kept a tight control over the crowd’s behaviour. Francis Callendar extracted a pledge, probably from Joseph Mason, that the crowd would avoid the Baring mansion, Stratton House, if Callendar donated £10. The promise was kept and the crowd was followed to a public house by Callendar’s clerk. The men were treated to half a pint of beer each; there was no orgy of drunkenness. The clerk was instructed to keep a record of the beer drawn and was given £5 by Joseph to settle the bill. Later, the men mustered in a meadow where he distributed the balance of the money collected during the day.

The protest ended at Sutton in the early evening with an outcome the labourers could not have expected twelve hours previously. A local magistrate confronted the crowd, listened to its grievances and agreed that he would propose to the farmers a wage increase to twelve shillings a week for married men and nine shillings for the unmarried together with an increase in the scales of poor relief. On the strength of this promise the labourers went back to work the next day. Their protest had been successful.

While the political agenda of the Dever Valley radicals was forward-looking in many respects, the form of their protest belonged to an older world of custom and community. Firstly, the crowds did not venture beyond the group of parishes in which they lived and worked. Grievances were traditionally resolved and charity sought within the community because the labourers’ confidence in a social code based on mutual aid and collective well-being presumed that masters and men, donors and recipients knew each other intimately. Secondly, in their perambulation around the valley farms the protesters followed another long-established practice. Processioning, on many different occasions, was an important aspect of village life which reinforced the geographical and social boundaries of the community. Thirdly, the collection of donations of food, drink and money was in keeping with many other events in the rural calendar. On those occasions the poor demanded charity from the prosperous members of the community and the menace of personal humiliation or damage to property was part of the customary proceedings.

Plough bullocks, shrovers, mummers, wassailers and others expected their efforts to be rewarded with a donation which was regarded as a payment for a service performed. In this way the recipients of rural charity preserved their dignity and did not see themselves as beggars. Sharing food and drink was also a time-honoured way of sealing arrangements, celebrating the cycle of rural tasks and cementing social relations in the countryside. The labourers saw the largesse they solicited on 19 November as their reward for saving the community from the socially destructive consequences of machine-threshing and, therefore, as an endorsement of their actions.

The labourers believed that the menace which usually accompanied collective begging did not compromise the legitimacy of the demand; provided the donation was given, and not actually taken by force, they remained within the law. A Micheldever man defended himself against a charge of robbery by insisting that he only asked ‘civilly for the money’ which the farmer gave him ‘and that he thanked him very kindly for it’. The law, however, declared Justice Alderson, recognised no such evasion; if menace was implied, it was immaterial how the money was received.Taking it was a felony. By admitting his involvement with collective begging that labourer exposed himself to a capital charge. Behaviour which was customarily associated with collective begging in its various forms was, on this occasion, seen as evidence of criminal conduct. It was a complete betrayal of customary practice. Custom shaped the labourers’ protest and underpinned their claim to fair treatment. It gave them a repertoire of performance, it allowed them to believe that their actions were legitimate and it explains the self-confidence of their protest. For these reasons they were unprepared for the punishment which sent men to Australia for behaviour they did not consider criminal.

IV

The first of the Special Commissions established to try the rural protesters met at Winchester a few days before Christmas. The Duke of Wellington, Lord Lieutenant of Hampshire, had pressed the idea of a Special Commission on the new Whig government in the hope that it would ‘tranquilize’ not only the county but ‘the Country in general’.The government, faced with the spread of disturbances to East Anglia and the Midlands, resolved to deal with the Hampshire prisoners in a manner which displayed its readiness to crush protest anywhere. Lord Melbourne at the Home Department was also concerned that local magistrates might deal too leniently with the labourers if the trials were left in their jurisdiction. Many magistrates had authorised wage increases and had thus implicitly confirmed the legitimacy of the labourers’ cause. By using Special Commissions the government was able to apply a policy of maximum severity uncom-promised by local considerations.
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