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THE ORIGINS OF THE SOCIAL WAR IN SOUTH YORKSHIRE -
A STUDY OF CAPITALIST BVOLUTION AND LABOUR CLASS 
REALIZATION IN ONE INDUSTRIAL REGION, c.1750-1855. 

SUMMARY 

This study seeks to advance the possibi1ity of producing 'total 

history' in which the working or labour class assumes its rightful 

place at the centre of interpreted action. This requires a practical 

and intel1ectual approach that is inspired by the Marxist tradition. 

In chronologically ordered chapters dealing with economic 

realities (the organization and dynamics of an industrial economy 

where cutlery, related metalware manufacture, linen making, coal. 

mining and iron and steel manufacture were dominant) and the 

realities of social. conf1ict, the main focus remains on the latter. 

The periodization which orders this study is of course artificial. 

It derives a certain validity from the clustering of 'moments' in 

the progress of working people in their popular and class struggles 

with economic and political exp~oitation. 

My main aim was to penetrate and evaluate the nature and leve1a 

of 1abour c1ass consciousness. The sources dictated that I only 

encountered the consciousness of vanguard groups. My evaluation was 

largely situational but it also shows an appreciation of the unity 

of historical development created by the inheritance of traditions 

and experiences, a process that is reinforced by perSistent and 

unyielding processes of economic conditioning. 

This study mainly limits itself to what happened in one 

industrial. region. This and the 'si tuational.' approach restrict the 

level of generalization. When more regional. and town studies have 

been attempted in a similar ~ progress can be made towards higher 

order generalizations. Hopefully my ideas and evidence concerning 

'invisible exploitation', Methodist revivalism, the revolutionary 

'underground', armed insurrection and its links with more recognizable 



forms of constitutionalist struggle, the strength of organized 

labour, trade union economism and the 'economic' and 'political' 

labour aristocracies of the 1830's and 1840's may serve to 

complement other people's work and stimulate positive (and critical) 

reactions in the future. 
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CHAPTER 1. The Revolutionary Struggle for Working Class 
History in a Bourgeois Society: Recent Marxist 
contributions to understanding the early English 
experience and their influence on the study of 
one industrial region. 

I know the heroic struggles the English working 
class have gone through since the middle of the 
last century. These are struggles less glorious, 
because they are shrouded in obscurity and burked 
by the middle class historian. 

Karl Marx (1856)1 

The Bourgeoisie turns everything into a commodity, 
hence also the writing of history. It is part of 
its being, of its condition for existence to 
falsify all goods. It falsified the writing of 
history and thus the best paid historiography is 
that which is best falsified for the purpose of 
the Bourgeoisie. 

Frederick Engels (c.1870)2 

This study begins with and is sustained throughout by anger 

at the way professional historians from the various ideological 

schools found in the wide spectrum of dominant bourgeois historio

graphy (from Conservative to Fabian) have been active in 'burking' 

early English working class history.' The conventional wisdom 

they maintain significantly diminishes the reality of the working 

class presence during the first half of the nineteenth century by 

a neglect, wilful or otherwise, of a mass of historical evidence 

and by various types of false approach. There are understandable 

reason. for the neglects and failures of bourgeois historiography. 

In the main it has been out of touch with the development of the 

various 80cial sciences. Where there have been any contacts these 

have been with the most reactionary conservative traditions. 4 

Bourgeois historiography has tended to advance only through single 

discipline approaches. By virtue of their social origins or the 

social conditio~~hey have succumbed to, as well as their current 

social situations within institution. and professional networks 

which have little independence from (and are really inter-dependent 



2 

with) bourgeois money and more subtle forms of Establishment 

patronage, bourgeois history's main practitioners are not able to 

avoid an imposed conservative blinkering. Thus their versions of 

history falsify the truth. Their truth achieves a wider and 

provocative political significance for it contributes historical 

vindications to politically expedient or 'functionally necessary' 

Establishment myths. 

Common to the defective tendencies present in a variety of 

bourgeois interpretations of the early period in English working 

class history is the marked overemphasis of reformist personalities, 

of reformist institutions and of politer forms of constitutionalism 

generally. 5 This emphasis helps perpetuate the myth of English 

moderation and capacity for compromise. There is a tendency for 

bourgeois interpretations to concentrate on internal divisions 

(particularly emphasizing clashes of individual personality) within 

all types of working class organization6 and there is a marked 

obsession with employing a phoney courtroom legalism to justify 

the rigid compartmentalism or separation of often complex inter

connected forms of 80cial action. 7 More robust forms of consti

tutionalism, particularly those backed up by the threat of (or 

real employment of) revolutionary violence, the strength and depth 

of industrial and political organizations and the multi-dimensional 

nature of social action are all significantly underplayed. 

The contributor of the more recent of the two major post-war 

inspirational Marxist works dealing with the early English working 

class experiences haa correctly observed that, 'the concrete analysis 

of British social development has hardly begun,.8 Where there has 

been activity among Marxist historians, there have been signs of 

movement towards inter-disciplinary approaches which have drawn on 

the more progressive and open elements from the empirical and 

theoretical social acience traditions. 9 Work completed by Marxist 

historians has in the main shown greater regard for important class 



organizations and has particularly looked at non-institutional 

forms of social action. lO However, structural constraints act 

to check the development of a Marxist social history. These are 

not only imposed from without but also created within the ranks 

of Marxist historians as a brief digression below the surface 

level of historiography may illustrate. 

The traditions of Marxist history have been created in a 

3 

hostile social-political and cultural environment. Despite this, 

some good work has been done, particularly by those shut out from 

the class-privileged world of elite educational and professional 

institutions. A few Marxist historians with the correct social 

credentials have freely entered this world. Others have permeated 

it by stealth. There is a danger that Marxist historians in this 

world will be entrapped into compromises and ultimate betrayal of 

their beliefs. Those within the walls of Establishment bastions 

are the most in danger of making Establishment postures. As those 

closest to the processes whereby 'knowledge' is made and packaged 

for wider distribution they have a particular responsibility to 

avoid providing 'functionally required' types of Marxist criticism 

which can serve to invigorate tired versions of the conventional 

wisdom. 

There are no easy answers to the Marxist historian'S problems 

of maintaining his integrity in a bourgeois social system. Part 

of one solution involves an answer to the urgent need for greater 

individual and collective energy to be expended in fashioning a 

non-sectarian separate Marxist social history outside the sphere 

of reformist or even mildly progressive bourgeois professional 

bodies. ll The path ahead may be signposted by democratic and more 

participatory 'workshop' activity12 but a more deciSive and uni

versal attitude to creating such pOints of activity must be gener

ated among important Marxist groups like the Communist party13 and 
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among smaller Marxist political factions. What is needed above 

all is the deeper rooting of the struggle for the liberation of 

working class history. Ultimately this will require a revolution

ary social transformation in the wider society and not just the 

re-alignment of subordinate or minor intellectual activity among 

sections of the political vanguard. 

Returning to the more acceptable discussion theme of post-war 

historiographic trends relating to early English working class 

history, it is important to note that there have been two really 

significant contributions by historians in the Marxist tradition. 

These studies, by Bdward Thompson and John Foster,14 have provided 

different but none the less vital forms of inspiration for this 

study of labour class emergence in one industrial region. Some 

of the work presented here has already been published and thus has 

contributed to a historiographic debate which has centred princip-

ally around Thompson's work and which latterly is springing into 

life in response to Foster. Before discussing the specific 

unfolding of the approach used here it is necessary to look briefly 

at the relevant inspirational works and their wider historiographic 

context. 

Thompson's 'The Making of the English Working Class' provided 

during the 1960's and earlier 1970's the one vital challenge to 

the conventional wisdom regarding early English working class 

history. Thompson's work was never intended to serve as a 

'functionally required' critique. The hostile reception that 

bourgeois historians gave it in the 1960's showed how far they 

thought Thompson had passed the bounds of acceptability as they 

defined them. 15 Over a decade after its first publication (1963) 

this work has at last been made to provide a more 'functional 

criticism'. There has been a delicate shifting of ground towards 

what 1s only superficially a more liberal interpretation of this 
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period of working class history. This has occurred among 

influential ideological schools in bourgeois historiography. This 

is represented in practical terms by the way for example the bour

geois historians of the Open University have 'packaged' Thompson's 

work. Their deferential (patronizing) velvet glove approach to 

Thompson's book hardly conceals the iron hand of ideological 

antagonism to Marxist historiography generally.16 

Few Marxist historians have replied or responded to Thompson's 

work in a direct or positive way. While he received generous 

applause from his Marxist reviewers when uncharacteristically many 

sectarian barriers between Marxist historians were lifted, few have 

chosen in their academic writing to pursue his themes or to scan 

the wider skyline for politically significant historiographic trends. 

Excellent monographs on aspects of earlier working class history 

like those of Challinor and RiPleyl7 have appeared in the interim. 

Other solid work like that of George Barnsby on the Black Country 

has remained largely unpublished. 1S Thompson's controversial themes 

have attracted some attention from both bourgeois and Marxist 

historians alike but more energy has been expended by historians 

in looking at less-controversial derived themes like leisure.19 

Thompson himself has moved in different chronological directions 

with his work on crime. Others have followed. 20 There is a danger 

that in these new fields interests develop which do not relate to 

the central areas of struggle in working class history. 

With less pressure from their research schools a faw younger 

historians in· the Marxist tradition have been able to find greater 

freedom to choose their own direction in carrying out their 

research. 2l Consequently some of Thompson's noisiest and empirically 

emptiest critics have been confronted in full stride. Baxter's 

study of Methodist revivalism and politioal repression (1974),22 

Baxter and Donnelly'. studies of insurrectionism and the 'revolu

tionary tradition' (1974, 1975)23 and Donnelly's look at the 
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ideological approach of Thompson's critics (1976)24 have all 

pointed out lines of direction for a Marxist counter-attack. 

Support for a more favourable appraisal of Thompson has also come 

from empirical evidence produced by a few non-Marxist historians 

and these contributions must also be taken note of. 25 

In the mid-1970's John Foster's 'Class Struggles in the 

Industrial Revolution' appeared. This other important Marxist 

contribution was closer to an Orthodox Marxist-Lenninist reading 

of early working class history and it was more critically received 

by Marxist reviewlDthan Thompson's work had been. To some Marxists 

Foster's work seemed to rest on crude historacist pre-conceptions 

of sub-structure - superstructure relationships supported by a 
26 

bleak mathematical or scientific validation of these pre-conceptions. 

There appears to be some forcing of evidence by Foster, aspecially 

relating to the earliest (pre-1820) periods of struggle and class 

realization. 27 There has been a tendency to back away from Foster's 

quantitative testing with only slight justification for doing so. 

If census and other social-demographic types of material are avail

able and are adequately completed for the years for which we expect 

more conSistent recording, then this data must be used in the way 

Foster used it. This type of information was not available in 

consistent enough quantities for such an exercise to be carried out 

for anyone of the larger towns in South Yorkshire. Inconsistent 

recording by census enumerators and registrars of births, marriages 

and deaths alike and the various inconsistencies in the nomenclature 

of economic status in the region's dominant industries combined to 

make a repeat of Foster's quantitative work imPOSsible. 28 

Foster's notion of class is problematic, particularly where 

he dealt with the earlier period of working class history before 

the 1820's. His work on working class leadership in the immediate 

pre-Chartist decades of the 1820's and l8,0's and during the Chartiat 

years has however much to recommend it. The inter-relations between 
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industrial, political and wider class leadership is always 

neglected by historians of this period and Foster is right to 

emphasize the patterns of unity among leadership. The later 

chapters of the work presented here (6 and 7) seek to look at 

inter-related aspects of class leadership but they do not neglect 

factionalism. An extract from the final chapter of this study has 

already been published and it serves to give support to Foster's 
29 

emphasis regarding class leadership during the early Chartist years. 

This study of the traditions of early working class struggle 

in South Yorkshire which is taken up in the following chapters 

began as an encounter with Edward Thompson's The Making. It was 

intended that it would provide a detaile~ study of the total 

experience of working people and particularly the class struggles 

entered into by the most politically advanced of them in a region 

which wal undergoing industrialization. The region chosen was one 

which underwent a slower (a possibly more normal) process of 

industrialization than those whose experiences are usually used to 

justify the term 'industrial revolution'. The study of the 

experiences of the metal working workshop labour force of Sheffield 

and its immediate hinterland, of workers in the linen trade in and 

around Barnsley and of ironworkers and colliers scattered widely 

throughout the region (excluding its largely agricultural western 

and eastern margins), combined with some lesser investigation of 

the experiences of widely scattered general craft workers in the 

building, clothing and footware trades, was intended to produce 

contrasts between workgroup. and communities that would illustrate 

the relativist variety of class experience. 

Initially it wa. intended that this study was to terminate in 

1832. There was to be a particular emphasis on the class dimensions 

revealed by popular political struggle. Under various sets of 

influence the focus widened both by appreCiating the extension of 

earlier political traditions into the Chartist period and by seeing 
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the fuller dimensions of class struggle involving economic and 

wider social-cultural struggle engaged in at every stage in the 

making of class traditions for struggle. The chronological 

boundaries were extended into the 1840's. Latterly Foster's work 

on the disintegration of the insurgent working class movement of 

the Chartist years during the mid-Victorian decades of industrial 

capitalist ascendency, renewed interest in the notion of 'labour 

aristocracy' and related questions of social control, have pushed 

the boundaries towards the end of the 1850's.'0 

Thompson's relativist notion of class has been influential 

throughout.,l There has been an attempt to recognize the uniqueness 

of the various class experiences and responses among different groups 

in varied communities at different times. Proletarianization and 

the creation and transmission of a body of increasingly consistent 

critical social-political and economic ideas from generation to 

generation have both emphasized the unity of class experiences over 

the period under study. Inevitably there are moments when absolutist 

notions of class make their appearance.'2 The individual reader 

must weigh the justification for these against his own prejudices. 

The organization of the study requires some brief comment. 

Bach subsequent chapter is divided into two unequal sections. The 

smaller section, headed 'Economy' and sub-divided into sections on 

'organization' and 'dynamics', deals with important aspects seen 

in the economic substructure. The larger section of each chapter 

follows, headed 'SOCiety'. It concentrates mainly on the nature of 

super-structure activity involving working people in stratum (or 

non-class) and class struggles against various forms of real and 

perceived exploitation. In the first of these chapters (2) there 

is a five-fold division of areas of struggle. In all subsequent 

sections this is reduced to a two-fold division by concentrating 

economiC, political and some wider struggles into a 'simultaneous' 

analytic narrative and by looking at residual social-cultural 
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struggles in a following smaller subordinate section. All these 

chapters are chronologicaIVordered. Attempts are made to 

summarize trends at the beginning and end of chapters. The 

'simultaneous' narrative is an experimental form justified by the 

way compartmentalism of economic and political action by some 

historians and the complete neglect of one to emphasize the other 

by other historians has lessened our appreciation of the intensity 

and full nature of struggle. The experiment is an attempt to more 

fully recreate the experience of struggle. It is incomplete as 

yet. The aim of producing a form of 'total history' in which 

working people provide the central life force is still some way 

off'. The lessons learnt here may hopefully bring the possibility 

of its creation closer. 
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CHAPTER 2. The Roots of Evil: Economy and Society 

in South Yorkshire c.1750-1792. 

Section A. Economy: Organization and dynamics c.1750-1792. 

General note: In the following section and in similar 
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introductory sections, an attempt is made to examine the economic 

sub-structure of society in order to more fully explain the 

developments in the social-cultural superstructure. To do this 

both the organization and dynamics of the industrial economy are 

briefly examined. 

(a) The Economic Organization of Industry in South Yorkshire 
c.1750-1792. 

It is not necessary to pursue an exhaustive investigation 

into the working of the eighteenth century regional economy, but 

merely to select the most important structural features in the 

organization of the various industries contributing to the 

industrial economy. The relationship between agriculture, the 

industrial economy and economic growth was very important in the 

region, especially on the large estates and in rural areas where 

the 'dual economy' functioned. The importance of this relationship 

is not denied. Our main concern is with the appearance of 

industrial workers who in the main were no longer dependent on the 

land and who represented 'free labour' (as opposed to 'subject 

labour' employed on the large estates). Similarly, while we 

recognize their importance in the struggles of ideas and action 

in the superstructure, we do not look at the organization of 

general craft trades like building, shoemaking and tailoring. 

1) The Cutlery Trades. 

The cutlery trades were the largest employers of industrial 

labour in South Yorkshire in 1750. This employment was concentrated 

in the Sheffield township and the five out-townShips which made up 



Sheffield parish. l It was also scattered throughout the villages 

and hamlets of the neighbouring parishes of South Yorkshire and 

north Derbyshire in a ten to fifteen mile radius around Sheffield. 

Cutlery manufacture in 1750 covered the production of knives, 

scissors, razors, edge tools, sickles, scythes and files. It was 
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traditionally associated with the area known as the Lordship and 

Liberty of Hallamshire. This comprised Sheffield parish, 

Ecclesfield parish and the Belfry of Bradfi&ld and covered 

approximately a fifth of South Yorkshire. Until the late eighteenth 

century manufacture was regulated in this area by strong guild-like 

controls and restrictions maintained by the Cutlers' Company. 

Regulation of the trades went back to at least the sixteenth century 

when the 'ancient customs and ordinances' controlling the organ-

ization of production were sanctioned by the Lord of the Manor. 

The earliest set of ordinances, dated 1565 and 1590 and devised by 

the 'whole consent of the Cutlery Makers of Knyffes and cutler 

occupation', set out regulations covering the need for trade 

marks, quality control, output control and rules of entry into 

the trade, particularly relating to apprenticeship.2 This set 

the pattern for later regulations. In 1624 the power of regulation 

in the trades was placed in the hands of a corporate body (the 

Company) free from the jurisdiction of the Manor. The Cutlers' 

Company, in the terms of the 1624 Act, was to oomprise, 'the 

Master, two Wardens, six Searohers and twenty-four Assistants 

and the Commonalty of the Company, fully incorporated, oreated, 

made and ereoted one body oorporate and pOlitiqU8,.3 

In praotioe the power of regulation was placed in the hands 

. of thirty-three individuals in a olosed, co-optive oligarohy. 

The • Commonalty t, although legally part of the Company, was given 

no rights to ohoose the exeoutive. By law the oligarchy of thirty

three elected the executive of the Company annually. There was no 
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real challenge to this exercise of power until the 1780s when the 

oligarchy was revealed to have broken the trust of the Commonalty, 

to have betrayed the interests of the industrious class of master 

manufacturers, journeymen and apprentices who were the backbone 

of the Company. However, the control of the Company had provided 

an important measure of stability to the operation of the trades 

throughout the middle decades of the eighteenth century. By then, 

certain de-stabilizing processes were in motion. Before explaining 

these we examine the mid-eighteenth century equilibrium which 

stable non-expanding markets maintained. 

The 1624 Act was intended to promote 'the good order and 

government of ye makers of knives, Sickles, shears, scissors and 

other cutlery wares in Hal1amshire in ye County of York and the 

parts near adjacent,.4 It gave the Company power over an area 

six miles beyond the boundaries of Hal1amshire where the trades 

were practised. Its jurisdiction therefore extended not only over 

most of South Yorkshire, but also over a large part of north 

Derbyshire. The provisions of the 1624 Act, which remained largely 

intact until the 1790s, endorsed the earlier regulations. Most 

important was the regulation of entry into the trades through 

apprenticeship. Above all else, this maintained stability in the 

trades, guaranteed employment for those who traditionally practised 

them and preserved the close relationship of master and man in the 

workshop situation. Until the l790s entry into the trades was 

solely on the basis of serving an apprenticeship. Seven years 

minimum apprenticeship had to be served with a master who was a 

member of or a freeman of the Cutlers' Company. Often apprentice

ship was served by a son with his father, although he could be 

indentured to another master who was a freeman. Apprenticeship 

ended at the age of twenty-one, having been according to folk 

recollection, a period of personal hardship, but one to be endured 



16 

because its completion earned the right to practise the trade as 

an independent man. Having served an apprenticeship, a young man 

paid a fee and could then take out his freedom. He was then free 

to set up in his own right. 5 He would need to rent a smithy 

('stithy') and equip it, purchase raw materials and fuel and pay 

an annual fee to the Company for his trade-mark (mark-rent). In 

many cases a young man, having taken out his freedom, would remain 

a journeyman for several years and be employed by an established 
, ... :' 

master manufacturer on a wage basis. In this role he would often 

take part in the training of new apprentices. In the mid-eighteenth 

century there was only a small group of life-long journeymen. These 

were usually men who had taken out a freedom but who had not set 

up as masters. They were often men with prized special skills who 

did not need to take on the responsibilities of the small capital

istic artisan producer. 6 By the later decades of the eighteenth 

century, this group had grown conSiderably, for reasons examined 

later. 

As a small producer the young man's business operations were 

strictly controlled by the ordinances of the Company. The 

regulations concerning the holding of a mark ensured that his 

activities would be confined to only one branch of the trade. 

Until 1748 he was not allowed to take on apprentices until he had 

worked for three years as a master manufacturer. When he finally 

took one on, he was not able to take another (apart from his son) 

for five years. However he could employ journeymen on a wage 

basis. Such regulation was critical to preserving levels of 

employment and to maintaining wages, standarda of work and prices. 

Cutlery manufacture in the mid-eighteenth century in Sheffield and 

the surrounding area vas thus largely in the hands of small 

independent producers (master manufacturers) assisted in their 

workshops by journeymen and apprentices. The smithy or 'stithy' 

was the technical name for the workshop. It was, according to 



recollection, a crude affair: 

••• a building of stone, the same as common field walls 
are built with, about six or seven yards wide and about 
seven and a half feet to the commencement of the roof, 
with a door at the centre of the building and a fire 
placed opposite to it. At each end was a hearth (where 
the forging of blades was carried out) with the bellows 
in the corner and the stithy stack in its proper 
situation. The wall was plastered over with clay or 
wheel swarf, if it could be conveniently obtained, to 
keep the wind from coming through the crevices, some
times a rough coat of lime was put on it. The floor 
was of mud; the windows about eighteen inches wide and 
three foot six inches high and seldom any glass in them, 
but white paper, done over with boiled oil. In fine 
weather they took the frame out, and were then exposed 
to the open air. In one corner was a place partitioned 
off 'for t'mester' as a warehouse or storeroom. On 
each side were workbenches for the hafters (journeymen 
employed in assembling the handle and blade into a 
finished product), the putters together, the lads etc. 
Over the fire place was posted a Paddy Watch Almanack, 
on other parts of the walls were pasted in great 
numbers Last Dying Speeches, Wilful Murders, Death and 
the Lady, the Bloody Gardener, Christmas Carols, and 
Lists of Races ••• Such was the generality of workshops 
in the town. Few if any were made with character in 
them, they were buildings erected b'et mester, his sen' 
and the neighbouring wheelwright and joiner. 7 
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The master manufacturer, journeymen and apprentices worked 

together in the close confines of the smithy. The work situation 

engendered a degree of mutuality between master and man which was 

extended beyond the work situation. This was realized most fully 

in the shared pleasures of a robust artisan culture, one whose 

sub or pre-political mid-eighteenth century manifestations were 

found on the walls of this characteristic workshop. 

Not all the processes of manufacture were carried out in the 

smithies. The basic processes involved in the manufacture of a 

knife and related wares were forging, grinding and hafting. 

These divisions applied with little variation to scissor, file, 

razor, edge tool, shear, sickle and scythe manufacture.8 The 

blade was first forged at the hearth on an anvil by a two-man 

team in the case of 'heavy work' and by a Single man in the case 

of 'light work'. Hardening and tempering were also carried out 
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as part of the forging process. The forged product was then 

taken from the workshop to a grinding 'wheel' where it was shaped 

and given an edge. The 'wheels' were buildings situated along 

the rivers and streams of Hallamshire. The 'wheels' were divided 

into 'hulls' or 'rooms' in which the grinding operation was per

formed at 'troughs' in which the grindstone ran, drawing power 

from a central water driven wheel to which the grindstones were 

geared by means of leather straps or 'bands,.9 The individual 

'troughs' were rented to grinders by an independent rentier who 

owned the whole wheel complex. Grinders were independent workers 

who were paid by the piece for their work by the master manu

facturers. lO Not all manufacturers sent their work to grinders. 

Some did their own grinding. It is not possible until the end of 

the eighteenth century to establish with certainty the complete 

division of processes or to establish the existence of the grinders 

as a large distinct occupational group. As early as 1748 there 

was a Grinder's sick~club in Sheffield. ll Arthur Young, on his 

northern tour of 1769, described the grinders as an independent 

workgroup, marked out by their particularly high wages. He con

trasted their average eighteen to twenty shillings per week with 

a general wage of nine to twenty shillings for male workers in 

other processes of cutlery manufacture. These wages, he observed, 

were the result of the danger involved in the work: grindstones 
12 frequently broke. PhthiSis and other lung diseases (the 

'grinder's disease' which the nineteenth century medical profession 

in Sheffield investigated) were found not to be a serious threat to 

the eighteenth century grinder working at the rural water-powered 

wheels. 

The final process in the production of a knife and related 

wares was hafting. This process involved the building up of the 

finished product, particularly the adding of a handle. The work 

was carried out in the smithy by the master manufacturer, his 



journeymen and apprentices at their workboards using small tools. 

Handles were traditionally made from wood, iron and bone. The 
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more commercially-minded mid-eighteenth century manufacturer 

turned to horn, ivory, mother of pearl and silver finishes for 

handles of cutlery wares. This increased the number of ancillary 

specialist functions and added such workgroups as handle and scale 

cutters and pressers. Some firms providing these ancillary 

functions also produced wares independent of the cutlery trades, 

e.g. horn made combs and buttons and those in silver and silver 

plated made domestic ware. 

The master manufacturer or small master cutler of the mid-

eighteenth century was in a position to control the overall 

production of the product. In most cases he was a small scale 

workshop capitalist producer. He was the employer of labour, 

paying the wages of those directly employed by him and piece rates 

to those such as the grinders whom he employed on a sub-contract 

basiS. He bought the raw materials and, having supervized their 

working up, sold them as a finished product. Until the mid

eighteenth century he sold to the dealers or agents of the London 

merchants who marketed Sheffield wares. During the 1740s and 50s 

local merchants and factors finally ousted the London men as 

marketers of Sheffield wares. These local commercial men dealt 

as their predecessors had done in the raw materials of production. 

They 'put out' raw materials in the surrounding villages where they 

employed smallholders, cottagers and squatters, whose main living 

came from the land, in industrial by-employment. This enabled them 

to exert influence on the price of work finished in the town. 

Throughout the second half of the eighteenth century the economic 

power of the merchants and factors increased. Their development 

of the market for cutlery wares enabled them to build up consider

able capitals and thereby take an even greater hold on the 
13 organization of production. 



In their path stood the Cutlers' Company which, at least 

until the l780s and 90s, attempted to exercise its power to 

protect the interests of the small producers and to guarantee 

employment for all those who traditionally practised the trades. 

Those who held office in the Company until the later eighteenth 

century came from the same class of small producers as composed 

the vast majority of the commonalty of the Company. They shared 

the same identity of economic $nd social interests as members of 

the industrious producer class as distinct from the commercial 
~ 

class of bankers, merchants and factors and a rentier class of 

local aristocracy and gentry. The oligarchical power structure 
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of the Company had led to abuses earlier in the eighteenth century. 

These had always been checked and the role of guardianship of the 

small producer interest had been maintained. 

There were however important developments from the mid

eighteenth century which undermined this guardianship. The most 

important development was the growth of a local commercial class. 

Sections of the producer class joined the commercial class by 

combining marketing with production. They built their capitals 

up by disregarding the Company's regulations. This happened in 

the file trade where at various times ambiguities in the law were 

exploited by ambitious master manufacturers. Where new trades 

were established, the Company failed to apply its regulative 

powers to them. This was the case of the saw making and silver 

plated trades. In such old and new trades, ambitious men, often 

freemen of the Cutlers' Company, built up their businesses without 

regard for traditional practice and particularly that related to 

control of entry by apprenticeship. 

During the years of the American War (1775-1783) and its 

immediate aftermath, there was a major breakdown of corporate 

control over the trades. The war greatly affected foreign markets, 



especially the American one. The majority of small master 

manufacturers were in great distress and had to dismiss their 
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journeymen. Unscrupulous larger master manufacturers disregarded 

the Company's rule and took on unlimited numbers of apprentices 

and brought men into the town from surrounding villages to employ 

them at low rates of pay. According to one contemporary, 'over 

half or more of those who had secured regular apprenticeship were 

standing idle for want of employment,.14 The majority of the 

commonalty of the Company, both small masters and their unemployed 

journeymen, turned to it for protection. It did little to enforce 

its regulations and was accused of supporting the commercial 

interests of the merchants, factors and larger master manufacturers 

who had turned their backs on the old economic morality practised 

in the trades. In the ensuing struggle between the small producer 

interest and the commercial and large producer interest can be seen 

a confrontation of old and new economic moralities. The old 

morality's roots lay in age-Old guild-ideals. It embraced notions 

of 'just price' and 'fair wage' and recognized the right to 

employment of those who had served an apprenticeship. It rested 

on an acceptance of a sharp ciivision between the producer function 

and the commercial function, a division which nevertheless involved 

a mutual acceptance of a common economic morality and reflected a 

sense of social responsibility. The new morality embraced free 

market ideals of 'natural price' in all commodities which was to 

be arrived at by free interp,lay of market forces. This moral1 ty 

emanated from a more aggressive merchant capitalist class. 

Sections of the commercial class and some of the producer class 

consciously worked throughout the 1780s to dismantle the regulations 

governing operations in the controlled trades. They sought to 

extend their operations in the unregulated trades. They pointed 

to the superior progress of Manchester and Birmingham: 
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At these places, free scope is given to genius, no shackles 
confine their trade, men of spirit and fortune are solicited 
to come to them and the towns are become immediate rich and 
prosperous. At Sheffield, where the opposite conduct has 
been observed, we are comparitively poor and our trade is 
dead· 15 

Their activities led to a new Act of Parliament in 1791. 

Although this made concessions to their opponents it opened a 

major breach in the Company's powers of control over the trades. 

Their opponents, the bulk of the producer class, fought throughout 

the l780s to use legal means to frustrate their ambitions. Their 

'Freemen's movement' was led by both small masters and by journey-

men. It sought to maintain the old morality and to wrest control 

of the Company from the oligarchy and sought to establish democratic 

control. In this struggle a 'labour interest' was revealed. This 

interest existed before the l780s and was in part registered in 

the name of several of the town's numerous sick clubs and benefit 

societies. 

2) Silver and Silver Plated Trades.16 

With the greater commercial orientation of the eighteenth 

century cutlery trades silver was increasingly used in the 

finishing of cutlery wares. The discovery of a method of fusing 

silver plate to a copper base by Thomas Bolsover in 1743 led to 

the growth of an independent 'Sheffield plate' trade. The adoption 

of his methods in the production of domestic wares exploited a new 

depth in the eighteenth century middle class domestic market. 

Goods were also manufactured in solid silver by local silversmiths. 

In the silver plated trade progress was marked by the rapid increase 

in the number of firma (from six 'houses' in 1765 to seventeen in 

1787). The silver refining industry also grew, especially after 

1773 when Sheffield was granted its own Assay office. 

The firma in both the plated and silver trades required larger 

capital than those in the cutlery trades. The nature of the raw 



material precluded outwork. Large concentrated workshops and 

warehouses, albeit small scale units relative to factory 

production, were characteristic. Large profits were suggested 
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by the social position and manifestation of wealth of the partners 

in the leading firms. The relation of labour and capital in these 

trades was less complicated than in the cutlery trades. In the 

early period when the silver plate trade was being established, 

skilled labour had to be imported from the traditional centres of 

the silver working trades such as London, York, Birmingham and 

Newcastle. This labour represented part of a labouring 

'aristocracy' in terms of its wages and relationship with the 

masters. The silver and plated trades were unprotected by 

regulation. In these trades, as early as the l770s, there was 

evidence of masters associating to fix prices and wages. Labour's 

position deteriorated rapidly in these trades but skilled workers 

still maintained a privileged position. 

:3 ) Steel Manufacture. 17 

Steel was the major raw material for the cutlery trades. 

It was manufactured locally in the early eighteenth century by 

local steel refiners. The blister steel produced did not always 

have a consistent quality. Swedish iron, converted mainly by a 

cementation process in local furnaces, supplied the bulk of the 

steel required by the Sheffield trades. The perfection of the 

'crucible' method of production by Benjamin Huntsman during his 

stay at nearby Handsyorth in the period 1747-72 provided the basis 

for the revitalization of steel production based on local raw 

materials. Thia renewal was concentrated around Sheffield. The 

town's 1774 Directory recorded five firms making steel, and that 

of 1784 five steel refiners and fifteen converters. Few of these 

units were large and they were often outgrowths of firms from the 

cutlery trades. The numbers employed in them were few and their 



work situation was similar to that shared by the furnace and 

foundry workers in the town and region. 

4) Iron Making and Manufacture. 1S 
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Iron smelting and forging had a long history in South 

Yorkshire. The charcoal-based furnaces of the earlier eighteenth 

century were scattered from north to south along the Tankersley 

ironstone seam where the ironstone was mined in bell-shaped pits. 

The forges were grouped along the rivers, the source of water

power. Here the pig iron of the furnaces was converted into bar 

iron and sold directly, or slit on the site for nail making and 

wire drawing. Very little local bar iron was converted into steel 

for use in the cutlery trades. The old charcoal-based iron 

industry was controlled in the early eighteenth century by the 

Spencer syndicate. Their extensive kinship network controlled 

both furnaces and forges in the South Yorkshire and north Derby

shire regions. They controlled the nail making and wire drawing 

trades, the major manufacturing trades in the region based on 

finished iron. They acted as merchant capitalists, putting out 

raw materials to domestic workers. By the mid-eighteenth century 

the competition of coke-made pig iron began to be felt. The 

Spencer syndicate declined and their partners, Cockshutts, Fells 

and Swallows, all yeomen families, began to withdraw their capital 

from smelting and invested it in the more profitable st~el making. 

The influence of war in the second half of the eighteenth 

century saw the emergence of large scale individual units of 

production in iron smelting. Coke-based production of pig iron 

characterized the large units which were set up in South Yorkshire 

and north Derbyshire during the years of the American War and the 

early years of the French wars of the 1790s. Dominating the later 

eighteenth century development of the iron industry were 'new men' • 

An early example of such were the Walkers. Their spectacular 
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progress from a backyard foundry in the hamlet of Grenoside in 

the 1740s to their industrial empire at Masbrough near Rotherham 

served as a model to others. They were helped by war contracts 

negotiated for them by the Marquis of Rockingham (their landlord) 

during the Seven Years' War. War demand and domestic demand 

induced other new men and traditional charcoal-based iron producers 

to follow. 

In iron making capital requirements were significantly larger 

than in the cutlery trades. The higher need for fixed capital in 

the forges, furnaces and slitting and rolling mills dictated that 

there would be few 'new men' like the Walkers. There were many 

small units producing iron, especially those which supplied the 

hardware iron trade of Sheffield. 

Labour was employed mainly on a wage basis in foundries and 

forges. As well as foundry and forge labour, miners of ironstone 

and sometimes of coal yere also employed by the iron masters. 

Employment was on a datal wage or contract basis. In the outwork 

trades of nail making and wire drawing, payment was made to 

independent and semi-independent outYorkers on a piece work basis. 

As in the cutlery trades, work was put out to smallholders, 

cottagers and squatters who derived part of their livelihood from 

the land. Nail making was widespread in the region in the eight

eenth century but wire drawing was oonoentrated in the north western 

area. These, with the outwork production in the cutlery trades, 

provided the industrial basis of the 'dual economy' of rural 

South Yorkshire. 

5) Coal Mining. 19 

Coal mining became significant in the economy of South Yorkshire 

with the development of coal resources on aristocratic estates. 

This development responded to the growing demand for coal. 

Transport improvement was critical to this process. This was not 
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significant until the end of the eighteenth century when canals 

were built. Little of the massive reserves of coal on the estates 

and holdings of the Duke of Norfolk, Marquis of Rockingham, Earl 

of Effingham, Marchioness of Bute, Earl of Stafford and Duke of 

Leeds were exploited. Norfolk and Rockingham (later Fitzwilliam), 

the two largest semi-resident South Yorkshire aristocratic land

owners, contrasted in their more dynamic eighteenth century 

approaches to exploiting these resources. Norfolk was more active. 

He owned much of the land in the Sheffield and Ecclesfield parishes 

in the south. He leased mining rights in the earlier eighteenth 

century. These rights were taken up by yeomen colliery masters 

who employed wage-worker colliers and sub-contracted to independent 

colliers. In the second half of the eighteenth century Norfolk 

worked his pits directly through his agents. The pits in Sheffield, 

Attercliffe Manor, Handsworth, Parkgate, Chapel town and High Green 

varied in size and profitability. River navigation improvement 

was critical in boosting Norfolk's activity, especially at Parkgate 

near Rotherham. In 1769 these pits were sending 30,000 tons of 

coal into the north Midlands along the Don Valley and the Trent. 

Rockingham was less energetic in the exploitation of his 

coal resources. Much of his coal-bearing land was in the 'land

locked' middle of the region. Like the majority of other aristo

cratic landlord., he leased the coal-bearing land to yeoman 

colliery master.. He contemplated opening up his resources around 

Elsecar and Low Wood in the later 17708. Nothing came of his plans 

until the l790s when transport improvements 'unlocked' his resources 

and those of other landowners in the north of the region. 

Most mining was carried out by tenants. The identities and 

the operations of the early coal masters remain obscure. Similarly 

the significance of mining as an occupation and its social 

significance are not easy to eValuate. The bulk of labour was 

non-specialist, working for part of the year on the land, either 
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as wage labour or independent smallholders and possibly receiving 

some supplement to family income through other forms of industrial 

by-employment. There was a large element of sub-contract involved 

in employment in smaller pits. In the larger pits such as those 

worked by Norfolk there was a significant wage labour force 

assembled. 

The manufacture of linen yarn into finished cloth was an 

industry concentrated in and around Barnsley. It was introduced 

into the area in 1744 by William Wilson, a Quaker from Cheshire. 

The new industry replaced wire making and the old custom weaving 

part of a 'dual economy' in response to new market potential. 

The local distaff and tradition of custom bleaching became obsolete 

and a new set of economic relations emerged. There is little 

evidence to assess the pace of transition. Wilson brought in 

managers from Lancashire for his warehouse (where he stored the 

flax before putting it out, and also the finished product) and 

his bleaching ground, as well as weavers. He also took on local 

custom weavers on new terms as market weavers on piece rates. 

There was significant expansion in the 1780s under stimulus 

of the bounties on flax. The growth of the weaving population is 

hinted at below: 

Table 2:1 

1760-4 
1765-9 
1770-4 

DeSignation of 'weavers' as 
Oocupation of husband. in marriage performed in 

Barnsley 1760-1790 

5 reference. 
8 

8 

1775-9 
1780-4 
1785-9 

9 
10 

'5 
There were estimated to be 500 looms working in the trade in 

the early 1790s. These were controlled by seven or eight partner

ships of 'linen manufacturers'. Men such as Wilson rented out 

looms, weaving equipment and workspace (including housing). The 
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former custom weaver he employed might still own his own loom and 

his home. There appears to have been a growing scale of operations 

as the looms came to be worked by less independent master weavers 

and their journeymen and apprentices in rented 'shops'. The shop 

was a small unit of industrial production, although several looms 

might be found in it. In linen the relationship between master 

weaver, journeyman and apprentice was close, similar to that of 

those groups comprising the producer class in the Sheffield 

cutlery trades. The producer class in weaving was however bound 

more tightly by greater dependence on the employing commercial 

class of linen manufacturers. These had a greater monopoly hold 

on economic and social power, because of higher fixed and variable 

capital requirements to establish oneself. There was greater 

economic and social estrangement between the producer class and 

the commercial class in weaving. In the early nineteenth century, 

when the new system of production had fully matured, this made the 

realization of a 'labour class' interest or common consciousness 

among linen weavers more easy than for cutlery and other metal 

workers. 

(b) The DYnamics of the Industrial Bconomy of South Yorkshire 
c.1750-1792. 

In this section some brief observations must be made concerning 

the nature and significance of the dynamics exhibited in the 

industrial economy of South Yorkshire. These include both the 

day to day rhythms of its operation as well as the short and long 

term patterns of fluctuation and growth. 

In the second half of the eighteenth century rhythms of the 

industrial economy slowly came to be dictated by other forces than 

that of nature. The part-time industrial out-workers of the 'dual 

economy' of the region still had their periods of industrial 
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employment dictated by the agricultural calendar. Increasingly, 

because of the long-term changes in power sources and raw 

materials, work processes became to be freed from the limitations 

imposed by nature. The switch to the use of coal and coke to 

provide steam power or heat and the decreased reliance on water 

power and charcoal heat in furnace, forge grinding wheel and 

workshop was a long-term process. This shift towards a rational 

work prooess was not fully worke4 out until well into the last 

half of the nineteenth century. By the end of the eighteenth 

century it had only just begun. 

The 'natural' work rhythms of the artisans in cutlery and 

related metal working tra4es (the largest workgroup) were mirrored 

in those of the ainere (ooal and iron ore), iron workers and linen 

weavers. Such work rhythms could also be described a8 'natural' 

in the sense that the workforce had some chOice over its intenSity. 

Such 'pre-induatrial' rhythms should not be romanticized. They 

still required intense application sustained over long periods. 

The working week began often no earlier than Tuesday after the 

Sunday and 'Saint Monday' break. By Friday it was at its most 

intense, but continued until Saturday night when payments were 

made (to the master outler a price for the finished goods, to his 

journeymen wage. and to sub-contract master grinders and their 

journeymen price. tor work done and wage. respeotively). Payment 

vas the lioenoe tor the weekend spree. This burned itself out on 

Monday or Tuesday, when work began again. This rhythm was partly 

a response to continuous uncertainty about levels ot employment. 

The trades rarely worked at optimal levels of production and it 

was often necessary to observe the Tuesday as a rest day in order 

to fill in the rest ot the working week. The rhythm can also be 

explained a8 part of a culture which valued the spontaneity of 

its leisure. Natural seasonal factors, such as water shortage, 
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also affected this rhytha. 

Similarly the behaviour of markets was important. 

Increasingly from the mid-eighteenth century, foreign markets, 

particularly European and American, provided an outlet for cutlery 

and related wares. The American orders came in April and August 

and accounted for surges of employment in spring and autumn. The 

European and home markets were steadier although there was usually 

a boost towards Christmas, followed by a lull lasting into early 

spring. 21 In the majority of the cutlery and related trades this 

same marked influence was characteristic. In the silver trades, 

probably beoause of a different market, the majority of work was 

carried out in the first and last quarters of the year.22 There 

was a marked tendency for oommeroial aotivity to be oarried out 

throughout the industrial economy at a muoh higher leve~ in the 

last three quarters of the year.23 

The seasonal rhythm. was disturbed by external factors, the 

most important of which was war. England was at war for at least 

fifteen of the forty-two years between 1750-92. Of the important 

wars, the Seven Years' War (1756-63) fitted the pattern of our 

earlier smaller oommercial-imperial wars. It was of limited scale 

and did not disturb access to markets. However, during the Amerioan 

War (1775-83) the loss of control over the sea meant considerable 

dislocation of markets. We have only limited economic data to 

show this but the population figures for Sheffield particularly 

stress the marked effect of the American War on Sheffield's 

eoonomic expansion. 

Table 2:2 Sheffield's Population Growth 1755-118924 

Sheffield townShip Boclesall Bierlow Atteroliffe &: Darnall 
no. of increase no. of increase no. of increase 

families p.a. families p.a. families p.a. 

1755 2,667 5.5" 1763 3,842 1.8" 805 3.4% 637 2% 1115 4,704 1.2" 1,128 
0.1" 768 

1" 1785 5,256 3.5% 1,140 864 
1789 6,065 
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These suggest the rapid economic growth taking place in the 1750's 

and early 60's, particularly throughout the years of the Seven 

Years' War. This growth results from the energetic development 

of domestic and foreign markets by a new local merchant and factor 

class. The growth of the 1750's had its roots earlier with the 

improvement of navigation on the river Don when the river was made 

navigable to Tinsley from its junction with the Trent. Road 

communication had been improved throughout this period but the 

1750's were the high point of turnpiking. In the intervening years 

between the end of the Seven Years' War and the beginning of the 

American War, there appears to have been a period of steady, if 

unspectacular, growth. This is what the population data suggests. 

This is supported by the evidence provided by the Don Navigation 

profit return series, which also sheds more light on year to year 

fluctuations in the region's economy. 

Table 2:3 Profits on the Don Navigation 1760-1792 (£s) 

1760 
1761 
1762 
1763 
1764 
1765 
1766 
1767 
1768 
1769 
1770 
1771 

4,654 
5,231 
5,767 
4,064 
3,884 
4,310 
5,793 
5,519 
4,935 
6,835 
6,403 
7,423 

1772 
1773 
1774 
1775 
1776 
1777 
1778 
1779 
1780 
1781 
1782 
1783 

7,107 
6,737 

- 8,215 
8,551 
7,250 
8,033 
7,486 
7,234 
6,840 
5,993 
6,536 
7,557 

1784 
1785 
1786 
1787 
1788 
1789 
1790 
1791 
1792 

6,332 
7,697 
6,751 
7,651 
5,660 
9,093 
9,264 

- 8,553 
- 8,947 

The years 1763-6 witnessed a checking of economic progress and 

general social disturbance throughout the region. Throughout the 

later 1760's there was a steady improvement in revenues, except 

for 1768. Considerable growth followed in the first half of the 

1770's. The outbreak of the American War drastically disturbed 

this trend. The series showing the weight of silver marked at 

the assay office (opened 1773) similarly provide a picture of 

disturbed progress from the outbreak of the American War. 
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Table 2:4 Silver assayed in Sheffield 1774-1792 (troy pounds) 

1774 - 2,823 
1775 - 3,379 
1776 - 4,140 
1777 - 3,767 
1778 - 2,280 
1779 - 2,222 
1780 - 2,530 

1781 - 2,555 
1782 - 2,269 
1783 - 2,593 
1784 - 3,378 
1785 - 2,195 
1786 - 2,602 
1787 - 2,608 

1788 - 2,475 
1789 - 2,535 
1790 - 3,374 
1791 - 3,137 
1792 - 3,666 

The earliest figures of poor relief expenditure, both 'in-poor' 

and 'out-poor' for Sheffield and 'in-poor' for Barns1ey, demonstrate 

this dislocation: 

Table 2:5 Sheffield and Barnslef poor law expenditures25 
1772-1790 £s) 

(a) Sheffield 'in-poor' 'out-poor' 'in-poor' 'out-poor' 

1775-6 2,179 1,010 1784-5 3,138 1,621 
1777-8 2,104 1,035 1785-6 3,728 2,029 
1778-9 3,146 1,211 1786-7 3,926 2,160 
1779-80 2,561 1,382 1787-8 4,114 1,761 
1781-2 2,659 1,536 1788-9 4,561 2,089 
1782-3 3,252 1,560 1789-90 4,184 
1783-4 3,279 1,593 

(b) Barns1el . total (£s) 

1772-3 183 1781-2 477 
1773-4 189 1782-3 282 
1774-5 287 1783-4 359 
1775-6 189 1784-5 322 
1776-7 181 1785-6 403 
1777-8 230 1786-7 482 
1778-9 258 1787-8 489 
1779-80 292 1788-9 469 
1780-1 341 

The war seriously hit the workshop trades throughout the region. 

The cutlery and related trades were badly hit, especially at the 

end of the war when hostilities with France, Spain and America 

hit the European market. In the early stages of the war, masters 

had paid men advances to retain them but over the years of the war 

had, in orier to maintain profits, taken on unskilled labour in 

defiance of the statutes of the Cutlers' Company. This was a 

source of great division within the trades. 

The Bamsley poor law expenditure data re£lects the depression 



33 

in that town's wire making and new linen weaving industries during 

the war. Other industries in the region benefitted. The demand 

for iron, especially in the making of cannons, stimulated produc

tion in the region's furnaces, foundries and mines. 

The immediate post-war years saw some improvement in the 

trades badly hit by war. There was a slow process of recovery 

which was accompanied by a growing optimism. An early Sheffield 

political economist commented on the state of the town's trade in 

1785: 

As the flourishing condition of the Art8, Manufactures, 
and Commerce of a Kingdom depend8 on the increase of its 
people, it i8 found to be equally 80 with respect to 
county, town, pariah or lesser division of it. It must 
be therefore a real satisfaction to everyone who is a 
friend to the town and pari8h of Sheffield, not only to 
hear or see that its Trade and Manufactures are in a 
state of improvement, its inhabitants opulent, its 
buildings increase and commerce axtended but to be 
demonstratively convinced that these premises are well 
supported by the increase of inhabitants. 26 

The population data reflects this optimism. The Sheffield Advertiser 

claimed in 1791 that there had been an increase of six thousand 

people in Sheffield's population in the previous six years. 27 

The other statistical series and events cast doubt on the recovery 

in the region's industrial economy. 
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Section B. Society: 

The Myth of the Organic Society - Rulinc Blite and Subject Mass 

The poor the useful base supply 
On which ascends the structure high, 
The middle ranks, the squire, the peer, 
Hence step by step, their heads uprear, 
Nay the great Monarch at the top 
Should the base fail him, down must drop 
Bach rank is needful in its place 
For strength, symmetry and grace. 

Samuel Roberts (1769-1849), Sheffield silver plated 28 
ware manufacturer from his poem 'A Pyramid of Coins'. 

A hanging day is wanted; 
Was it by justice granted, 
Poor men distress'd and daunted 

Would then have cause to sing 
To see in active motion 
Rich knaves in full proportion, 
For their unjust extortion 

And vile offences swing. 

Joseph Mather (1737-1804), Sheffield street Singer, 
from his song 'The File Hewer'S Lamentation' '29 

1) Introduction 

Any belief in the organic unity of eighteenth-century English 

society must be tempered by an awareness of class interests and 

antagonisms manifested in that social body. The once binding 

rituals of reciprocal exchange of paternalist benevolence for 

deferent subservience between the ruling elite and subject mass 

were being disturbed by 'latent' and manifest expressions of class 

antagonism. The actions of the economically most active section 

of the ruling elite, made up of aristocrats, gentry and commercial 

and industrial entrepreneurs from the third estate, were more 

rapidly creating the elements of a labour clasa of dependent wage 

workers formed out of the labouring masses of small masters, 

independent and semi-independent craftsmen. The growing awareness 

of economic exploitation involving the losa of independent status, 

forced wider horizons of social consciousness among the mass. 

In the day to day work situation, in the alehouse, on the street 
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corner and in the home, an awareness of the nature of cultural 

exploitation accompanying this economic exploitation was learned, 

particularly when the elite's self-righteous moral auxiliary, the 

Methodist evangelist, forced his way in. Intermittently at the 

hustings and other affirming rituals of the traditional ruling 

elite's political and cultural hegemony there was an opportunity 

for the nature of political exploitation to be understood. Espec

ially after the American War, when the success of the young 

republic propagandized democratic ideas, sections of the mass 

began to recognize their manipulated 'sub-political' existence. 

We see the effect of this propaganda through Joe Mather's voice 

in the Sheffield taverns, on the streeta and in the workshops. He 

articulated the social aggressions of the awakening labouring mass 

of the 1780's. His voice was one that would be heard for generations 

to come. 

2) The Ruling Elite 

Social power in the eighteenth century was still associated 

with land ownership and agricultural and commercial wealth rather 

than industrial wealth. At the top of the social pyramid were 

the aristocracy and land-owning gentry. Their social existence 

transcended the levels of 'county society' as measured by their 

attendance at the fashionable London seasons and their holiday 

adjournments to fashionable spa towns. Many of the aristocrats 

were socially 'cosmopolitan' but were still the backbone of county 

social life. Economically they were very powerful. Their manage

ment of the 'subject economies' of their estates meant involvement 

in agriculture, mining and to a small degree, manufacturing. Many 

of the aristocrats were absentees. Many were locally active 

through the agents who managed their affairs. The aristocrats 

were powerful politicians of national standing. Locally they were 

able through their economic power to manipulate the votes of their 
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tenants, to employ plebeian bully boys to intimidate those who 

were not dependent and totally to ignore the political rights of 

the mass. They were able to do this until the 1790's through 

popular default. By maintaining a benevolence-deference reciprocity 

through what Thompson has called, 'a studied and elaborate cultural 

hegemony'. By means of ritual and real displays of their social 

power they made sure their right was not questioned. 

In South Yorkshire the large estate was not a dominant form 

of land holding, small proprietorship of under a hundred acres was 

more characteristic. The large number of yeoman proprietors and 

larger tenants on the aristocratic estates constituted the lower 

depths of 'county society'. Such men were accorded, like the new 

aspiring industrial and commercial leaders from the third estate, 

a subordinate social existence in 'county SOCiety'. The focus 

for their social existence came to be the institutions in which 

the rituals of town society were enacted. Town sociaty reflected 

the local power structure as opposed to the regional power struc

ture. It is not easy to examine eighteenth century town society 

in the smaller towns of the region but no doubt the social networks 

were there. Sheffield's size guaranteed the existence of institu

tions of 'town SOCiety', which left a record of their social 

transactions and thus it can be examined. 

'Town society' in Sheffield in the second half of the 

eighteenth century was created by the commercial and industrial 

leaders and professional men. Particularly important were the 

commercial men, merchants and larger factors who came to have great 

economic power over the workshop and domestic outwork trades. The 

partiCipants corresponded with the town's political elite carrying 

out local government functions in co-operation with the aristocratic 

Lord of the Manor. They were elected and co-opted onto several 

trusts and corporations which carried out these functions. They 

monopolized the control of the Church Burgesses, responsible for 
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the upkeep of communal properties including the Church, the Town 

Trustees, responsible for the streets and water supply, and the 

Vestry, which controlled the distribution of poor relief and whose 

highway officials watched over the upkeep of roads. They worked 

hand in hand with the Manor Court which regulated markets and 

settled petty debts. They increasingly found their membership 

becoming a dominant voice in the executive of the Cutlers' Company, 

which regulated the operations of the staple trade of the town. 

The Magistrates administered local justice in the Cutlers' Hall. 

They committed more serious offenders to Quarter Sessions and to 

the Assizes held in the major towns of the West Riding. They were 

drawn from good 'county society stock'. Increasingly town society 

was to produce men who could take on such roles. 

Sheffield's 'town SOCiety' in the early eighteenth century 

had been the creation of local yeomen families who also played a 

subordinate role in county SOCiety. These had industrial interests 

but not in the staple trades of the locality. The 'town society' 

they created can be glimpsed in the assemblies held in two rooms 

of the Charity School from the late 1730's to the 1760's. The 

social origins of the presiding 'Queens of the Assembly' throughout 

the 1730's and 1740's confirm that early 'town SOCiety' drew its 

strength from local yeomen families whose wealth came from the 

land. An early subscription list (1747-8) shows the strength of 

these families and their dilution by shopkeepers, professional men 

(surgeons, apothecaries, lawyers, clergy and military) and a handful 

of commercial men with connexions in the staple trades. 

The Assembly came to represent the growth of commercial and 

industrial wealth in Sheffield and its immediate hinterland during 

the economic progress of the later eighteenth century. The sub

scription list of 1784 contained a much higher proportion of 'new 

men' from the commercial and industrial world. 30 Within Sheffield 

society there was a fusing of the growing merchant capitalist 



38 

wealth created by the commercial development of the Sheffield 

trades with the new industrial capitalist wealth of the iron 

industry. Dancing, card playing, dining and horse racing provided 

the Bocia1 nexus of town society. There was also a striving for a 

higher tone in town society. In the 1780's its members provided 

the bulk of subscriptions for the building of the Tontine Inn. 31 

This was a commercial venture, which sought to provide more 

palatial dining facilities for the Sheffield elite. The Monthly 

Club, instituted in 1783, was another manifestation of town 

society although it sought the patronage of the leaders of county 

society. Its membership adequately demonstrated the social unity 

of the wealth among the local e1ite. 32 It met at the Angel Inn, 

owned by Samuel Peech an exceedingly wealthy man who prided himself 

on his stable-boy origins. 33 Both the Angel and Tontine Inns were 

to be a focus of loyalism and a target for popular violence in the 

turbulent 1790's. 

The social unity of wealth in town society and between this 

wealth and that of county society transcended religious loyalties. 

A majority of the local elite at town and county level paid more 

than ritual observance to the Established Church. It had long 

ceased to function a8 a church for the people through worldly 

default. It still provided a focus for the social rituals of the 

elite. There was a strong cultural counter-weight provided by 

deep-rooted traditions of dissent amongst the elite. These were 

maintained by congregations at the Quaker Meeting House, the 

Presbyterian Upper Chapel and a multitude of lesser dissenting 

chapels, including those of the 'new dissenting' congregations of 

Methodists. 34 Some of the divisions between the Bstablished Church 

and Dissent were relatively superficial. There was an atmosphere 

of sectarian harmony between the Establishment and Dissent. This 

was fostered by the Lord of the Manor, the Duke of Norfolk, a 
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Catholic. Wealth above all dissolved and transcended such 

differences. It was the real source of social meaning among the 

elite. However fearfully its members pursued wealth as a vindic

ation of a harsh Calvinistic sense of 'predestination' or to follow 

the gentler gradient of the Arminian 'pursuit of grace', it was 

wealth itself that came to satisfy their need for spiritual ful

filment and to justify their economic actions. 

3) Subject Mass I - cultural eqUilibrium c.1740-1780 

The majority of productive industrial workers in the workshop 

trades and outwork trades outside the 'dual economy', masters, 

journeymen and apprentices, shared a common experience both in the 

work situation and throughout their social existence in the wider 

society. The totality of their experience represented a common 

mass culture of shared beliefs, ideas, rituals and institutions 

which will be briefly examined here. 

The work situation was the ultimate source of mass experience. 

Its nature dictated the degree to which a worker could share in 

the common culture. It shaped his contribution. The majority of 

industrial workers, those in Sheffield's cutlery and related trades, 

the Barnsley wire and linen trades, in the iron furnaces and forgas 

and those in the mines, were full participants in this culture. 

Physical and social isolation created by the 'subject economy' 

situation on the large estates such as at Wentworth, or that of 

the Walkers at Masborough, insulated some of these workers from 

full participation in this culture. This culture, in equilibrium 

with the social requirements of the ruling elite, could generate 

no challenges to the social power of that elite. In this state 

it positively contributed to the paternalist benevolence-deferential 

subservience reciprocity between the elite and the mass. Changes 

both within and without disturbed this equilibrium after the 

1750's but not until the 1780's and 1790's did the sources of 



disequilibrium work themselves out to present any real challenge 

to the cultural hegemony of the elite. In the following section 

the equilibrium state is briefly surveyed, particularly to 

illustrate the tradition of the mass. 

The social relations of production within the majority of 
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the trades contributing to the region's industrial economy were 

close with a minimum of status distinction between master and man. 

In the larger units of production, such as ironworks and mines, 

status distinctions between sections of the workforce were more 

blatant. In the smaller units, the workshops and domestic outwork 

situations, there was relative harmony between master and man. 

They tended to share the same moral economic notions of 'fair 

price' for labour and finished product and of the right to employ

ment by those serving a qualifying apprenticeship. The direct 

exploitative relations of production were obscured by the pervasive

ness of sub-contract. In such a situation a 'craft mentality' 

flourished. The 'craft mentality' was an important representation 

of the dominant social-economic ideals of the culture. Its 

existence inhibited the growth of a 'labour class' mentality among 

the mass. It stressed the virtues of the skillS demonstrated by 

men as members of individual trades. This preserved fierce craft 

loyalties and inhibited the growth of horizontal association 

between workers in different trades. It stressed the mutuality 

of master and man in terms of social and economic interest (vertical 

association) within the individual trades. This similarly inhibited 

the realization of horizontal association between workers. It 

idealized small master status as a legitimate expectation. Because 

for many this expectation was fulfilled, there was as yet little 

likelihood of an appearance of any form of labour class conscious

ness. Slowly the craft mentality was being undermined by funda

mental 8tructural changes at work in the industrial economy and 

in the wider society. The growth of a permanent wage-labour force 
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among the journeymen came with the growth of larger scale 

industrial operation in light workshop and outwork trades and in 

heavier industry. The process was slow but steady in gaining 

momentum throughout the second half of the eighteenth century. 

In the branches of the cutlery and related trades still protected 

by the regulatory powers of the Cutlers' Company, the process was 

slow and did not begin until the 1780's. In the unprotected 

branches of the Sheffield trades (files, saws, silver, silver plate), 

in similar sections of light industrial production, in workshops 

and domestic outwork trades (linen, wire and nails) and in the 

heavy trades (iron and coal), the growth in the scale of operation 

and the accompanying growth of permanent wage-status labour began 

far earlier. This applied to both the 'subject economies' of the 

large estates where non-monetary wages perSisted longer, and the 

'free economy' of the towns and villages. 

There 1s some tentative suggestion of the organization of a 

labour interest among workers in some trades before the late 

eighteenth century. In Sheffield the network of sick, friendly 

or 'benefit' societies created throughout the eighteenth century 

contained several who from their names suggest they represented 

the interests of a workgroup. The earliest of these, the Tailors', 

founded in 1720, carried out welfare functions and acted to improve 

the wages and hours of labour. 35 Similar occupationally named 

clubs may have performed such functions (e.g. Filesmiths' (1732), 

Cutlers' (1732), Carpenters' (1742), Grinders' (1748), Braziers' 

(1763), Masons' (1767), Watermen's (1768), Scissorsmiths' (179l}).36 

Many sick clubs contained members from all trades, both masters 

and journeymen. These merely provided a network of organizations 

guaranteeing welfare provision and, more important, provided sub

group identities which further inhibited the realization of a 

labour class mentality. This network was very extensive. By the 

1780's there were over fifty clubs in existence. These 
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more than the parish in relief and contributed to the welfare of 

several thousand members and their families. 37 Such networks also 

existed in the smaller towns and villages of the region, but little 

record of their existence remains. 38 

The craft mentality represented a form of traditionalism in 

the work situation. This traditionalism was also evident in other 

dimensions of the social experience of the mass and its culture in 

equilibrium states. 

Shared notions of 'just price' and 'fair wage' which were 

observed in the relations between small masters and dependent 

journeymen and apprentices in the work situation, had their 

equivalent in relation to the common situation shared as consumers. 

Food markets were controlled by regulations enforced by the 

institutions of local government. They were regulated to preserve 

standards and in extreme cases to control prices. The magistrates 

had the power to interfere with the workings of the free market 

during shortages when the market price was prohibitive. They were 

empowered 'to set the price' in the market through compulsion or 

by organizing local subscriptions to buy grain and re-sell it at 

an uneconomic rate. This provided a very important social safety

valve in eighteenth-century society. When the authorities neglected 

or were too slow. to operate it, the mass acted to carry out their 

role. The popular tradition of 'setting the price' by mass collect

ive action was represented by the food riots. The little that is 

known about them locally all illustrates the traditional orientation 

of the mass. Of the three major years of market disturbances 

nationally before the 1790's (1740, 1756, and 1766)39 only for 1756 

are there records of local popular price setting. The following 

account of events in the early part of market day, Tuesday 

24 August 1756, is highly instructive: 



The mob on Tuesday last to the number of some hundreds 
rose, in order, as they pretended to redress some 
grievances, ye first step they took was to reduce ye 
price of Corn which was sold in this market at near a 
pound a load; they marched in a body to Mr. Nettleship's, 
who they pretended transported it to our enemies, and 
made forcible entry into his Granaries, where they 
distributed to any who was wicked enough to accept it, 
140 loads of wheat at noon daY;40 
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A similar account in the Derby Mercury explained the motive for 

this disturbance as, 'the Dealers in Corn fixing the price of 

wheat at one Guinea, which had been sold at seventeen shillings 

the Tuesday before'. Its less hostile account showed the effect

iveness of 'collective bargaining by riot'. At midday, after the 

attack on Nettleship's property; 

The Gentlemen of the Town assembled to consider how to 
put an end to the Disturbance, when the Bellman was 
ordered to cry that wheat should be sold at fifteen 
shillings the load. 41 

This did not prove effective and the Riot Act was read followed by 

a running battle continuing throughout the day between the constables 

and their auxiliaries and the crowd. The authorities were chased 

off the streets. One dealer sold his wheat at ten shillings a load 

as the crowd took control of the town. On the Wednesday night more 

violent popular activity took shape: 

They assembled about 12 o'clock and forced into ye 
Pond Mill and destroyed all ye corn and flour they 
could meet with, and publically declared they would 
destroy all ye mills, and afterwards pull down ye 
Houses of ye Factors. 42 

Only after an appeal for order from the Marquis of Rockingham (a 

powerful local aristocrat) and a local vigilante force had fought 

a pitched battle with the mob, did the disturbances end on Friday.43 

These disturbances showed the traditional-orientation of the mass. 

Their aim was merely to maintain a reasonable price for their 

staple food in the face of manipulated shortage. The indictment 

of one dealer, who unpatriotically 'transported it to our enemies', 

expressed the crowd's loyalist position during this time of war. 
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We are left in little doubt as to the patriotism of the mass. 

Two weeks earlier a crowd had burned an effigy of Admiral Byng.44 

It is possible that this patriotic fervour spilled over into the 

market disturbances. 

In Sheffield there was a similar disturbance over the price 

of coal in 1774. The introduction of a wooden railway to carry 

coal from the Duke of Norfolk's estate into the town by his agents, 

was used as an excuse to double the price of domestic coal. Again 

this caused widespread popular resentment. One account recorded: 

These were alterations so diaagreeable to the populace, 
that they assembled in a prodigious number, and destroyed 
several of their carriages, totally pulled down a watch 
house and counting house in their new coal yard, and set 
fire to all the timber machinery, erected for discharging 
their loading, brought one carriage in triumph through the 
town, afterwards kindled a fire in, and sent it flaming 
into the river. 45 

Here again mass action was employed to replace a prohibitive market 

price with a 'just' and 'fair' price. While the records of other 

towns and villages in the region for the eighteenth century are 

more limited than those for Sheffield, it should not be assumed 

that they did not have similar experiences of consumer protest. 

Both Sheffield and Barnsley experienced market disturbances in the 

1780's. In May 1788, doors and shutters from the Shambles in 

Barnsley were burned in the market place by a crowd protesting 

about the rise in meal prices. 46 In Sheffield the activities of 

speculators and hoarders were so common in the market that they 

were recorded in one of Joseph Mather's songs. 'Fish and Tommy 

Tintack', written in the 1780's, describes the struggle of Garbut, 

a 'Cheap John', against his unscrupulous fellow dealers and the 

market authorities. Mather abused Garbut's persecutors thus: 

An alderman for satan's use, 
In Tophet slipt the cable, 
In order Garbut to reduce, 
But will he not be able. 
Though Sambourne, Wilkinson, and Shaw, 
That base militia sergeant, 



Ticktack and Bedford joins the cause, 
And Fish, the devil's agent. 

chorus: 

Then butcher's boys 
Let's all arise, 
And drive that ruffin quick back, 
And all that join 
That black design, 
With Fish and Tommy Ticktack. 

See Garbut, like a busy bee, 
Improve each shining moment, 
And seeks his bread from sea to sea, 
Which well deserves a comment. 
While idle drones stay in the hive, 
Extort from friend and stranger, 
Conspire against him and contrive 
Because their craft's in danger. 

chorus: 
Behold that black insulting crew, 
Who wish to pass for gentry, 
Has purchased waster goods, in view, 
To take in all the country. 
Such trumpery was never bought, 
They scarce will hing together, 
For which these rascals should be caught, 
And flogg'd like Fish's father. 

chorus: 
Rooker in opposition stands, 
With Gay in borrow'd habit, 
Worse ne'er escap'd the hangman's hands, 
Nor scarce disgraced a gibbet. 
Those blacks are held in utmost scorn, 
'Midst thousands of beholders, 
Whilst Garbut through the streets is borne 
In triumph on men's shoulders. 

chorus: 
May that infernal dog of hell, 
Now absent from this region, 
Soon repossess his native cell, 
And take with him a legion; 
Such a8 conspire to starve the poor, 
Of every rank and station, 
Likewise each rogue and private whore 
That formed this combination. 47 
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Such sentiments reflected the shared collective morality behind 

consumer protest. Until the 1790's this morality was circumscribed 

by a traditional-orientation. It lacked a deciSiveness to look 

beyond the market place for the source of misery. This was altered 

by the political education of the mass which was begun in the 1780's 



and 1790's. Mather's songs anticipated this. In them lay a 

source of deeper social perspectives. This was especially so in 

those he composed and sang in the sorrow of his later years. His 

pain could only be shared when lessons that had begun during the 

early years of the American War had been completed by the rapid 

progress of mass radicalization during the 1790's. 

The major residual area of experience of the mass, outside 

that of work and consumption, was that of leisure. Much has been 
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made of the contrast between pre-industrial and industrial leisure 

celebration. The patterns examined here are closer to the natural 

or seasonal rhythms of pre-industrial SOCiety. There appeared to 

be a greater element of spontaneity and a suggestion of richer 

experience than are found in the alienated forms of leisure 

celebration of later industrial SOCiety. Leisure served the same 

function in pre-industrial and industrial society. It provided 

social and psychological safety valves from tenSions created by 

the work situation and the wider Bocial situation. 48 There is a 

wealth of evidence illustrating the patterns of mass leisure 

celebration in eighteenth-century South Yorkshire. Sheffield's 

traditions are the best documented but there are records of popular 

leisure in small towns and villages. 

Leisure celebration was concentrated into the weekend spree 

which terminated (or began) the working week. The tavern or 

alehouse, where the weekly financial settlement or wage payment 

was made, provided the focus of the mass leisure culture. 49 The 

songs of the eighteenth-century Sheffield tavern world make it 

possible to re-create its images. 'Saturday Night', a traditional 

song probably first printed as a broadsheet in the 1780's, celebrated 

the commencement of the spree: 

Of hammers and files no more their din is, 
Round the door of the workhouse the workmen are ranged, 
While the masters their banknotea and snug little guineas 
Are counting and strithing about to get changed. 



Having reckon'd they ne'er stop, 
But job to the beer-shop, 
Where the fumes of tobacco and stingo invite; 
And the oven inhabits 
A store of Welsh rabbits 
To feast jovial fellows on Saturday night. 50 
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Drinking heightened leisure celebration. It was also a necessary 

part of the work routine itself. This is recorded in lines from 

the traditional 'Cutlers' Song': 

Like his anvil, he's steady, to labour he's ready, 
He drinks then he works boys, again and again. 5l 

The Sheffield alehouse was a scene of wild drinking parties. 

Mather celebrated one of these in the 'Guinea Club Feast'. The 

first verse issued the following statement of intent: 

All we undermentioned have jointly agreed 
To banish contention and discard with speed, 
As friends to unite, and be nobly employed 
In tipping off bumpers to loosen our hides; 
Here's Pickering and Cooper, and Barber and Might, 
Have made an agreement to drink the whole night, 
Here's Sutton sits cross-legged clapping his breast, 
To loosen their hides at the guinea club feast. 

It was followed by the chorus: 

Then fill up a bumper and let it go round, 
Why should a stark hide or niggard be found? 
May Bacchus'8 children have flowing spring tides, 
And humming strong liquor to loosen their hides. 52 

Mather's songs eulogised those such as the 'Nether Green Lad' who 

properly celebrate the joys of leisure: 

The Nether-green lad had a spark in his throat, 
The ocean he drinks makes the landlady's note; 
Begot by old Bacchus, he calls him his dad; 
His tenets to follow by day and by night, 
In tipping a bumper he's exactly right, 
He'll dance, drink and Sing, like a toper true-born, 
And scorns to give out until three in the morn, 
Then goes reeling home like a Nether-green lad, 
Who ne'er forgets tol de rol la. 53 

There were as yet few reasons for most masters and men not 

to share the same alehouse. The same social lubricants were 

enjoyed by all. Tavern pastimes, usually gaming, were not designed 



to emphasize status distinctions, as were the exclusive social 

activities of the status-conscious elite. Celebration spilled 

out of the tavern into the streets, alleys and squares where all 

pursued the same distractions. Mather described one street 

festival in the 'Cock-Tail feast'. This began in the Ball Inn 
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at Furnace Hill and continued throughout the day with public races 

and a quota of blood sports in the neighbouring streets. It ended 

in the alehouse with singing and dancing into the early hours of 

the morning. 54 Such festivals were usually part of an extensive 

holiday calendar. Common half or full day holidays fell at Shrove-

tide, Easter, Whitsuntide, and November 5th, as well as ten to 

fourteen days after the excessive labours of 'cow', 'calf' and 'bull' 

weeks which immediately preceded Christmas. 55 Particular local 

traditions were associated with these holidays. In Sheffield the 

sport of 'throwing at cocks' was associated with Shrove Tuesday, 

horse racing with Whitsun week, dog whipping with the Statutes 

(in Sheffield, Bamsley and Rotherham surviving into the nineteenth 

century) on the Feast of Saint Simon and Saint Jude (18th October) 

and the gentler art of wassailing with Christmas. 56 Blood sports 

provided the major forms of mass entertainment throughout the year. 

Bull, badger and bear-baiting, dog fighting and cock fighting were 

the most popular of blood sports in the region. Sheffield's 

cutlers and other metal workers were not alone in their involvement 

with blood sports. Barnsley's wire drawers, colliers and linen 

weavers congregated on May Day Green to engage in baiting of 

badgers, bulls or bears and in Beckett's Square for cock fighting. 57 

The Ecclesfield filemakers were notorious (among the Methodists) 

in the mid-eighteenth century for their bear baits58 and at 

8reasborough the colliers were noted for their 'neglect and pro

fanation of the Sabbath by devoting it to cock fighting, gaming 

and other pursuits. 59 

Race week, held in Sheffield in the first week of June in 



the greater part of the eighteenth century, provided an excuse 

for a mass exodus to Crookesmoor (west of the central township) 
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to enjoy not only the racing but the whole range of blood sports. 

Joseph Mather's 'Sheffield Races' caught the enthusiasm of this 

celebration at the Crookesmoor races: 

Bacchus 0 thou God of wine, 
This week hold us to exalt thee; 
Bastards only will repine, 
Free born sons disdain to fault thee. 60 

Such enthusiasm was shared by the young. Arthur Jewitt, an 

apprentice son of a small master cutler, saw the joys of Crookesmoor 

through a more innocent eye. 6l Similarly, the young Samuel Roberts, 

son of an affluent silver plate manufacturer, recalled with dewy-eyed 

sentimentality of an old man his childhood world of open moors and 

festive public squares at holiday time: 

Spittal Hill was the grand mart for holiday folk •.• many 
of the more orderley public houses appropriated their 
best room to the accommodation of a youthful party, 
spending the penny.62 

Rotherham had a raceweek in the 1740's but this was discontinued. 

Barnsley had a similar race meeting held on the Common until 1776 

when enclosure took away the land. 63 A similar fate overtook the 

Sheffield course in 1790, although racing ended in 1781. Doncaster's 

racing traditions were upheld more strongly.64 

Patronage and social expedience played a part in the way the 

elite allowed the continuation of blood sports and rowdy mass 

entertainment. This had roots going well beyond the seventeenth 

century Puritan Commonwealth which had sought to eliminate such 

practices. Patronage and expedient tolerance of the mass's leisure 

celebration contributed to the reciprocity between the elite and 

the mass. The mass reciprocated with deference. Their celebration 

of leisure reflected a required traditional orientation. Mather's 

early songs reflect this. His songs of the 1770's and 1780's lacked 

the bite of 80cial criticism. Only in his later songs did Mather 



develop a sense of social irony and political awareness. This 

reflected changes in the man but also wider social forces. The 

sub-political orientation and inspiration of Mather's earlier 

songs were reflected in his choice of subjects. The singer had 

to make a living entertaining his fellow artisans in the taverns 
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and streets, and at markets, fairs and race meetings. Like fellow 

entertainers, his material was dictated by mass taste. Bawdy, 

vulgar songs were his staple. 65 These were balanced by more serious 

numbers pandering to mass enthusiasm for accounts of sensational 

crimes (particularly murders)66 and for war-time patriotism (songs 

celebrating victories or commiserating over disasters).67 

There is little evidence anywhere to show that any section of 

the mass displayed any sense of political self-awareness, at least 

before the later 1780's and 1790's. Their political existence, or 

rather non-existence, was dictated by the elite both nationally and 

locally. At best some of them figured in the electoral antics of 

the aristocracy as bullies or thugs. There were times when they 

had more progressive roles to play. Samuel Roberts vividly 

recollected the time in the late 1760's when the people were 

summoned by the bell to celebrate 'Wilkes and Liberty' and 

b 45 ' 68 'Num er --. The pro-Wilkes faction among the local elite pulled 

the bellrope as a puppeteer his strings. The people were jerked 

into lifeless political existence. There were moments when the 

people tried to reach out and snatch at the strings. They were 

doomed to fail. When the Marquis of Rockingham unsuccessfully 

intervened to put an end to the market disturbances of 1756, he 

was glad that the elite primitively reasserted itself. A. chronicler 

recorded the elite's Victory: 

' ••• we agreed in the Town by Toll of Bell all to assemble 
with Clubs, and give them battle; which was put in 
execution and victory soon declared in favour of the 
Town. Thirty three prisoners taken and ye rest obliged 
to fly; they are gone with a guard to ye MarquiS, and I 
hope and wish some may suffer for examples sake. '69 
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It was not necessary to make a similar assertion until the 1790's. 

Then a blue-liveried Volunteer Corps, drawn from the elite and its 

auxiliaries, buckled on their sabres to defend their class 

interests. 70 

There is one remaining area of mass experience which needs 

examining here. This can be called its spiritual existence. 

Formal religious observance was not entirely alien to the mass. 

The Bstablished Church, while long demonstrating its lack of concern 

for Christ's poor, still drew the more submissive and deferential 

to sit in its free seats. Respectable artisans and other workers 

of modest meana paid at least nominal respect. Increasingly, the 

most religiOUS sections of the mass, the strata of small masters 

and petty tradesmen, found a spiritual home in the tightly-knit, 

ideologically-exclusive Dissenting congregations which sprang up 

in the eighteenth century in a region with strong earlier anti

Bstablishment religious traditions. Neither Dissenting groups nor 

the Bstablished Church played any part in tha life of the majority 

of the mass except in emphasizing to them growing property-owning 

classes with exclusive social rituals. 

Only the Methodists showed concern for the spiritual condition 

of the mass. Their evangelist crusade to save 'Christ's Poor' 

began in the region in the 1740's. Their imaginative proclamation 

of universal forgiveness and grace for repentant Sinners represented 

a warm human embrace, contrasting vividly with the cole comfort 

offered by the harsh self-assured members of the Calvinist elect 

or the disdainful Anglican priesthood. 7l The early years of 

Methodism were characterized by the great personal sacrifice and 

endurance of the preachers and activists drawn from both the select 

band gathered around the patriarch and the humble lay membership. 

Their uncompromising confrontation with 'Satan's hordes' was 

maintained for over two generations. Wesley, the patriarch himself, 

provided the supreme inspirational example. In nearly half a century 



of activity (1740-1791) he crossed and re-crossed the country 

exhorting wherever he went. During these years he visited South 

Yorkshire on forty-four occasions, each time breaking new ground, 

making new converts and renewing the faith of be1ievers. 72 

The central drama of Methodist evangelism lay in the climax 

of conversion. This manipulated climax, riSing from the depths 
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of orchestrated despair to artificial heights of ecstasy, was 

re-created wherever Satan could be cornered among the mass. The 

mass did not always have a passive role as emotional pulp sucked 

into the vortex of revivalist conversion. 73 It also played a 

confused role a8 antagonist of Methodist evangelism when its members 

were hired by sections of the elite. The Church of England priest

hood (who were embarrassed by the energy of the usurping Methodists) 

and the local gentry (who had paranoid fears about Methodist social 

doctrine) were the most regular hirers. The existence of some of 

the mass a8 life-long members of a rapidly growing sect is well 

recorded by Methodist chroniclers. In Sheffield the Methodist 

society grew rapidly from a tiny cell congregating in the tiny 

Pinstone Lane Chapel (1741) to the increaSingly large and prosperous 

sect established in Mulberry Street (1757) and Norfolk Street (1780). 

Similar growth can be seen in the progress of chapel building in 

the smaller towns of the region. 74 In the early years Methodism 

had few members. In 1761 the Sheffield circuit, covering Doncaster, 

Worksop, Retford, Mansfield, Chesterfield, Bakewell, Barnsley and 

Rotherham, contained 583 members. 75 In 1770 the circuit, now a 

little smaller with the creation of new circuits, contained 597· 

members. Many more people than were in the tight nucleus of the 

classes which made up the organizational framework of the societies 

were involved at some stage or other in their lives with Methodism. 

Mather, the ballad singer, was deeply moved by its message, both 

temporarily in his early years and more permanently in later life. 

Many of his later 80ngs testify to the lasting effect of this 



association. 76 

Entry into the Methodist community represented a complete 

break with the past - a 'new birth' with the receipt of a new 

identity and confidence. In the community a tightly knit cell 

system (the 'classes') provided spiritual and material welfare. 
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The community worked for its members. Its religious egalitarianism 

even began to translate itself into more worldly egalitarianism, 

despite the authoritarianism and political conservatism of the 

founder. However, it was a community which realized its limitations 

both in a real and an abstract sense. Its ideals, however demonstr-

ably workable in a small community, were not embraced widely enough 

in the wider society. Yet its very existence in the eighteenth 

century meant the injection of its ideals into the mainstream of 

social thought. 

Our concern for the moment is with the mass's antagonism to 

the Methodists, especially that exhibited in the middle years of 

the eighteenth century. The open violence displayed by the mass, 

both spontaneous and manipulated in form, was a widespread phenomenon 

for over thirty years from the time of Wesley's first visit to the 

region in 1742. Its most extreme manifestations appeared in the 

1740's. In Sheffield the Methodist chapel was attacked and demol

ished by mobs on three occasions, 1743, 1744, and 1746. 77 In each 

of these instances the magistrates provided willing accomplices 

to the clergy who had hired the mob. Charles Wesley, an eye witness 

to the 1743 disturbance, recalled: 

In the afternoon I came to the flock in Sheffield, who 
are as sheep among wolves; the ministers having so 
stirred up the people, that they are ready to tear the 
Methodists in pieces. At eix o'clock I went to the 
Society-house next door to our brother Bennet's. Hell 
from beneath was moved to oppose us. As soon as I was 
in the desk, with David Taylor, the floods began to 
lift up their voices. An officer, in the army, contra
dicted and blasphemed. I took no notice of him, but 
sang on. The stones threw thick, striking the desk and 
the people. I gave out, that I should preach in the 
street and look them in the face. 



Wesley led the believers to safety while the mob demolished the 

chapel. He continued: 

We returned to our brother Bennet's, and gave ourselves 
up to prayer. The rioters followed, and exceeded in 
outrage all I have seen before. Those at Moorfields, 
Cardiff, and Walsall, were lambs to theseo78 

The Methodist community in Sheffield in the 1750's and 1760's, 

despite its more respectable following in the community,79 was 
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never free from such violence either in the practice of its religion 

in the town or in its evangelizing outside it. Their evangelical 

excursions into the villages surrounding the town frequently degen

erated into running battles with hired gangs of intimidators or 
80 antagonistic locals. The village of Totley, a scythe-making, 

farming and lead smelting community on the Yorkshire-north Derbyshire 

border, had a strong reputation for anti-Methodist expression. In 

1758 it was claimed (this was a typical explanation for the founding 

of Methodism in previously hostile communities) that the sudden 

unexplained death of a young persecutor had produced a critical 

change of attitude in the local people.81 In Sheffield, as late 

as 1760, Methodist preachers had been attacked in the pulpit and 

their wigs torn off and ripped in half.82 The leader of one gang 

of tormentors that operated very successfully in the mid-1760's, 

specialized in disturbing meetings in Mulberry Street chapel by 

climbing onto the roof and unleashing live animals on the congre

gation. His sudden death by drowning in the river Don after a 

drunken day at the races was inevitably claimed by the Methodists 

to have ended persecution in the town. 83 

The same sort of violence occurred in smaller towns and 

villages to the north of Sheffield. Rotherham's traditions were 

violent, although propagandistic accounts claimed Methodism triumphed 

in the end. William Green, the foremost disciple of Wesley in the 

town, had been dragged through the streets by his hair in 1750.84 

Ten years later the Octagonal Chapel was being built to testify the 
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stability of the sect there. 85 Rotherham's preachers were still 

being attacked in the surrounding villages where the local clergy 

were able to maintain a strong hold on the superficial religious 

loyalties of the mass. 86 A similar story can be told of the tract 

of country between Sheffield and Barnsley. Open violence was more 

continuous here. In 1744 Charles Wesley had to fight his way out 

of an ambush at Thorpe on his way to Barley Hall. 87 In the 1750's 

and into the 1760's, Bcclesfield88 and Wortley89 were the scenes 

of particularly extreme expressions of anti-Methodism. Barnsley 

had an unchallenged reputation for opposition to Methodism. A 

preacher wrote to Wesley of his experiences in 1760: 

'we have also preached at Barnsley, where they were 
very angry, cast rotten eggs at us, and give us 
heavy hoses. But I think the Lord will conquer 
them. '90 

Open anti-Methodist reaction died down in the later 1760's and 

1770's. Only in isolated localities where the Methodists tried to 

break new ground was there a flaring up of earlier hostilities. 91 

As late as 1770 there was enough anti-Methodist feeling in Sheffield 

for a mob to rescue a Methodist baiter who had been arrested. 92 

Antagonism to organized religion, particularly that expressing the 

sort of vigorous moral puritanism such as the Methodists specialized 

in, was a deep rooted popular sentiment. Rather than reflecting any 

deep intellectual power of social criticism in popular feeling, it 

was a natural reflex to a challenge to mass culture. Spontaneous 

anti-Methodism, however limited a form of social action, was part 

of a real anticipation by the mass of its exploited state. It was 

part of a slow and unsteady step along the road to class realization 

of the nature of cultural exploitation. The bulk of anti-Methodist 

expression was of the manipulated kind, a reflection of the same 

traditional-orientation expressed in other dimenSions of mass 

social existence. This orientation was part of the equilib~ium 

state of mass culture. 



4) Subject Mass II - cultural disequilibrium c.1780-1792. 

The impact of the American War (1775-1783) and independent 

developments in the years following violently disturbed the 

traditional-orientation of mass existence and the equilibrium 

between large sections of the mass and the ruling elite. The 

traditional-orientation began to disintegrate in Sheffield, the 
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largest and most 'cosmopolitan' urban centre. Here a new radical 

orientation began to emerge. In surveying the main areas of mass 

social existence - work, leisure, consumption, politics and religion, 

_ the emergence of this new orientation can be seen as an active 

process during the 1780's and early 1790's. 

The most important manifestations of the decline of a 

traditional-orientation appeared in the political and work-time 

experiences of the mass. The political impact of the American War 

upon England was profoundly important. The colonists' revolt and 

the struggle of their young republic against despotic monarchy both 

caught the popular imagination. In town and village alike democratic 

and loyalist factions debated the key issues. Samuel Roberts, 

serving an apprenticeship in his father's Sheffield silver plate 

manufacturing workshop, witnessed the dialogue among his father's 

workmen: 

'Each had their separate flags, songs and abusive 
appellations. The war between parties never reached 
blows, nor often arguments. Taunts, shouts, and 
derision were the chief artillery on both sides. '93 

A staunch loyalist himself, Roberts found radical viewpoints in 

his circle of friends of similar social standing. These were 

associated with members of the more rational dissenting religious 

sects like the Presbyterians of Upper Ohapel and more extreme groups 

like those who met at Dodderidge's schoolroom. 94 Such religious 

communities, although in general part of a world well removed from 

the religious experience of the mass (despite having some plebeian 



members), provided critical forcing-grounds for radical political 

ideas more openly expressed in the 1790's by a largely petty 

bourgeois intelligentzia. 
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There were other sources for a growing awareness of democratic 

ideals within mass experience. The soldiers who returned from the 

war perhaps brought back confused but nevertheless real notions of 

democracy. This growing awareness was expressed and developed in 

the 1780's in a popular-based struggle for democratic control of 

the organization of the cutlery trades. 95 This struggle affected 

only the trades in Sheffield which had been protected by the 

Cutlers' Company. The struggle provided a dress-rehearsal for the 

breakthrough in popular politics in the 1790's. The region's other 

workgroups had already lost such battles. Their trades were not 

protected by corporate regulation. Their communities were still 

held in the vice-like grip of the local representatives of the 

ruling elite - the Squire and the Parson. Only because of the 

struggle of the Sheffield workers in the 1780's and 1790's were they 

able in any way to begin to contemplate loosening this grip. 

The struggle in the Sheffield trades had begun as an economic 

one. Arthur Jewitt, apprenticed to his father who was in the 1780's 

a small master cutler and popular leader of the commonalty, left a 

detailed account of the origin of the struggle: 

During the latter end of the war (1782-3) when England 
was opposed not only by America but by France and Spain, 
trade became very bad, and as was likely to be expected 
was still worse in the year preceding the peace(1782]. 
The Cutlers of Sheffield were in great distress for 
there was no employment for the workmen. What incensed 
the matter worae was the practice of the many masters 
manufacturing, taking, contrary to the Act of Parliament, 
an unlimited number of apprentices. Nor was this all. 
They fetched into the town, labourers from the field, 
and strangers from the neighbouring villages, and employed 
thea in many branches of the cutlery trade at a price 
very much below what the Freemen could work at. The 
consequence was that a great deal of rubbish was made in 
the town to the injury of the interests of the trade, and 
half as more of those who had served a regular apprentice
ship was standing idle and starving for want of employment. 96 
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Jewitt recalled how as individuals the unemployed and underemployed 

journeymen and small masters (all freemen and members of the 

commonalty) had confronted the Company with their neglect. Many 

of the officers of the Company were larger manufacturers who had 

themselves abused the rules and consequently the complaints were 

ignored. By 1784 the displaced freemen (a large bulk of the 7,000 

said to exist in the mid-1770's), composed of small masters and a 

large number of journeymen, began to organize. Jewitt's father, 

brandishing a copy of the Company's parent act, purchased from an 

antiquarian, presided at a general meeting of the freemen, held 

at the Bell Inn in CampoLane on Easter Monday 1784. A committee 

of twelve was elected to represent the freemen's interest in future 

negotiations and a low penny per week subscription was fixed to pay 

for any legal costs incurred. The committee went to the Cutlers' 

Hall to demand that the Company maintain a stricter control over 

the trades. They were haughtily dismissed. They then sought legal 

advice but found that no lawyer in the town would help. As Jewitt 

recalled, 'who would undertake the poor man's cause for fear of 

offending the gentry?'. They received help from a lawyer outside 

the town, Mr. Beckwith of Masborough. Similarly the Sheffield 

printers had refused to print handbills for the freemen and this 

work had to be done outside the town. 97 

In the early stages of their struggle for leadership, the 

campaign was dominated by small masters like Jewitt's father. 

Their demands reflected a 'craft mentality' which mainly reflected 

the economic interest of small producers. The most important of 

seven criticisms made of the Company in 1785 illustrated this: 

1. That the Company had at its Monday meeting permitted 
Freemen to take and bind apprentice., the 80ns of 
Non-Freemen, until, even binding but once a year 
they had sometimes six at a time, contrary to the 
Act of 21 James I. 



2. That the Company had allowed journeymen, not the owners 
of their work themselves, to take apprentices in a like 
manner, contrary to the Act of 21 James I. 

4. That it had permitted several cutlers to use marks not 
assigned; and also more marks than are, without 
prosecution, contrary to the Act of 21 James I. 98 
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The Company's words and actions demonstrated the commercial mentality 

of the larger producers who dominated it. They defended their 

actions in dealing with the freemen's charges. Their reply to the 

first charge was highly instructive: 

That from the increase of trade and want of workmen, it 
was at different times thought proper to make resolutions 
permitting the above relaxation as to the sons of Non
Freemen. It could be proved that this indulgence had 
been of great public utility by increasing the number of 
workmen, and consequently thereby preventing them from 
raising their wages immoderately - which was what they 
wanted to do. But so far as lowering them too much, a 
good workman could get from ten to twenty shillings per 
week - and many got more. There was always plenty of 
work even of that sort to be had, and very more than 
three or four days of the week and would take such part 
of the week aa was agreeable to them. 99 

Here, in justifying the necessity of the removal of restraints of 

labour supply, the Company appealed to the freemen as small masters 

and fellow employers. The idea of a free labour market, as opposed 

to a regulated one, was the central aim of the larger manufacturers 

and commercial people who had come to dominate the Company. The 

remainder of their replies were blunt denials of their mismanagement 

of the Company. These did little to satisfy the freemen. The 

Company was so disturbed by their actions that it was decided to 

apply for a new Act to answer some of the criticisms. Their draft 

bill was on public display at the Cutlers' Hall in October 1785.100 

Its proposals can have brought little joy to either the small masters 

or the journeymen bulk of the freemen's support. The bill recognized 

the inadequacy of the Act of 1625. While suggesting ways in which 

control could be tightened up in areas like mark ownership, it 

scarcely concealed the free market mentality of its drafters. Parts 



of the second and third proposals illustrate this: 

2nd. That the increased demand at home and abroad, and 
the scarcity of workmen, has shown the restraints on 
apprentices to be too confused; wherefore it would tend 
to the benefit of the Corporation and the advantage of 
the public if masters were allowed to take an apprentice 
every two years; if workmen could take apprentices, if 
sons of Freemen might be employed by other Freemen; and 
if engravers and embellishers of goods were permitted 
to be employed. 
'rd. It would be of great advantage if:-

(a) The striking of the Mark, or anything like the 
mark of any other member of the Corporation were 
restrained. 

(b) If labourers were employed to work at the most 
rough and laborious parts of the bUSiness, in times 
of great demand and scarcity of workmen. 

(c) If men of skill and judgement in the arts, 
manufactures and professions were encouraged to 
come and reside here, and were made Freemen on 
payment of a reasonable sum of money. 

(d) If deceitful wares were forfeited to the poor, 
and the maker and seller subjected to a penaltY'lOl 
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The Freemen's Committee initiated action through legal channels. 

They sought a writ of mandeamus to restrain the Company from using 

its funds to push the bill through. 102 The Company, having already 

spent money on the bill, temporarily deferred taking action because 

trade was poor and consequently there was no shortage of labour. 

Instead the Company began to tighten up its controls over apprentice

ship and abuse of mark ownershiP.10, The freemen were unappeased. 

They bombarded the Company with complaints in early 1786.104 In 

a petition to the Company issued in March their fifteen-man committee 

repeated their charges concerning non-freemen operating in the 

trades, quality deterioration and frauds. These abuses they claimed 

had lost them markets, particularly in America.105 The Committee of 

Freemen also issued another statement on 1 April 1786 as a printed 

handbill, bearing their solicitor's name and also that of the 
106 printer, Joseph Gales. This informed the freemen of the Company's 

refusal to act, and urged continuous struggle. It called for a 

meeting of all the freemen 'at your respective COMMITTEE HOUSES' on 
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,April. This suggested the organizational strength and form of 

the freemen's activity. Jewitt claims that at this point their 

strength evaporated. The leading members of the Committee were 

bribed and intimidated to discontinue their activities. Jewitt's 

father maintained his position but alone he was powerless. He also 

fell victim to suspicion of accepting bribes and had to carry two 
107 

loaded pistols on his person for protection from embittered freemen. 

This account of the sudden decline of the Freemen's organization was 

supported by evidence in the Cutlers' Company's accounts. The 

unexplained payment of £500 to certain freemen in March 1786 was 

possibly evidence of this bribe.108 There appears to have been a 

temporary lull with the Company carefully watChing to prevent 

excessive breaches of the regulations, and the freemen restraining 

themselves from taking further expensive legal action. l09 In the 

autumn of 1787 there was brief flaring up of trouble throughout the 

trades. Particularly in the file trade trouble began over the old 

issues of limiting apprentices and of journeymen taking on apprent

ices. The Company, in its more conCiliatory position, promised 

actionllO but little appears to have been done. In June 1788 the 

'Committee of Journeymen Freemen File smiths , repeated these demands 

to the Company. They cited the case of Thomas Blake, a file manu

facturer whose defiance of the Company had occurred a year earlier 

during the slight agitations then. They demanded that action be 

taken against unscrupulous masters employing unqualified men. III 

For the first time during the agitation, their's represented the 

voice of an organized labour interest. Their committee issued a 

clarion call to journeymen in all other trades. In September 1788 

similar journeymen's committees, representing table knife cutlers, 

spring knife cutler., razor smiths, scissor smiths, shear smiths, 

sickle smiths and grinders of several trades met at various public 

houses. 112 They met to elect six representatives to a 'General 

Committee' of all the trades. They firmly emphasized the democratic 
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mode of their organization of this committee. The filesmiths had 

already attempted to emphasize the lack of democratic forms in the 

organization of the Company. They suggested that a political change 
113 

might serve to remove the abuses that had plagued them for so long. 

In late October the General Committee advertised their election of 

officers to manage the affairs of the Company. They called on 

freemen to inspect the poll books they had drawn up and to register 

if they had not been included.ll4 During the course of a three-day 

poll, 1,083 votes were cast for the freemen's candidat&s. Two were 

cast for the 'self-elected' candidates.115 This was sophisticated 

political mime from those who were traditionally excluded from 

national politics. 

The growing mass political awareness that was reflected was 

an awareness that related only to Sheffield. Here in the region's 

only large and 'cosmopolitan' centre was a group of radical petty 

bourgeois intelligentzia who had access to a press. Their social 

network was open enough for contact with the town's industrial 

workers; a crucial conjunction for the existence of a popular 

struggle for wider democratic right. It was the press that was of 

key importance. Since the 1760's Sheffield's only paper (the 

Sheffield Public Advertiser) had been printed by William Ward, 

a bookseller in the Market Place. l16 Jewitt recalled it as, 'a 

stupid Tory aristocratic thing devoted to the powers that be' .117 

In June 1787 Joseph Gales (book seller, print seller, agent of the 

Royal Exchange lire Office and vendor of patent medicines whose 

first printing job had been for the freemen) began to publish a 

more radical paper, the Sheffield Register. Gales was a member of 

a group of diSSident, educated young men from various social back

grounds, who met weekly at 'Billy Hill's Parlour' - the Bull Inn 

in the Wicker. They discussed current social and political, 

theological and scientific issues.118 Gales' Register was far more 

cosmopolitan than its rival. It also covered local events more 



thoroughly with far less prejudice against the rights of working 

people. Similarly during the 1780's, John Crome (listed in the 

1787 directory as a book binder) arrived in Sheffield. Jewitt 
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claimed him to be, 'a printer in his youth to the Pretender's army 

in 1745 and an inveterate enemy of tha present dynasty, or rather 

an uncompromising Jacobite who was always ready to oppose the ruling 

power, whether of a town or a Nation,.119 Crome was possibly 

isolated from Gales' intellectual coterie by age and background. 

His voice and actions must be seen as an independent force, yet one 

no less powerful in arousing the pOlitical and social consciousness 

of a key section of the mass.120 The final source of mass political 

awareness, although in some degree it reflected it, was in the 

radicalization of popular songs. The songs of Joseph Mather, the 

foremost popular entertainer, appear to take a new form in the 

1780's. Mather's songs had always reflected the traditional 

orientation of mass culture. After the American War angry images 

crept in. The poverty created by the war and post-war conditions 

was one element in the equation. Mather experienced this in his 

trade. He became drawn into the freemen's agitation when it was 

generating a great deal of polemical literary activity.121 Mather's 

loyalties were those dictated by a life of experience as represented 

in the autobiographical 'File Hewer's Lamentation': 

Ordained I was a beggar, 
And have no cause to swagger; 
It pierces like a dagger -
To think I'm thus forlorn. 
My trade or occupation 
Was ground for lamentation, 
Which makes me curse my station, 
And wish I'd ne'er been born. 

Born in 1737, Mather had been a journeyman in the file trade. He 

may have set up as a small master (within the traditional expect

ations of the 1750's and 1760's) but he probably represented the 

small man squeezed out by growing abuses in his trade. The following 

verse of the song registers his deCline in the trade: 



I'm debtor to a many, 
But cannot pay one penny, 
Sure I've worse luck than any, 
My traps are marked for sale. 
My creditors may sue me, 
The bailiffs may persue me, 
And lock me up in jail. 
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Fatalism gives way to a growing sense of social irony which provides 

this interesting and direct (for his time) analysis of exploitation: 

As negroes in Virginia, 
In Maryland or Guinea, 
Like them I must continue -
To be both bought and sold. 
While negro ships are filling 
I ne'er can save one shilling, 
And must, which is more killing, 
A pauper die when old. 

Measured irony gave way to anger: 

At every week's conclusion 
New wants bring fresh confusion, 
It is but mere delusion 
To hope for better days, 
While knaves with power invested, 
Until by death arrested, 
Opress us unmolested 
By their infernal ways. 

A hanging day is wanted; 
Was it by justice granted, 
Poor men distress'd and daunted, 
Would then have cause to sing. 
To see in active motion 
Rich knaves in full proportion, 
For their unjust extortion 
And vile offences swing. 122 

123 
Mather, through the means of Crome's press, reached a wider audience. 

His performances of satirical numbers in the alehouses and public 

places, particularly outside the Cutlers' Hall (where the officers 

of the Company and the magistrates also met), were an important 

testimony to his political S1gnificance.124 He abused officials 

of the Company, prominent manufacturers and magistrates alike. 125 

His performances ritually demonstrated the sentiments of the mass 

and also inspired sympathetic action. Mather beoame well known for 

his aotivities in the 'Gods' or cheapest seats of the theatre.126 

It was here that the mass of his admirers were coming to realize 



elemental solidarities of a labour class in the passive crowd 

situation of theatre audiences. It was the stated ambition of 

those in the 'Gods': 

To get reit into t' gallera, whear we can rant an roar, 
Throw flat backs, stooans, an sticks, 
Red herrins, booans, an bricks; 

65 

If they dooant play Nansa's fansa, or onna tune we fix, 
We'll do the best as e'er we can to braik sum 0' ther necks. 
t' yoller bellies (grinders] an t' nicker peckers [file 

cutters] are we us combined, 
An when we get ilt' gallera, my lads, all in a mind;127 

It was in such antics in the 'Gods' that the effective power 

of a united labour interest could be ritually demonstrated. The 

case of Jonathan Watkinson, the Master Cutler in 1787 who in his 

official capacity was associated with an attempt to deny the journey

men employed by the master manufacturers their traditional right to 

surplus materials, significantly demonstrated the power of the 'Gods'. 

Under normal practice the master manufacturer allowed fourteen units 

to the sub-contracted grinder to complete a dozen ground knives. 

The master allowed thirteen units to the dozen to the directly 

employed hafters and finishers who usually worked in his workshops. 

The surplus materials were kept to be made up for independent gain 

as of right. Watkinson and the larger masters and the factors who 

'put-out' work demanded thirteen units should be completed for the 

dozen from all those workers employed directly or under sub-contract. 

They agreed to pay for the extra unit produced. This appeared to be 

an attempt to make production more rational and to bring production 

fully under the control of the larger employers. Such intentions 

caused only a slight stir. Unscrupulous masters attempted to take 

advantage and pay for the newly demanded thirteen at the old price 

for a dozen. The journeymen, enraged at this attack on their 

traditional 800nomic rights which were already threatened by the 

market dislocation induced by quality deterioration resulting from 

the Company's waning concern for regulation and its lack of concern 

for wider regulation, made Watkineon their target. Mather caricatured 



Watkinson with typical viciousness: 

This monster oppression, behold how he stalks, 
Keeps picking the bones of the poor as he walks, 
There's not a mechanic throughout this whole land 
But what more or less feels the weight of his hand. 
That offspring of tyranny, baseness and pride, 
Our rights hath invaded and almost destroyed, 
May that man be banished who villainy screens: 
Or sides with big W ••••.•• n with his thirteens. 

Chorus: 
And may the odd knife his great carcass dissect, 
Lay open his vitals for men to inspect, 
A heart full as black as the infernal gulph, 
In that greedy, blood-sucking, bone-scraping wolf. 

This wicked dissenter, expelled his own church, 
Is rendered the subject of public reproach: 
Since reprobate marks on his forehead appear'd 
We all have concluded his conscience is sear'd, 
See Mammon his God, and oppression his aim, 
Hark~ how the streets ring with his infamous name, 
The boys at the playhouse exhibit strange scenes 
Respecting big W ••••••• n with his thirteens. 128 
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In the sequel, 'Watkinson's Repentance', Mather indicted him for, 

'a blackguard snatch of late he hath made, to pull down the prices 

of the cutlering trade'. His crime had brought the retribution of 

the 'Gods' whose capacity to employ sanctions was described later 

in the song 'Watkinson Confesses': 

One night to the play I happened to go 
But could not rest long, they troubled me so, 
For before in the play-house long time I had been 
The whole gallery shouted 'I will have thirteen'. 
It is every night when I go to my rest, 
My conscience doth constantly pierce through my breast, 
I seldom can sleep, but I constantly dream, 
I hear thousands shouting 'I will have thirteen'.129 

This cry pursued Watkinson to his grave four years later. 

On three levels within the mass experience dissident voices 

were heard. Galea' intellectual coterie voiced the grievances of 

the petty bourgeoisie of tradesmen and small masters. Drawing on 

the intellectual traditions of old Dissent and striving towards more 

rational religioua world-viewa, their radical intellectual interests 

embraoed not only purely political questions but also theology, 

Bcience and literature. Crome's was a shadowy, quasi-legal day to 
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day existence which left little time for sociable intellectual 

indulgence. He was equally as well read. His life experience 

prompted him to direct his actions towards the exploited plebeian 

heart of the mass. Mather, who lacked formal education and who 

was often able to be less independent in his political actions 

than the printers, looked in a similar direction. His role as an 

activist was politically more efficient, at least in the 1780's. 

It was with the support of such activists that the freemen's struggle 

generated a greater momentum. It was to arrive at a climax in the 

years 1789-91. 

The Company greeted the freemen's electoral mummery of 1788 

with suitable disdain. They promised to listen to grievances but 

little was done. 130 The various Freemen's Committees lobbied the 

Company with complaints. Early in 1789 the Filesmiths' and Razor

smiths' representatives demanded that action be taken over abuses 

of apprenticeship control. There was a repetition of demands for 

the protection of the Company's poor made by both trades' committees 

and individuals.131 One common panacea was the making of the 

election of the Company's officers a democratic one. Here within 

the limited confines of a trade dispute was being rehearsed a demand 

for a political solution for immiseration-universal suffrage. It 

was to be conSistently repeated over fifty years throughout the 

struggle. of English popular and working class radicalism from the 

Jacobins of the 1790's to the Chartists of the 1840's. 

This demand for the democratic election of Company officers 

was voiced most articulately by Enoch Trickett, a small master in 

the file trade who was a prominent member of the General Committee 

of Freemen. He warned the Company that the freemen would seek a 

new Act of Parliament. He demanded that a statement of the Company's 

finances should be made public, and accused them of mismanagement of 

funds which should have been expended on the poor of the Company.132 

The Company replied with denials of mismanagement. This only caused 
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the freemen to make positive attempts to obtain a new Act. 133 In 

their efforts they received the support of several sick and friendly 

societies and other clubs. Their actions suggested the existence of 

clubs which further reflected the existence of an organized labour 

interest. 134 The larger manufacturers lined up on the side of tha 

Company. At a meeting held in May 1789 they decided to petition 

against the freemen's bill.135 They were jOined by the local gentry 

and other leading members of the town's elite. At a meeting of the 

'Gentlemen, Clergy, Magistrates, Merchants and Principal Inhabitants 

of the Town' which was presided over by the senior magistrate, Vicar 

Wilkinson, the town elite hysterically denounced the freemen's 

demands. They claimed that, 'they would very much disturb the peace 

of the town, produce disorder and confusion and be greatly injurious 

to the trade and manufactures,.136 Deputations from all concerned 

went to London to lobby the county Members of Parliament (Wilberforce 

and Duncombe).137 The counter-petitioners gathered their strength. 

On two consecutive days in May 1789 they met to organize. They 

challenged the measure of demooracy the freemen wanted and appealed 

to the small master interest within the body of freemen by warning 

that journeymen outnumbered masters in a ratio of ten to one. Their 

greatest fear waa for the loss of the economic advantages that the 

'free trade' their disregard for the Company's regulative powers had 

created 0 It va. resolved at the meeting of 5 May: 

That the alterations proposed by the bill now depending 
in the House of Commons will be greatly injurious to 
the inhabitants of the town, by laying improper 
restraints upon trade which ought to be as free and 
open as possibleo138 

Such statements were supported by a violent attack on restrictiveness 

in the tradea from the pen of 'the Votary of Freedom'. This local 

press correspondent advocated the principles of free trade and a 

free market in labour and other commodities so that the 'natural' 

lawa of the market would fix employment and wage levels. Talking 
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of the protection the Company's regulation afforded the artisan in 

the cutlery trades, he exclaimed: 

And why should a reprobate, idle Cutler be supported 
by any Priviledge that is not allowed a Silversmith 
or Button Maker of the same description. This doing 
away with Priviledge would bear hard on Characters 
of the above kind and probably lower their Wages, but 
the ingenius, industrious worthy mechanics would be 
rewarded according to his merit ••••.••• The removal of 
these Cramps from the Cutlers would assuredly have 
this effect. It would give an invitation to men of 
liberal Fortunes and Spirit to join in the manufacture 
of Iron and Steel wares here as well as at Birmingham, 
or of Cotton at Manchester. l39 

The 'Votary's' vision of the new social and economic order of the 

free market was seized with apocalyptic frenzy: 

Do away with the Clog, and we shall have Money and 
Genius flow into the Town; the Trade will be pushed with 
ten times the Vigour it ever yet experienced to all parts 
of the Globe, Freedom will erect her god-like Standard 
among us, and Sheffield will presently arise to the 
Eminence of Birmingham.l40 

This voice of the new capitalistic spirit abroad among commercial 

and industrial leaders waa answered in print. 'The Friend of 

Freedom' ridiculed his opponent: 

Does he not act like the chief Captain of a desperate 
Gang of Highwaymen? Or like a Pirate who has discovered 
a large Booty, and summons up all his strength to attack 
and take away from the rightful owners? Does he not say 
as much that his Gang has signed the Corporation's death 
warrant? 

The 'Friend' identified the source of this attempted disruption of 

the equilibrium of the economic organization of the trades. He 

pointed to the danger of ruining masters, 'by making them serve 

Men of Consequence and monied men of very great and extensive 

fortunes'. He also posed a very significant question regarding the 

position of labour: 

Can we effeotively ruin the Journeymen by making them 
our slaves as well as the masters? For have we not 
conquered the Silversmitha and the Button Makers, by 
taking a greater number of apprentices than ever the 
national Law would admit? That even when the Apprentice 
is out of his time, we send him about his bUSiness, or 



he must work for less wages, for we have another in 
his place. 

He was also little impressed by his adversary's comparison with 

other towns, noting: 

Now then I must acknowledge the Birmingham and Manchester 
labouring poor has the advantage of Sheffield, for their 
children begin to work at three years of age'141 
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The freemen's deputation was in London throughout May and June. 

Their efforts to get a bill failed but they continued in their legal 

action. They continually harassed the officers of the Company with 

their demands. The Company toyed with the idea of initiating a new 

Act for itself. This was put off throughout the session 1789-90. 

The freemen moved again. A deputation of freemen with legal advisers 

went to London in November to obtain permission to introduce a bill 

which sought to amend the old Act regarding the appointment of 

officers, to give freemen the right to choose officers, to amend the 

regulation regarding apprenticeship giving journeymen the right to 

take them as well as masters, and to declare the file smiths part of 

the Company. Opposition to this again came from the Company and the 

leading economic interests in the town. Wilberforce, the county 

member, brought both parties to a settlement. The freemen deferred 

to his better judgement in calling for five independent gentlemen to 

be appOinted by the Company and the freemen. These were to prepare 

a new bill agreeable to both parties. This bargaining was in process 

throughout the first half of 1790.142 

While they had been attempting to obtain their own bill the 

freemen received the support of the labour interest in the town. 

Knoch Trickett, in a public statement of March 1790, talked of 

support from: 

The clubs, who bave been our greatest Friends, and best 
Hope. We do most respectfully solicit a Continuance of 
their friendly Aid and Assistance which may be called 
the poor Man's Store House. 
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A labour interest was coming to be expressed more openly. Trickett 

saw the potential: 

If the Members of these Societies are greatly oppressed 
by a despotic or arbitrary power, would it not be just 
to join their spare Stocks, and to deliver Themselves 
from every Degree of Despotism and arbitrary power. 143 

In August 1790, because their wages were being cut, one small group, 

the scissor grinders, struck wo~k against the manufacturers who 

sub-contracted work to them. The master manufacturers in the 

scissor trade swiftly mobilized. They issued a statement at a 

meeting held in the Tontine Inn on 17 August to, 'consider the 

unlawful Combination of the Scissor Grinders, formed for the Purpose 

of advancing their wages'. This meeting noted favourably other 

employers' associations springing up in the other corporate trades 

and called for a meeting of all master manufacturers to be held in 

the Cutlers' Hall on 23 August.144 The Grinders' Committee (repre

senting masters and men in a trade where both worked as sub-contracted 

labour) blasted back with a vigorous assertion that illustrated a 

wider sense of grievance than that simply generated in a trade 

dispute: 

A Good Cause wants neither Calumny nor falsehood for 
its support! - The Business of your Meeting at the 
Tontine, you say, was 'to take into consideration the 
unlawful Combination of Scissor Grinders, formed for 
the Purpose of advancing their Wages'. What in the 
Name of common Sense, could induce you to introduce 
your Performance with two most invidious Falsehoods? 
Are you confident that your bold Assertions will be 
implicitly received, without any Examination in the 
Scales of Truth and Reason? Or, that you are able to 
veil the Truth from the sight of every Man in Sheffield? 
What is an unlawful Combination? Is the assembling of 
the Gentlemen of landed Property, to consult on the 
most proper Mode of obtaining a more equal Representation 
in Parliament (shows awareness of Wyville's Yorkshire 
Association of gentlemen reformers in the earlier 1780's]? 
No. By no Means. Are the Meetings of a Number of Gentle
men to preserve or increase the Value of their landed 
Property? No. Are the Meetings of various Tribes of 
Cornfactors, Forestallers, Engrossers, and Hucksters 
(those Beasts of the Bnglish Nation, who prey on the 
labours of the Poor)? No. Is it the Meeting of the 
Master Filemakers, Scissor makers, and Others at the 
Hotel, the Tontine, and several other Places, to consult 
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they the more easily and effectually oppress them? 
Oh~ No. What then is an unlawful Combination? Why, 
Strange to tell it, the Meeting of the Scissor Grinders, 
to put a final Stop, if possible, to the Master 
Scissormakers, throwing away the fruit of their honest 
Labour, to the great Detriment of the Trade in Generalo l45 
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Most important they asserted the true nature of the strike was not 

simply to advance wages, 'but to adjust and preserve them, as every 

industrious Man would his Property from Robbers'. At the master 

manufacturers' meeting, resolutions were passed to take action 

against the scissor grinders' leaders. A subscription was entered 

into and a second meeting called for 26 August. l46 The dispute 

widened. The journeymen employed directly in the scissor manu

facturers' workshops, the forgers, filers and finishers, demanded 

that their wages should be protected from the masters' tendency to 

force reductions. 147 Direct confrontation of labour and capital 

was threatened. The adjourned manufacturers' meeting of the 23rd 

reconstituted itself at Beardsall's Hotel. A committee of twenty

seven leading manufacturers was elected to manage prosecutions. 

The meeting pledged itself to work for an amendment of the 1624 Act 

in line with the views of the Company of Cutlers.148 The Corporation 

struggle reflected the same divisions of interest as the first major 

labour dispute in the trades. The scissor grinders, in an address 

to, 'the Freemen, and others of the different Manufactures, within 

the Liberty of Hallamshire', hit back and called the masters' threats 

of prosecution, 'wild and romantic'. They challenged the statements 

issued by the masters' meeting on the 26th, most particularly those 

relating the dispute to the wider implications of the Corporation 

struggle: 

It is worthy of the attention of the Freemen at large, 
to consider the late malpractices of the Officers of 
the Corporation, in direct opposition to the Act of 
Parliament, by throwing more hands into the different 
branches of business than the said Act allows of 
whether the sai4 practice was not introduced for the 
sole purpose of reducing the prices of labour ad infinitum. 



The present union of the Scissor Grinders is to put 
a stop to reduction, ad infinitum-Brgo, the late 
Officers of the Company of Cutlers, having been the 
principal promoters thereof; and consequently the 
proper objects against whom persecutions should be 
commenced· 149 

The manufacturers met again in early September and prosecutions 

were made later in the month. 150 Five scissor grinders were 

committed to Wakefield House of Correction for having kept work 
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out for above eight days and refusing to finish it because they 

were being discounted.15l Joseph Mather's song 'Hallamshire Haman' 

satirized George Wood, a leading scissor manufacturer and Senior 

Warden of the Cutlers' Company who had played an active part in the 

prosecution. This suggests the existence of violent popular 

reaction towards the employers during the strike: 

This 'Hallamshire Haman' keeps blacks at command, 
To spread his dire mandates throughout the whole land, 
Together they meet and their malice combine 
To form a most hellish, infernal design. 
On malice, on mischief, and tyranny bent, 
Five poor honest grinders to prison they sent; 
Though nothing they had of these men to complain, 
But not paying discount for wearing a chain. 

Chorus: 

Then Haman he vowed that all Israel should die; 
And Mordecai hang twixt the earth and the sky. 
But though he on plunder and rapine was bent, 
He never took discount at fifty per cent. 152 

The strike produced little in the way of benefit for the grinders. 

It did demonstrate the potential of organized action to the grinders 

and other journeymen directly employed in the scissor trade. It was 

possibly these who organized a Scissorsmiths' Benefit Society in the 

April of 1791.153 To other workers in trades where as yet there was 

no organization of a labour interest it was also a lesson. 

A high level of activity in the Corporation struggle was 

reached in the autumn of 1790. This took place parallel and sub

sequent to the scissor grinders' struggle. This struggle had 

illustrated the practical application of the new economic morality 
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by those trying to dismantle the Company's protective apparatus. 

The Company, under increasing attack,154 had decided to introduce 

its own bill to liberalize operations in the trades. This was 

planned for the coming sessions (1790-1). It launched its proposals 

at a meeting in late October 1790 where the free market caucus 

reiterated its arguments about the redundancy of the 1624 Act, 

describing it as, 'inconvenient and improper in view of the great 

increase of trade,.155 Similar sentiments were expressed in sub

sequent contributions to the newspaper debate.156 The Company's 

deputation was in London in November and December 1790. The 

Freemen's deputation met them to bargain over the inclusion into 

a new Act of more democratic forms of procedure for selecting future 

officers of the Company.157 They had at least partial success. 

The new Act, ratified in June 1791,158 contained a provision for 

a more open selection procedure for the twelve Assistants who formed 

the largest, though least influential, group on the Company's 

executive. It was enacted that in future they were to be chosen 

by the senior members of the executive using a list of twenty-four 

nominations from the body of master manufacturers meeting every 

1 August. In reality this was merely a sop for the small master 

interest within the Freemen's ranks. It positively shut out the 

journeymen freemen from both standing as candidates or from 

nominating them. The procedure made little in the way of concessions 

to the small master interest either. The ultimate choice the 

executive exercised over suitable assistants led to an early abandon

ment of the procedure.159 

There were far more serious implications arising from the 

repeal of the 1624 Act. These related to the repeal of virtually 

all the regulatory clauses contained in the original Act. 160 For 

the journeymen and the bulk of small masters, who for over a decade 

had felt threatened by the rising waters of free market economic 

opportunism, the flood gates had burst. It was now possible for 



75 
small masters who had before worked illegally without a mark or 

without holding a freedom to purchase these and pursue the trade 

legally. Although apprenticeship controls remained in force, it 

was possible to purchase immunity by money payments. Thus journey

men could find their wage levels threatened by a cheaper supply of 

apprentice labour. Their expectation of aohieving master status 

was to be disturbed by the inorease of 'foreigners' setting up as 

master-manufaoturers in out-throat oompetitive conditions. This 

was a prooess whioh also threatened the existence of established 

small masters who had acquired the status and relative security by 

qualifying legally to enter the trades. 

The destruotive potential of the new Act was reflected in the 

most immediate consequence of its passing - the dramatic increase 

in the numbers of apprenticeships and freedoms taken out during the 

year following its introduction.16l The superfioial reaction to 

the passing of the Act and the ending of seven years of agitation 

was one of rejoicing. A group of leading Freemen, at a meeting at 

the Fountain in Westbar, with suitable deference thanked the Duke 
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of Norfolk (Lord of the Manor and Lord Lieutenant) for his support. 

Their declaration however, only reflected the views of a small 

section of the Freemen's movement. The journeyman bulk of its 

support had little reason to find any consolation in the termination 

of the dispute. They had increasingly less reason to retain 

traditional-orientated respect for aristocrats, who like their 

direct oppressors (the masters who employed them) and their indirect 

oppressors (the factors and merchants who controlled their masters' 

prices) were employers of labour. The journeymen increaSingly 

organized a labour interest in exclusive, craft-based clubs. They 

provided sick benefit and burial fees for subscribing members. This 

was their above-ground function. In many clubs this may have been 

the only basiS for association. By the early 1790's evidence 

suggests that many had a 'quasi-legal' submerged function as trade 
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unions. General trades like tailoring and shoe making had been 

organized in this way earlier on.163 During the Corporation 

struggle there had been evidence of support for the Freemen from 

the trade union type organizations.164 Similarly the strike in the 

scissor trade in 1790 illustrated the strength of organized labour 

in several branches of the cutlery trades. During the seven year 

upheaval (1784-91) in the corporate trades, there was evidence of 

increased polarization of labour and capital in a struggle which 

had wider dimensions than simply that of a struggle for economic 

power. The raising of fundamental political issues, particularly 

the relevance of popular democracy, antiCipated questions that were 

posed more noisily in the following decade. 

The conditions under which the Corporation struggle was fought 

out were peculiar to Sheffield and its immediate hinterland. None 

of the other industries of the region were regulated. Like the 

non-corporate Sheffield trades they were already submerged by the 

flood tides of free market economic opportunism of a more intense, 

'rational' capitalistic system. Outwork trades like nail making, 

wire drawing, and the new market weaving in linen, came to be 

controlled by a more aggressive species of merchant capitalism that 

was taking on some of the characteristics of the industrial capital

ism found in the heavier trades of iron smelting and coal mining. 

Here, as in agriculture, larger capitals (containing a higher 

proportion of fixed capital) and more direct employment conditions 

(hinged on a direct labour-wage nexus relationship between employer

employee) characterized the system of production. Non-monetary 

payments were being eliminated and full time specialist labour 

replaced by-employment. The later eighteenth century saw a growing 

homogenity in work-experiences. While this was a slow moving 

process, there was a move towards a situation in which the common 

interests of labour could come to be realized among the employed 

and one where the traditional-orientation of workers, once given 



a glimpse of the wider political horizon, could be radicalized 

however insulated their social existence in village, small town 

and isolated industrial community. 
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In parallel, an early climax of long term impulses forming a 

disintegration of the traditional-orientation in mass experience 

can be seen to have begun in the leisure experience of the mass in 

the 1780's and early 1790's. Here the gradual progression towards 

confrontation with mass culture which the elite and its moralistic 

evangelistic auxiliaries had begun to embark upon, reached an 

important stage. The elite's condescending permissiveness and in 

some cases more involved patronage came to be replaced by overt 

hostility. This was generated by the political potential seen in 

crowd theatre and in alehouse rhyme. It was also governed by the 

desire for greater economic rationality. 

The 1780's witnessed a 'moral panic' among the elite following 

a surge of criminal activity after the American War. 165 Certain 

forms of popular leisure were already effectively checked - cock 

throwing was abandoned in the 1750's following the example of 

Sheffield's Town Trustees, who as their accounts for 1757 Showed, 

'pd. cricket players on Shrove Tuesday to entertain the populace, 

and prevent the infamous practice of throwing at cocks' .166 The 

majority of mass entertainment showed greater resilience throughout 

the eighteenth century. The antagonism of the elite and its Methodis1 

evangelical auxiliaries grew. The question of public order was a 

vital element which explained the elite's changing attitude. The 

traditional machinery of law and order was proving inadequate to 

cope with the growth of urban and rural communities. Private 

protection societies began to form in the late 1780's under the 

patronage of key figures in town society and their equivalents in 

the Villages.167 The strain was also registered by the magistrates' 

orders from the Quarter Sessions.168 The tone of elite social and 

intellectual life was also a basis for a 'progressive' critique of 
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mass entertainment. This argued against the dissipation of 

productive energies in pleasure seeking. It embraced the trend 

towards 'rational amusement' expressed in a developing intellectual 

milieu which embraced science, politics and literature and which 

was developing within the social networks of town society in the 

later eighteenth century.169 This progressive viewpoint was 

expressed by those who had strong sympathies for popular rights. 

Joseph Gales' editorials illustrated how his religious moralism 

led him to share the antagonism of the elite towards mass entertain

ment. In an editorial of July 1790 which revealed his prejudices, 

he suggested the frequency of excesses had been checked: 

The number of Feasts, or Wakes, held at this season 
in the surrounding Villages, calls for attention from 
the serious part of the inhabitants of the places 
where they are held, to suppress as much as possible, 
the cruel and brutish practices of bull and bear
baitings, cock-fightings, etc,etc. We are happy to 
find these diversions are in some measure decreased: 
and if constables would adhere to the directions 
given them at the quarter sessions, to apprehend 
every description of vagrants who offend, not only 
against the laws, but trample on decency and morality, 
by promoting such practices, we doubt not but they 
would be totally annihilated.170 

The elite was reluctant to act directly to eliminate blood 

sports. They would have been in danger of lOSing face because such 

traditions were so strongly rooted. The churchwardens and constables 

of Barnsley who issued a proclamation against bull and bear-baiting 

in August 1783 were supreme optimists~171 Barnsley's last bull-bait 

was held in 1831 and the last bear-bait (the last in England it was 

claimed) in 1874.172 The Methodists were highly confident of the 

role they played in the diminishing of blood sports. Their propa

gandistic accounts dating from the 1740's seized on natural calamities 

to justify their success. Accidents at the 'bait' had for them 

divine inspiration. The lull in such activity which followed was 

always a consequence of their actions. Such accidents occurred from 

time to time. One such accident occurred at the Swinton Feast of 
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1790 and Joseph Gales exalted its consequences in his newspaper. l73 

Sabbath breaking in general was always a challenge to the 

local authorities. The Sheffield magistrates, churchwardens and 

constables had not been able to control the problem, despite the 

vigorous assistance given them by the Methodists. Their proclam

ations served little immediate purpose. They suggest the strength 

of the popular leisure culture and the growing prejudice of the 

elite. Sheffield's magistrates pronounced on the selling of beer 

before the Church service in July 1790: 

••• disorderly Persons have of late been frequently seen 
in the public Streets of this Town on Sundays, in the 
Morning, intoxicated with Liquor, offensive objects to 
the View of religious and well-disposed People, and in 
Open Violation of the Law, and of the Rules of Morality 
and DecencY.174 

Through the control of licencing and by example,175 the Sabbath 

breaking habits of the mass were challenged. The Methodists' 

. reasoned appeal made some converts, especially among intelligent 

artisans who came to perceive the links between intemperance and 

poverty.176 The links between religious neglect and crime were 

exploited by moralists. Joe Mather'S saviour in his song of the 

1780's 'Loxley Edge' tells the impressionable Joe that: 

••• malefactors repeatedly tell, 
That breaking the Sabbath doth often contribute, 
To lead to the gallows, from thence to the gibbet, 
So thou'rt on the road to Loxley Edge.177 

Wider economic changes initiated by the economically more 

aggressive sections of the elite presented the mass leisure culture 

with more fundamental challenge. The enclosure of open fields, 

commons, wastes and similar forms of marginal land was a long term 

process begun long before the growing use of private parliamentary 

acts facilitated the acceleration of enclosure in the mid-eighteenth 

century. As was characteristic throughout the West Riding, enclosure 

in eighteenth-century South Yorkshire was concerned more with common 

and wastes than with open fields. 178 In this way the economic 
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margins of subsistence for a large section of the region's working 

population (especially that of rural outworkers) were reduced 

throughout the later eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. 

Equally important, the phYSical margins of the mass leisure exper

ience of both rural and urban workers were reduced. Allied to the 

more open challenge of the elite and the Methodists, this threat 

to mass leisure was considerable. 

Although the period of greatest intensity in enclosure activity 

was in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, the 

eighteenth-century experience was important. The 1760's saw ten 

Acts passed which initiated enclosures within South Yorkshire in a 

twenty mile radius around Sheffield. These were mainly confined to 

the east of the region. Most were concerned with the conversion of 

common land and waste to private property. These gave limited 

compensation to the small number of legally recognizable customary 

users of such land. They excluded from any settlement the bulk of 

customary users. Without doubt in the main they were, 'plain enough 

cases of class robbery' .179 The acts of the 1760's took on average 

approximately one and a half years to be implemented. This relat

ively short period suggested straightforward settlement with little 

opposition. The seven acts passed in the 1770's dealt with land 

more evenly distributed throughout the region. These took an average 

of three years to be implemented, mainly because of the time taken 

over the last of them - Bcclesall 1779-1788. Opposition is only 

suggested indirectly in the events of the 1780's. It must be 

recognized that the sources are loaded against finding evidence of 

articulate opposition. The 1780's saw only three acts passed, all 

relating to land in Sheffield and its immediate hinterland. These 

took on average five and a half years to implement, which suggested 

the growth of oPPosition.180 Although seemingly traditionally 

orientated, the growing opposition of the late 1780's and early 

1790's around Sheffield began to reflect the radicalization of the 
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mass. 

The enclosure of commons and waste had a direct impact on 

mass leisure. Ardsley Common, Woodall Common, Tickhill's High and 

Low Commons, among others, were enclosed and thus turned into private 

property in the 1760's. Barnsley Common, where horse racing was held 

until 1776, was enclosed in the later 1770's. Similarly the last 

race was held on Sheffield's Crookesmoor race course in June 1781. 

Then enclosure commissioners moved in to do their work on this part 

of the Bcclesall enclosure. This controversial enclosure was being 
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implemented during the years of the Corporation struggle (1784-92). 

The issue of economic exploitation, such as enclosure prompted, was 

not raised even as a side issue by the Freemen whose voice represented 

a mass interest. Despite the radical transformation of the social 

content of his songs in the 1780's, Joseph Mather made no mention of 

the impact of enclosure. Possibly the town artisans who supported 

the Freemen and who provided the bulk of Mather's audience were now 

mainly specialist industrial workers and had severed their ties with 

the land. Perhaps they felt the impact of enclosure less directly. 

They could not avoid the restrictions that enclosure forced on their 

leisure, especially during the next three decades when all the town

ships of Sheffield parish were enclosed. 

popular resentment began to focus in the late 1780's. In 

Bcclesall, where enclosure was almost complete, indirect criticism 

of what had occurred appeared when a public advertisement warned of 

further enclosure in Sheffield parish. Through the Sheffield Register 

several 'freeholders and inhabitants' warned that, 'if such an act 

should be obtained it will be attended with very bad Consequences,.l82 

Their threat of legal oppOSition had a short term effect of fore

stalling major proposals for enclosure in the parish. l83 An act for 

the north-eastern, Brightside township, was passed in 1788. Although 

only 150 acres were involved, it took seven years to make the awards 
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and complete the act. 184 The plan to enclose 6,000 acres of land 

in Upper Hallam, Nether Hallam and Stannington townships was deferred 

until 1791 as a result of this opposition. An act was passed for 

this enclosure in 1791 and a meeting of the proprietors of land in 

the townships was held in April.185 This appointed commissioners 

to implement the act. On 11 July these met at the Tontine Inn and 

began their work by hearing the claims of those who had a legal 

right to compensation for their loss of use of the common land. 186 

This minority of small holders and cottagers with a copyhold and 

squatters with thirty years proved occupancy were entitled to small 

plots in compensation. The vast majority of cottagers, smallholders 

and squatters without legal rights lost all access to a valuable 

margin of subsistence.187 

On 13 July the commissioners began a detailed 'perambulation 

of the out-boundaries' of the area concerned. During the rest of the 

week they began marking boundaries and seeking out encroachments on 

the waste and common land made by squatters and more established 

holders of land.188 This produced a state of great anxiety among 

those who were partly or wholly dependent upon the use of such 

marginal land. On the following Monday when the commissioners 

reassembled to continue their work they were driven off the commons 

by an angry populace. An eyewitness recalled: 

A mob assembled ••• to prevent the intended enclosure 
from going on. The commissioners had a narrow escape 
for their lives, but they were permitted to depart on 
the promise of not coming there again. l89 

More violence occurred in the following week as a memorial to the 

Home Office demanding military aid suggested: 

The peaceable Inhabitants are under very serious 
apprehension owing to recent disturbances at 
Birmingham (the Priestley Riots - a loyalist pheno
menon) from whence some rioters have come to Sheffield 
and tried to influence disorderly peoples' passions, 
which seem Violently bent on public mischief and 
deprecation. Moreover, considerable bodies of dis
orderly people in this neighbourhood have lately 



several times assembled in considerable forces with 
riotous intention of preventing the Commissioners 
acting under the authority of an Enclosure Bill 
obtained in the last session of Parliament, from 
doing their duty, and not only drove them from the 
commons, but also menaced them with the greatest 
personal danger, if they attempted to proceed with 
the Enclosure, and have also actually burned the 
farming property and broke the windows of several 
houses, and menaced the lives and property of the 
freeholders friendly to the enclosure, and openly 
avowed their intention of laying open the enclosures 
in the neighbourhood already made ••• and burning the 
houses of all the freeholders who have countenanced 
the late enclosures.190 

The Home Office reacted swiftly to the plea. At midday on 
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27 July a detachment of Light Dragoons arrived from Nottingham. 

They were in action within hours. An angry crowd gathered around 

the Tontine Inn which was the headquarters of the commissioners and 

where the officers were billeted. By nine o'clock in the evening 

the crowd numbered several hundred. A section moved off and attacked 

the gaol and gaoler's house in King Street (Mr Fox, the gaoler, was 

bailiff to the Duke of Norfolk, the largest beneficiary of the 

enclosure). Freed debtors joined the crowd which now moved on to 

Broom Hall, the house of the town's senior magistrate, Vicar 

Wilkinson. As titheholder he had a large economic interest in the 

enclosure. The insurgents entered the house and set fire to books 

and furniture in an attempt to burn the house down. Bight ricks 

were also set alight before a party of Dragoons arrived. They dis

persed the attackers who escaped into nearby WOOds. There were 

similar violent attacks on the house of Vincent Byre (Norfolk's 

steward) and the Catholic Chapel that night (both the Duke and his 

steward were Catholics). The following morning the local elite, 

reinforced by out-of-town magistrates, mustered its forces. Over 

150 of the principal inhabitants of Sheffield were sworn in as 

constables. As angry crowds thronged the streets the new constablee 

were called in to help the troops clear the streets. It was necessary 

to read the Riot Act at midday in order to effect this. The town was 
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quiet for the rest of the day. During the night some ricks were 
. 

fired at Norwood Hall, the home of James Wheat who acted.as 

solicitor to the commissioners. After this there was no more open 

violence. 191 There were several reports of bills being posted and 

the chalking of slogans on walls. These hinted at new social per

spectives. A visitor to the town observed: 'They stuck 'up allover 

Sheffield printed Bills, with the words No King in large characters. 

This I suppose is one mode of exerting the Rights of Man' .192 

Vincent Byre, writing to the Home Office in his capacity as Town 

Collector asking for the troops to be allowed to stay, similarly 

saw, 'treasonable inscriptions on walls and doors' and frequent 

'nocturnal exclamations in the streets such as "No King", "No Corn 

Bill" and "No Taxes"'. The troops were allowed to stay and Sheffield 

became a garrison town. 193 This had important implications for 

public order in the region as a whole. 

While order was restored there was a continuing popular 

resentment against the enclosures. Popular feeling was hardened by 

the hanging of one of five youths arrested and tried for their part 

in the attack on Broom Hall. 194 Although this feeling found political 

expression of only the most primitive sort it had important impli

cations. It appeared that the democratic propaganda of Joseph Gales' 

press was beginning to make its mark. Debate over changes in the 

basis of representation had hitherto been the monopoly of groups of 

'respectable' reformers like the handful of local gentlemen who had 

joined Wyville's County Association of the early 1780's195 and the 

slightly less respectable tradesmen who associated with groups such 

as the petty bourgeois intellectuals of Gales' coterie in the 

Wicker. 196 The artisans (both masters and journeymen) from the 

town's staple cutlery trades were familiar with the issue of demo

cratic control for it had been at the heart of the Corporation 

struggle that had just finished. Gales' weekly Sheffield Register 

was now seeking to explain to a mass audience the implications of 
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greater democracy for the working of a political system at present 

dominated by an aristocratic monopoly. Gales and his circle pointed 

to France for inspiration. Gales had devoted a great deal of space 

to reporting events in France and his editorials increasingly 

commented favourably on the early life of the new democracy. From 

late 1790 he began to direct more energy into propagating the demo

cratic gospel at home. He reprinted extracts from the respective 

writings of Price and Burke197 and from Paine's counterblast to 

Burke in his Rights of Man, part 1198 which had been published in 

February 1791. Gales' paper also advertised early, exclusive 

editions of this work.199 The renewed activities of respectable 

reform societies in London (the Society for Constitutional Inform

ation) and the provinces were recorded in the early months of 1791.200 

It was from the SCI that important initiative was to come in the 

formation of the mass-based Sheffield Society for Constitutional 

Information (henceforth SSCI) which first took shape in the winter 

of 1791/2. Gales also reported on the growth of 'Church and King' 

loyalism in other counties as an increasing threat to democratic 

aspirations (July 1791 witnessed the Birmingham mob in full cry 

against the town's respectable reformers}.20l 

Throughout the remainder of the year Gales' press continued its 

work of promoting the democrats' cause. When in December 1791 the 

SSCI declared itself openly, it was through Gales' Register. Within 

three months the SSCI had 2,000 'ticket' members and the town's 

tradition for mass radical political action was launched. 202 The 

story of the dramatic political events that constituted the coming 

into being of the SSCI belongs to the following chapter. It is 

important to note here that these initial moments of mass awakening 

signalled the end, at least for the politically more advanced 

Sheffield artisan., of the long reign of apathy (dependent on 

ignorance) and deference (maintained by subjugation) as the dominant 

expressions of the mass's political existence. 
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Religion is the remaining area of social existence looked at 

here. The mass continued to be pushed further away from its 

traditional orientation of token deference (concealing indifference) 

to the Established Church. Sections of it moved towards a more 

radical orientation. This new orientation was expressed in some 

cases by more positive identification with the more democratic 

dissenting sects (about which we know all too little) and with 

Methodism. For a few, the new orientation was expressed in self

assertive withdrawal from all expressions of institutionalized 

religious practice. 

The Established Church was in the later eighteenth century 

making some attempts to regain its credibility as the national church. 

In part this was a positive response to combat the challenge posed by 

Methodism. In Sheffield for example, the Church began from 1764 

holding weekday evening prayer meetings. 203 From 1778 it held 
204 evening services on Sundays. There was little change in the 

social composition of Anglican congregations. In the main, support 

came from the respectable part of the population. The pattern of 

religious observation in the Anglican congregation (as in the leading 

dissenting congregations) was part of the affirming rituals of a 

community's elite. In Sheffield the building of St. James Church 

which opened in 1788 illustrated the social significance of the 

majority of the town's Anglican congregation. The £3,000 required 

for the church was raised by over 600 subscriptions to £50 proprietary 

shares. 205 This was the only church built in the town in the second 

half of the eighteenth century, a period when the town's population 

trebled. 

The older Dissenting congregations were similarly subject to 

exclusive tendencies. This in part explained some of the schisms 

from the largest congregations of Dissenters in Sheffield (Upper 

and Nether chapels) which produced a spate of chapel buildings in 
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the 1770's and 1780's. Five new dissenting chapels were built in 

the town in the space of sixteen years. 206 In the main, they were 

built by wealthy secessionist groups from the two parent bodies 

seeking to confirm their own 'elected' state behind the closed doors 

of proprietary chapels. 207 

The Methodists alone made progress in communicating with a mass 

audience. Their open embrace of repentant sinners guaranteed them 

continuous expansion. Their appeal was limited. Mass hostility, 

spontaneous or otherwise, turned to indifference by the 1780's and 

early 1790's. The Methodist expansion in the region was at the 

expense of the Bstablished Church which, despite more flexible 

attitudes, was experiencing absolute decline. 208 Within the Methodist 

community the exclusivist tendencies found in other dissenting 

congregations had not yet manifested themselves. The evangelical 

dynamism which asserted itself through preachers and lay readers, 

many of whom came from humble backgrounds, prevented Methodism from 

losing contact with the mass. In terms of membership, Methodism's 

growth was still significant in the 1780's and early 1790's. Member

ship of the Sheffield circuit which covered a large part of South 

Yorkshire and north Derbyshire, rose from thirty-three societies with 

aggregate membership of 1,070 in 1782 to fifty-one societies with 

1,672 members in 1792. The Sheffield society less spectacularly 

increased from 512 to 700. 209 Bxpansion was greater in rural areas 

where societies which were small in numbers exerted disproportionate 

influence on community life. In the villages the Methodists openly 

competed with the Established Church. In large and small towns they 

competed both with the more plebeian dissenting congregations and the 

Bstablished Church. In the main, the exclusivist tendencies of 

organized religion alienated the mass. The Methodist attitude was 

exceptional. The closed doors of proprietary churches and chapels 

spelt out the exclusivism of the class rituals enacted within and 

in an indirect way fostered the class hostility which was to reveal 
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itself more fully in the following decades. 

5) Conclusion 

This section revealed only symptoms of a decline or 

disintegration of the traditional orientation among the most 

concentrated group of urban workers. In the areas of work, 

politics, leisure and religion because of a rising popular challenge 

slight cracks were appearing in the moulds the elite had always used 

to impose deference. In the industrial and semi-industrial smaller 

towns and villages it required more time for a popular challenge 

to emerge. 
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CHAPTER 3. This is the Age of Liberty: Unite and be Free. 
Economy and Society in South Yorkshire, 1792-1802. 

This period was marked by the growing appearance of industrial 

capitalist forms of economic organization in the region's small 

heavy sector. This was because of the stimulus of war-time demand 

which greatly stimulated the industries in this sector. During 

this period the later sequences of a basic capitalist accumulation 

process continued to take place. This was furthered by sustained 

enclosure activity. There was also significant investing in trans

port and extractive industries. The new forms of capitalist 

organization were instantly recognizable in the coal and iron 

industries. In the 'light' sector of workshop and domestic outwork 

based trades of cutlery, related metal working and linen weaving, 

the growth of more exploitative economic relationships within varying 

systems of merchant capitalism continued as part of a slower trans

ition to industrial capitalist domination. 

Changes in the economic system, particularly the growth of 

'free labour', selling its only possession in an increasingly free 

and unregulated market, were not the only influences on the lives 

of working people in this period. Harvest failure, war, market 

dislocation, inflation and democratic ideology and organizations 

provided other influences. In a period when traditional orientated 

social relationships between mass and elite began to be revolutionized 

it was the human agency of radical ideas and actions that provided 

the biggest influence for a large section of the region'S working 

population. 

Section A. Economy: Organization and dynamics c.1792-1802. 

(a) Organization 

1) The Cutlery Trades 

The breach which the 1791 Act had made in the protective 

regulations that had previously governed the trades was widened by 
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a new act in 1801.1 The 1791 Act had de-stabilized working 

relations in the trades. The flood gates of the free market had 

opened. 'Aliens' or unqualified master manufacturers who had 

practised in the trade illegally before the act, were now admitted 

as freemen on the payment of £20. Established master manufacturers 

and these 'new' men could now legally buy exemption from some of the 

apprenticeship regulations concerning the sons of non-freemen. They 

could have any number of freemen's sons as apprentices. The control 

on apprenticeship of non-freemen's sons remained largely in force 

until 1814 when all control was abolished. The 1801 Act reinforced 

the process of making entry into the trade freer. The regulating 

body, the Cutlers' Company, whose executive initiated the changes, 

lost a great deal of its credibility with the bulk of its membership 

during these years. There was an increasing temptation among those 

qualified master manufacturers who saw their economic birthright 

taken away from them, to ignore the Company's authority and cynically 

adopt the methods of the 'new' men. The democratic contrivance of 

nomination farcically repeated itself to remind these masters and 

their journeymen of their betrayal. Working relations deteriorated 

and the more openly exploitative relations found in the non-regulated 

trades became characteristic of the majority of cutlery trades. The 

chain of mutual expectation linking apprentices, journeymen, master 

manufacturer and merchant was broken at several pOints. Apprentices 

became a more common form of labour for they were cheaper to employ 

than the trained journeymen. For many, apprenticeship became a 

degradedstate. There was a loss of expectation of certain employ

ment after it had been served. The journeyman had less secure 

conditions of employment since he could be displaced by unqualified 

labour. His normal expectation of achieving master status was 

forgotten unless it was achieved in the periodic 'lemming stampede' 

of small masters suicidally competing in undercutting the established 

manufacturers during periods of falling prices. Among the work force 



of apprentices and journeymen who were solely dependent on their 

labour for a livelihood, there were many who during the war years 
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were to find military employment more secure. The master manufact

urers either had to maintain traditional standards, observing the 

key restrictions on use of apprentice labour and raw materials, or 

they abandoned traditional standards and joined the ranks of those 

disregarding regulation. Those who tried to operate along traditional 

lines were both vulnerable to the undercutting of the short-lived 

'small master' class and to that of the larger 'illegal' master 

manufacturers and their commercial allies who were now more directly 

involved in production. There was consequently a decline in their 

numbers. Similarly hit were merchants who still observed traditional 

standards and chose to employ only 'legal' established masters and 

declined to buy from the 'small masters' and 'illegal' manufacturers. 

A new race of merchants and factors, a disproportionate number of 

whom had made money from the non-regulated trades in the 1770's and 

1780's, became dominant in the commercial control of the regulated 

trades. 2 That few large fortunes were made in this group because 

of intense competition, in part explains the relative absence of a 

conspicuous elite in Sheffield. 

The dominant feature of these years was the growing polarization 

of economic relations between labour and caplital within the cutlery 

and related trades. While the economics of small scale production 

preserved the ~istence of the hundreds of small workshops against 

the factory as the dominant production unit, there was a growing 

change in relationships within the workshop. The 'craft mentality' 

which had bound master and man together was beginning to be replaced 

by more explicit class mentalities among workers in town workshops. 

Among outworkers in the town and surrounding villages forms of 

economic dependence and the work situation restricted this. 

2) Silver and Silver Plated Trades 

In the small silver and silver plated trades there was more 
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growth than in the relatively sluggish cutlery trades. The silver 

trade was producing nearly a third more marked silver in 1800-2 

than in 1790-2. 3 The number of new partnerships in the trade grew 

at a rate maintained since the 1770's when the trade as a whole 

benefitted from the setting up of the Assay Office. Only after 1780 

was there a slackening of this pace. The silver plated trade 

expanded at a similar rate. 4 Production was carried out in large 

workshop units. The 1797 Sheffield directory listed 22 firms or 

'houses' where silver and silver plated goods were manufactured. 5 

These were larger workshop units than those in the cutlery trades. 

Here employers grew more distant from the bulk of the workforce 

including the key skilled workers. 

3) Steel 

There was a similar growth in steel production during the 

period following the wider development of 'crucible' methods of 

production. Sixteen firms were listed in the 1797 directory as 

producers of refined steel. 6 These were not significantly larger 

units of production than those found in the cutlery trades. Several 

steel making furnaces were operated by the region's ironmasters, 

such as the Walkers and Swallows. Over a third were operated by the 

new commercial men in the cutlery trades as part of their increasingly 

direct involvement in cutlery production. Little is known of working 

conditions, particularly regarding the position of the small labour 

force employed. 7 

The appearance of new large scale ironworks in the industry 

during these years marked the most observable appearance of 

industrial capitalist organization in the industrial economy. 

Official returns showed that there were six large ironworks operating 

in the region in 1796. 
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Table 3:1 Largest units in the South Yorkshire iron industry 1796.8 

N~e of works Number of Excise return on Operators 
furnaces production (tons) 

Park 1 1,092 Booth and Co. 
Chapeltown 1 1,456 R. Swallow 
Thorncliffe 2 1,092 Newton, Chambers 

Elsecar 1 800 
and Longden 

J. Darwin and Co. 
Bretton 1 250 Cook and Co. 
Holmes 3 6,000 Walker and Co. 

Technical progress, improved raw material supply, favourable move

ments in the price of iron and war demand, all greatly stimulated 

the production of pig iron in these years. Of these large units, 

two had come into being only a year previously.9 Further additions 

to the region's iron making capacity came in 1800 when a second 

furnace went into blast at Elsecar and in 1801 when the nearby Milton 

ironworks operated by the active Walker partnership also commenced 

working. 10 

Bach of these units employed a sizable, concentrated wage labour 

force. This workforce was involved in mining and preparing raw 

materials as well as the manufacture of iron in the furnace and forge. 

There were sharper lines of economic status drawn between employers 

and employees in this industry than in the workshops and among the 

domestic outworkers. Although numbers in the industry were small, 

they were concentrated in several largely rural communities which 

gave them great importance there. 

Apart from these large units, there were smaller furnaces, 

foundries and forges engaged in various manufacturing activities. 

In Sheffield and Rotherham there were small foundries engaged in 

domestic hardware production. Wire and nails continued to be manu-

factured in the region with domestic outworkers being supplied with 

wrought iron from the forges and slitting mills of the region. The 

pattern of employment in the smaller scale units and the outwork 

trades was similar to that in the other metal-working workshop and 

domestic outwork industries of the region. 
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5) Coal 

Growth in mining in the region took place in the western half 

of the region which covered the exposed part of the coalfield. The 

most active working of coal had been and continued to be in the 

southern part of the exposed coalfield around Sheffield and Rotherham. 

In the main, the pits were small except those of the Duke of Norfolk 

at Sheffield. ll The middle and northern parts of the coalfield were 

relatively unexploited until the effects of the transport improve

ments made during the period were felt. The key problem was the 

lack of cheap transport from these land-locked districts. However 

in 1793 two bills were passed for the building of canals in the 

region. These opened the northern and central sections. The 

Barnsley Canal, begun in 1793 and completed at a cost of £140,000 

in 1799, linked Barnsley and its hinterland to the market for coal 

in the woollen districts of the West Riding. It did this by a 

northern route which joined the Aire and Calder Navigation at 

Wakefield. The Dearne and Dove Canal, built between 1793-1804 at 

a cost of £130,000, linked the Barnsley area with the coal consumers 

in the Don and Trent valleys. It ran from Cawthorne to Swinton with 

two cuts along its course to Worsbrough and Blsecar. These gave the 

central section of the coalfield better access to the markets. 12 

The major impact of these improvements came after their 

completion. Some immediate expansion took place before completion. 

The Elsecar arm was being widely used early on by Earl Fitzwilliam 

who was actively expanding mining on his estate. The demand for 

coal from the new Elsecar ironworks that his tenants Darwin and Co. 

began operating in 1795, stimulated his activity.13 The level of 

employment also rose in areas around the terminal points of the canals 

Cawthorne, Silkstone, Darton, Mapplewell, Barnsley and Elsecar also 

shared in the expansion.14 Little is known of the mining population 

of this period. Increasingly large scale production meant the 

replacement of non-specialist labour from the dual-economy by 



104 

specialist wage labour. Small pits still predominated. These were 

operated by yeomen colliery masters. A recognizable group of 

industrial capitalist coal masters was beginning to emerge. 15 

There were few mining communities as such. Miners comprised a small 

minority group of industrial workers in communities where the domin-

ant industrial work groups comprised linen weavers and wire drawers 

(in the north), nailmakers and iron workers (in the centre and south) 

and cutlers (in the south). In several communities, especially in 

proximity to larger, expanding ironworks like Elsecar, Milton, 

Chapeltown, Masbrough, Thorncliffe, Park and Silkstone, they were 

concentrated in larger groupings. A tendency was emerging for 

industrialists to house their labour in purpose-built housing and 

in some cases engage in community building, as at Thorncliffe. This 

created concentrations of specialized labour. 16 The mining proletar

iat was as yet small and divided. Where it was concentrated in its 

largest groupings there was potential for organization, although the 

means of concentration (i.e. community building) was also a means to 

inhibit its organization. Evidence of disputes during this period 

in some of the largest concentrations showed that new industrial 

labour was not the unquestioning, malleable human raw material its 

masters wished it to be. 17 

6) Linen 

In the 1790's there were over 500 looms weaving linen in 

Barnsley and the surrounding villages. These were controlled by 

seven or eight partnerships of linen manufacturers18 who put out 

or rented out to their labour forces flax, looms, weaving equipment, 

'shop space' and housing. 19 The labour force was increaSingly made 

up of dependent market weavers, including masters, journeymen and 

apprentices. All of these sold their labour power. 

(b) Dynamics 

The period began in and ended with a year of mild peace-time 
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prosperity. In the intervening years of war the economic growth 

of the industrial economy was retarded. The 'light' sector of 

cutlery, associated workshop and outwork metalworking and linen 

suffered greater dislocation than the 'heavy' sector whose 

foundation was coal and iron. The slow growth of profits on the 

Don Navigation illustrate the general sluggishness in the region's 

economy: 

Table 3:2 Annual Erofits on the Don Navigation 1722-1802 (£s)20 

1792 8,947 1796 8,570 1800 9,511 
1793 8,687 1797 8,705 1801 10,130 
1794 8,454 1798 8,573 1802 9,440 
1795 8,626 1799 7,754 

The improvement marked in the years 1800-2 possibly registered the 

stimulation of industrial production in the land-locked part of the 

coalfield caused by the building of the Dearne and Dove Canal. 

With the exception of linen the 'light' sector industries 

suffered during the war years. Sheffield's staple cutlery and other 

workshop trades were badly hit by the initial loss of overseas mar

kets. The wage and employment data provided by one medium-sized 

firm in the cutlery trades illustrate the contraction even in a unit 

that was relatively successful: 

Table 3:3 Annual wage bill and average weekly number of recipients 
in the firm of Thomas Nowill and CO' 2l 

Wages in £s. number of workers 

1792 1,100 26 
1793 890 23 
1794 704 17 
1795 708 18 
1796 966 21 
1797 832 19 
1798 1,080 24 
1799 1,566 30 
1800 1,717 31 
1801 1,961 32 
1802 2,085 33 

Similarly the data showing the quantity of silver marked at 

Sheffield's Assay office showed this pattern being repeated in the 

luxury trades: 



Table 3:4 

1792 
1793 
1794 
1795 

3,666 
2,979 
2,846 
2,797 

1792-1802 

1796 
1797 
1798 
1799 

3,339 
2,663 
2,517 
3,923 

at Sheffield 
pounds 22 

1800 
1801 
1802 

4,008 
3,662 
4,467 
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The deteriorating position of Sheffield's trade during the war years 

was also reflected in the decline in the town's rate of population 

growth: 

Table 3:5 Sheffield's EOEulation S!owth 1782-180123 

families aver~e annual growth 

1785 5,256 
3:5% 

1789 6,065 
1.1% 

1796 6,565 
.5% 

1801 6,754 

There was also a marked climb in the town's expenditure on poor 

relief: 

Table 3:6 Sheffield Eoor relief expenditure 1792-180224 
(figures in £s cover periods Easter to Easter) 

1792-3 
1793-4 
1794-5 
1795-6 

4,234 
5,649 
7,524 
8,588 

1796-7 10,156 
1797-8 8,685 
1798-9 9,759 
1799-1800 9,172 

1800-01 
1801-2 
1802-3 

12,344 
14,323 

9,922 

The figures reflect the inflationary effect of a succession of bad 

harvests in the period and the dislocation of the town's trades. 

The living standards of the great majority of the artisans in the 

town's workshop and outwork trades were badly affected by market 

place inflation, espeCially in the years 1795, 1799 and 1800. They 

were already working at reduced intensi tie;s, underemployed rather 

than unemplOyed. 25 The pressure on living standards provoked 

immediate violent responses in the market place. There were dis

turbances or significant threats of disturbance in 1793, 1795, 1796 

and 1800. More violence would have occurred if the town's elite 

had not intervened with subscriptions to buy cheap grain in 1795 



and 1800 and if the superior artisans had not had their friendly 

societies and had not had the initiative to set up a co-operative 

corn mill. There were other, similarly measured responses to 

inflation. The small group of workers in trade unions in the 
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cutlery trades struck work in 1796. Industrially organized labour 

had no legal standing, it could only maintain a defensive position 

in the main protecting living standards through friendly society 

activity rather than industrial action. It was the bounties offered 

by the Government and the energies of the recruiting parties 

attracting workers from the insecure economic margins of half-time 

work and parish relief that provided a real safety-valve release of 

dangerous energies. 26 This limited labour supply and helped to keep 

up the town's wage level. Eden testified to this in 1796. 27 The 

working of this safety-valve created a more dependent population of 

widows, wives and children as a burden on the poor rates. 

Little is known of the conditions in the other significant 

light trades in the region such as nailing, wire drawing and linen 

weaving. Nailing was part of the agricultural-industrial dual economy 

which gave workers a greater guarantee of basic subsistence. Wire 

drawing was declining and being replaced by linen weaving in the 

northern area where it was traditionally located. Weaving guaranteed 

greater employment security because it was expanding. Workers in all 

these trades faced severe market place inflation, but rural out-

workers such as nailors, wiredrawers and some weavers were cushioned 

by more direct access to land. Such groups were geographically dis

persed and thus inhibited from organizing collectively to bargain 

at the employer'S warehouse or counting-house. Only urban workers 

such as Barnsley's working population appeared to leave behind any 

record of collective action. In 1794 the town's weavers staged their 

first 'turn-out' or strike for better wages. In 1795 the town 

experienced a market disturbance similar to those taking place 

nationally. Here too, as in many other smaller communities in the 
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region, the paternalist action of the local elite prevented a more 

violent reaction, particularly in 1795 and 1800. 

In the heavy sector of coal and iron, the steadiness of domestic 

demand for coal and the appearance of unsteady but significant war 

demand stimulated growth. Employment increased in the new and 

expanding ironworks. This expansion stimulated the demand for coal 

which was already growing in response to local domestic and 

industrial demand. The demand for colliery labour increased. Both 

ironworks' and colliery labour were more fully employed than other 

industrial workers in the region. They were equally vulnerable to 

market place inflation. They suffered from geographical isolation 

and often the social isolation of an industrial community removed 

from the main urban concentrations of industrial workers. They were 

at this stage in a good pOSition to bargain. Disputes in 1792, 1797 

and 1799 at various of the region's larger pits hinted (prematurely) 

at the new industrial labour force's capacity to act. The specialist 

ironworks' labour force, which often alao included miners of coal as 

well as ironstone, were better paid than other groups in their local

ities. Even so they were vulnerable to inflation and food shortage. 

In situations like the winter of 1800-1, only the paternalistic 

action of employers could prevent total breakdown and open violence 

in the communities where the ironworks were situated. 



Section B: Society 1792-1802 

Note: - In this and similar following sections, the relations 
between elite and mass are examined as part of an interpretive 
narrative which concentrates on the social experience of the 
mass, particularly on the conditions giving rise to the appear
ance of labour class consciousness. While it is important to 
understand the social elite and its social composition, the 
emphasis has been mainly on its assertion of itself in action 
towards the mass and the labour class formations within the mass. 

1) Artisans and Sans-Culottes - Voices from below. 1792-6. 

And the Lord went before them by day in a 
pillar of cloud to lead them the way; and 
by night in a pillar of fire, to give them 
light; to go by day and by night. 

Exodus XIII, v.21. 

(a) Introduction 
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In the early 1790's events began to take place which funda

mentally transformed the social existence of a section of the mass 

of working people in the region. In the whole range of their 

experience, in work, leisure, religion, consumption and above all 

politics, a significant level of radical social awareness was realized 

These years were dominated by the first moments of popular struggle 

for political rights. While the struggle confronted the nature of 

exploitation in only one area of mass social existence, it encouraged 

resistance to exploitation in other areas. It forced new alignments 

in the relationship between elite and mass and also within the mass 

itself. 

The political struggle of these years was not an open struggle 

of economic classes. Its result was that economic classes came to 

confront one another more openly. In the region the struggle was 

initiated by Sheffield's radical petty bourgeois intelligentzia of 

tradesmen, lesser professionals and small master manufacturers. 

Although they had learned lessons from the victory of the American 

Republic ten years before, they were directly inspired by current 

events in France. Their main concern was for the political rights 

of the men of small property. Because they needed mass support they 
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increasingly appealed to working people as a whole when they called 

for universal suffrage. Those other labouring strata to whom they 

directed their appeal included an unrealized or 'potential' labour 

class of wage-earning journeymen and apprentices. These responded 

dramatically to the political advances made to them. They shared 

many of the economic and social ideals of this intelligentzia. The 

persistent elements of the 'craft mentality' in the workshop trades 

contributed to the strength of the political alliance. Together they 

formed a political alliance or a 'Sansculotterie'. ThiS, because it 

did not have economic unity, could not effectivaly operate for long 

periods. The threat of this alliance worked to increase the social 

unity of the social elite of landed, commercial and large industrial 

wealth. Its failure significantly helped to throw the elements of a 

potential labour class onto their own resources in confronting both 

political and economic exploitation in the years that followed. 

In Sheffield was formed the first popular radical society in 

England. This was the Sheffield Society for Constitutional Inform

ation (henceforth SSCI). The strength of the radical culture it 

fostered in the town has justifiably provoked one historian to 

compare Sheffield with the revolutionary Fauborg Saint-Antoine in 

Paris. 28 In the region Sheffield provided the major arena for 

popular political debate. The smaller towns and villages of the 

region were held in the vice-like grip of the elite. The Sheffield 

radicals had only partial success in preaching the democratic creed 

in such communities. The open activity of political missionaries 

failed but the barrage of printed propaganda coming from the radical 

presses of Sheffield more steadily found its mark and prepared the 

ground for the later mass political radicalization of these 

communities. 

(b) The Rise and Fall of the SSCI 

The society began its operations in late 1791 a few weeks before 



its London equivalent, the London Corresponding Society.29 Both 

societies benefitted from their association with the respectable 

III 

30 
reformers of the London-based Society for Constitutional Information. 

The Sheffield society, begun as 'an assembly of Five or Six 

Mechaniks', was soon able to stand on its own feet. 31 Its first 

secretary, Samuel Ashton, wrote describing its foundation to Thomas 

Hardy, the secretary of the newly formed LCS: 

We set out upon, when at first a very small number, 
some 4 or 5 of us, meeting in each other's houses in 
an evening, consulting and condoling the very low and 
even miserable condition of the People of this Nation 
were reduced to by the Avariciousness and Extortion 
of that haughty, VOluptuous and luxurious class of 
beings, who would have us possess no more knowledge, 
than to believe all things were created only for the 
use of that small group of worthless individuals' 32 

The earliest hostile description of the society was that made by a 

respectable correspondent of Earl Fitzwilliam, the largest resident 

land-owner in the locality who was looked to by the elite to take 

action. The correspondent observed: 

The Club or Clubs I find consist of a small collection 
of persons of the lowest orders, who have hitherto met, 
and discussed some political subject over a cup of ale. 
Bach person admitted pays 2d which purchases the ale; 
and defrays the expense of lighting the room.

33 

The society made its first public statement through the pages of the 

Sheffield Register (the weekly newspaper run by the radical printer 

Joseph Gales) in early December 1791. This statement attempted to 

defuse the hostility of the elite by conciliation: 

Ve are sorry to find that the public have been under 
any Apprehension of Alarm from the small association 
lately formed in the town through the reports probably 
of some designing people, who have ignorantly or 
insiduously represented them as dangerous mobs whose 
aim was to subvert the Constitution.

34 

.They stressed their basic aims to be 'a peaceable reform' and 'more 

equal representation in the House of Commons', but 'they would wait', 

they added deferentially, 'for whenever the people of property and 

consequence shall think fit again to come forward'. 
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The local elite of landed, commercial and industrial property, 

some of whom had been found in the ranks of the 'gentlemen' reformers 

of the Yorkshire Association during the American War years,35 drew 

back in terror. The threat of mob violence, already witnessed in 

Sheffield earlier that year over enclosure, again caused panic among 

the elite. James Wheat, a Sheffield attorney who had already 

experienced the feelings of the mob, revealed his deep mistrust of 

the SSCI and their democratic principles: 

••• thinking as I do that all appeals to the Ignorance 
of the Multitude to sit in judgement on public Regulation 
is dangerous, and smarting as I do from the Recollection 
of the mischief arising from the recent violence of the 
mobs here (many of whom are the professed disciples of 
Mr Payne), I cannot be indifferent to such Dangerous 
Appeals for I am apt to suspect both the purity and 
policy of such designs.36 

Wheat at once saw the danger for his class in the doctrines 

expounded by the Rights of Man. The democrats of the SSCI, while 

few in number at this time, were gaining strength. Wheat commented 

in giving information to the active West Riding magistrate, Henry 

Zouch: 

They are strangers to me but I understand they are of 
the lowest classes of manufacturers and amount to 
several hundred and that they profess to be admirers 
of the dangerous Doctrines of Mr Payne, whose pamphlets 
they distribute with industry and support his dogmas 
with zeal. 37 

In the correspondence of the authorities in the winter months of 

1791-2 there was an unrelieved sense of outrage at the presumption 

of these bodies of the 'lowest classes',38 or 'inferior sort of 

manufacturers and workmen,.39 Earl Fitzwilliam raged against tha 

threat to 'peace and good order and indeed to SOCiety itself' .40 

To some extent this reflected the fear of the mob similarly expressed 
41 

in correspondence with the Government demanding a permanent garrison. 

The SSCI's membership rose dramatically from a few hundred in 

January to at least two thousand in JUne 1792. The leadership was 

in the hands of the radical petty bourgeois intelligentzia from the 
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start. They were assisted by one or two renegade members of the 

elite and several journeymen. Many of the early leadership group 

of 1792 had dissenting religious backgrounds. 42 This was a reflection 

of the extent of petty bourgeois leadership which the following table 

illustrates: 

Table 3:7 SSCI leadership 1791-2 43 Key: 

(a) Founders (not inclusive) 

~ 

John Alcock 
Samuel Ashton 
William Broomhead 

William Camage 
Benjamin Damm 
Henry Hill 

Abraham Sutcliffe 

occupation Status 

leather inkstand maker S 
painter S 
cutler M 

leather inkstand maker S 
file smith M 
cutler, shoe-maker's 

knife forger J 
physician P 

(b) Presidents of Meetings 1792 

Benjamin Damm 
David Martin 
Matthew Dodworth 

file smith 
engraver 
cutler 

(c) Secretaries 1792 

Samuel Ashton 
James Horsefield 

painter 
grocer 

M 
M 
J 

S 
S 

S - Self-employed 
M - Master employer 
J - Journeyman, 

waged worker 
P - Professional 
G - Gentleman 

Religious association 

Quaker 
Quaker 
Dissenter, later 

Methodist 
Church of England 

Methodist 
Quaker 

Unitarian 

Quaker 
Unitarian 

(d) Leading members. affiliated to SCI in London in March 1792 

John Alcock leather inkstand maker 
William Broomhead cutler 

Benj &min Damm file smith 
Matthew Dodworth cutler 
Joseph Gales bookseller, auctioneer, 

printer, agent for 
Royal Bxchange Office 

Robert Hadfield 
John Harrison razor manufacturer 
James Horsefield grocer 
Joseph Lee 
David Martin engraver 
John Payne landowner and tenant 

farmer 
Joseph Smith bookseller 

S 
M 

M 
J 

M 

M 
S 

M 

G 
S 

Quaker 
Dissenter, later 

Methodist 

Unitarian 

Unitarian 

Unitarian 

Quaker 
Unitarian 
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Debate at the society's early meetings reflected the political 

and economic interests of this dominant group. A detailed report 

on an early general meeting of the society, attended by six hundred 

people and held in late January 1792, showed their dominance. A 

platform speaker significantly stated that reform could only be 

obtained by the 'middle class of people who pay taxes'. Their early 

conception of a reformed franchise was limited. They particularly 

stressed the need for a moderate constitutional approach to obtaining 

reform. The economic interests of the petty bourgeoisie as tax 

payers motivated their criticisms of excessive public expenditure 

and corruption in high places. The concern for the Test Acts 

betrayed the interests more associated with petty bourgeois than 

proletarian elements in the society. Nevertheless discussion of 

the Corn Bill's effect on the price of bread for the poor, 'occasioned 

much murmering among the Society, particularly when he (the speakar) 

told them the poor were not to have corn under thirty six shillings 

a quarter,.44 The Society drew support from some sections of 

industrially organized labour45 who represented the developing 

labour class interest in the town. Activists from the Freemen's 

struggle of the 1780's were involved with tha SSC! from the start. 

Some of these were journeymen. 

The growth of the Society posed problems of organization. The 

secretary wrote to his LCS equivalent in March 1793: 

Our numbers kept increasing so that we found it necessary 
for the sake of Good Order to divide ourselves into small 
Bodies of Ten Persons each, and to hold a General Meeting 
once a Month; but of late our numbers have increased so 
rapidly, and only having Thirteen Meeting Places, all on 
the same evening, they are so crowded that we are adopting 
the plan we first set out with, and propose to Divide the 
whole (which do now consist of about two thousand members) 
into Tythings, or meetings of Ten Members each. Two hundred 
of these meetings will include the whole, from each of which 
a Delegate or leading man will be chosen, and appointed to 
attend at their respective places - Ten at each: these 
Delegates will form Twenty meetings of Ten members &~ch; 
and lastly, from each of these meetings a Delegate will be 
appointed to meet at the appointed place, and these will 
form the Committee or Grand Council. 46 
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This plan was put into being not only to maximize democratic 

participation, but also to avoid trouble with the magistrates who 

licensed the taverns in which they met. 47 It was only partly 

implemented. The Society succeeded in making its major policy

making monthly meetings less conspicuous. Six hundred had attended 

the January meeting, ninety the March meeting and two hundred the 

meeting of May.48 Possibly by then, a perfect system was operating 

and nearly the full number of delegates from the two hundred tythings 

was meeting monthly to decide policy. The committee at this stage 

appeared to have little but an administrative function. There were 

however powerful figures emerging. Joseph Gales, the publisher of 

the weekly Sheffield Register, became very influential. His columns 

were increasingly devoted to the democratic gospel. His experience 

of the propaganda war of the 1780's made him one of the Society's 

most valuable assets. Through the Register and a more intellectual 

weekly journal, the Patriot, which he began in March 1792,49 the 

SSCI had the means by which to make an impact both nationally and 

10Cally.50 Their immediate aim was to inform and educate local 

opinion and to bring about 'a revolution of sentiment' to force 

reform in the House of Commons. In extracts in the Register and the 

Patriot, and more fully in pamphlet form, the SOCiety brought the 

political ideas of Sydney, Russell, Camden, Milton, Locke, Rousseau, 

Burke, Price, Paine, and later Volney and Mireabeau into open dis

cussion. The Patriot, edited by Gales and Mathew Cambell Brown, 

'a player turned attorney', provided the heaviest reading. 5l It 

also contained more digestible information on political corruption. 

It also contained extracts from communications from other democratic 

societies. Similarly the Register carried reports on other societies 

and kept a focus on events in France. The most important printed 

work in radical culture was Paine's Rights of Man (part one) which 

was published cheaply in pamphlet and book form. 52 The writings of 

Paine had enormous mass appeal. His message was of the moment, one 



which called the English democrats into being and continually 

justified that being. He defended the right to question the in

fallibility of the political system which was established by the 

Revolution of 1688: 

There never did, there never will, and there never can 
exist a parliament, or any description of men, or any 
generation of men, in any country, possessed of the 
right or the power of binding and controlling posterity 
to 'the end of time' .53 
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As with the easily consumed political information contained in the 

Register and the Patriot, the message of Rights of Man could be 

easily communicated to a mass audience by public readings during 

social hours in the workshops54 and the taverns and also at specific 

political meetings. 

The SSCI took its educative function very seriously. In a 

statement of aims made in March 1792 there was a justification of 

this: 

Considering as we do that the want of knowledge and 
information in the general mass of the people, has 
exposed them to numberless impositions and abuses, 
the exertions of the Society are directed to the 
Acquisition of Useful Knowledge and to spread the 
same as far as our endeavours and abilities extendo 55 

Not only in early 1792 were they in communication with the two 

respectable London democratic societies (the SCI and the Friends of 

Liberty)56 but they had also reached out to more plebeian democratic 

societies in London, Norwich, Stockport and Manchester. 57 They were 

also very active in their immediate locality. At the SSCI February 

meeting they had discussed application for assistance from several 

small towns and villages in the region, including Rotherham, Atter~ 

cliffe, Bcclesfield and Stannington. They had also heard from others 

in north Derbyshire. 58 Societies were established in the surrounding 

districts and affiliated with the SSCI. They were relatively few in 

number. In many of the region's smaller communities relationships 

between the local elite, its officials and the mass made open political 
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discussions less easy. Through the strict control of licensing 

the radicals here were forced into tentative and furtive association. 

Magistrates throughout the region, while always tracing the origin 

of such activity to Sheffield, now however had to accept that the 

communities around them also contained activists in the democratic 

cause. 59 

There was a growing demand that action be taken by the 

authorities against the SSCI. There were fears not only of the 

SOCiety's growing influence on the civil populace, but also of its 

attempts to tamper with the military. The garrisoning of Sheffield 

since the enclosure riots of July 1791 was not a popular develop

ment. Nevertheless the democrats had sought to fraternize with the 

troops.60 An informed democrat claimed that officers of the garrison 

received secret orders from the Government to provoke the populace 

into attacking the military. It was hoped this would divide the 

rank and file troops from the townspeople and at the same time would 

justify clamping down on political meetings. 6l If there was 

provocation it certainly succeeded. On three days in the first week 

of May hostile crowds assembled outside the Tontine Inn where the 

officers were stationed. Magistrates from nearby towns were called 

in on the second day to help preserve order. They and the leading 

inhabitants of the town, after holding a public meeting the following 

day when they discussed the cause of the violence with the assembled 

townspeople, issued a proclamation to prevent further clashes. 62 

They shared a general sympathy with the community for they recognized 

the provocative role of the officers. 63 The violence did not end 

immediately. Over a hundred townspeople had been injured and 

understandably public outrage continued to express itself in sporadic 

violence. 64 Writing to the SCI, the SSCI shrugged off any fears of 

loyalist counter demonstrations saying, 'we flatter ourselves that 

the Birmingham war whoop will never be sounded here,.65 

Publically the SSCI stood aside from this. It was continually 
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asserting itself with growing confidence through the Register. 66 

Such confidence was expressed nationally and challenged the ruling 

elite to act. On 21 May 1792 a Royal Proclamation against 'diverse 

wicked and seditious writings' was issued. It called on 'all loyal 

subjects to guard against every attempt at the subversion of "regular 

government" within this kingdom' .67 Loyalists allover the country 

responded. In smaller towns and villages in the region reciprocating 

addresses of approval were got up.68 In Sheffield the town's elite 

struggled to get a hundred signatures. On 11 June they held an 

abortive meeting to approve their address. The SSCI took over the 

meeting by voting the radical Joseph Gales into the chair and by a 

show of hands negating the loyalist address. 69 A closed meeting at 

the Cutlers' Hall on 13 June approved the address, but this only 

further discredited the loyalist cause. 70 Joseph Mather, the popular 

street entertainer, celebrated the assertion of mass democracy in the 

lines of his 'Britons Awake'. The man who had all his life waited 

for such a moment spurred on his fellow workmen: 

Awake from your lethargy, Britons, awake, 
Your lives and your liberties all are at stake; 
Why should you repose in security's arms, 
When every moment's exposed to alarms; 
The powers of darkness afresh are enrag'd, 
To work out your ruin they all are engag'd. 
See liberty banish'd~ the clergy deprav'd! 
Religion in sack cloth! the people enslav'd~71 

The event prompted the anxieties of local magistrates who feared a 

major challenge to their authority. The Secretary at War's agent, 

Colonel De Lancey, in Sheffield during June to investigate the loyalty 

of the troops and to supervise the completion of the barracks, was 

highly critical of the town's absentee magistrates. 72 In late July 

a start was made on the building of barracks for two hundred cavalry. 

This bolstered the morale of the magistrates. 73 Troops would no 

longer be billeted in public houses and therefore would be less 

vulnerable to fraternization. 74 
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The SSCI's progress went unchecked. Membership was over two 

thousand five hundred. This was divided into small groups of thirty 

that met fortnightly and whose representatives to the monthly general 

meeting helped decide policy.75 There was a managing committee whose 

role appeared passive and subordinate to the will of general meetings. 

Individuals like Gales and Brown, acting in their capacity as editors 

of the Patriot, influenced policy. They used their journal to 

encourage young democratic societies across the Pennines76 and to 

strengthen contacts with the established societies in the south. 

In October 1792 they correctly prophesised to the LCS: 

We clearly foresee that Scotland will soon take the head 
of this country, and conceive it will be necessary to 
take the greatest care that an universal Communication 
should be constantly kept up between the several Societies, 
however distant, and that all should determine to act upon 
the same Principles, and move together, as near as may be, 
in regular and active unison. Twas by this method France 
became so thoroughly united, and we ought never to lose 
sight of it' 77 

The power of the press placed the SSCI in the forefront of the 

popular societies nationally. Sheffield led the way in celebrating 

the French RepubliC'S victory at Jenappes in October. Bonfires were 

lit and sheep roasted and divided among the crowd. The normally 

traditional-orientated noisy celebration of a Saint Monday (when 

little or no work was done) expressed the new radical orientation 

of the crowd. Flags with bold inscriptions were displayed, including 

the American flag. Beside one of the main bonfires a standard crowned 

by a 'Cap of Liberty' bore the following statement written by a 

journeyman grinder: 78 

As citizens of the World we rejoice that twenty-five 
million of our Brethren have nobly dared to break the 
Bonds of Slavery, under which they have for centuries 
groaned· 79 

In late November an even larger crowd (five to six thousand) assembled 

to the echoes of cannons and paraded the streets celebrating the 

French victory at Valmy. The SSCI organized a proceSSion which 



featured a democratic tableau involving: 

••• a caricature painting, representing Britannia, Burke 
riding on a swine and a figure, the upper part of which 
was the likeness of the Scotch Secretary, and the lower 
part that of an Ass - the latter was dragging Britannia 
back into a pit, and the former was attempting to stab 
her with a spear - the pole of Liberty lying broken on 
the ground, inscribed "Truth is a libel" - the sun 
breaking from behind a cloud, and the Angel of Peace, 
with one hand dropping the Rights of Man, and extending 
the other to raise up Britannia. 
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Flags that followed were inscribed, 'The Republic of France', 'The 

Glorious Conquest of Brussels, in which Life, Liberty and Property 

were secured even to the vanquished' and, 'The French, by their arms, 

have conquered Tyrants, and by just Laws, Liberty, and Reason will 

conquer the world'. Lastly came a standard whose inscription con

cluded with the ringing echo: 

o Gallia the page of history shall record their glorious 
achievements, and future ages will bless the memory of 
those brave heroes, who have nobly fought and bled - not 
to gratify the pride and avarice of Kings and Courtiers, 
not to degrade their fellow men to the level with the 
brutes that perish; but to propagate the heaven-born 
system of Liberty, and the Rights of Man. The flame is 
kindled, the influence spreads. Tyrants Tremble, the 
People are awaketso 

Similar celebrations were recorded in Sheffield's immediate out

townshiPs81 and at Rotherham. Here the 'Friends of Freedom', possibly 

a society affiliated to the SSCI, master-minded the celebration. 82 

Other towns and the villages in the area remained quiet while the 

elite watched over known radicals. 

Both in October and November the orderly conduct of the Sheffield 

crowd had given the local e1ite 1ittle justification to act against 

the SSCI. S3 The scale of the demonstrations and the firing of guns 

gave great concern and prompted them to take action. Some of 

Fitzwi11iam's correspondents with first-hand experience of the 

enclosure riots were prone to a1armism.84 Now there were reports of 

disaffection spreading among the West Riding militia from the 'little 

books' which Sheffie1d recruits carried. 85 In 1ate 1792 the Govern-
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ment reacted nationally by ordering Lords Lieutenant to instigate 

investigations into popular clubs, by calling out more militia, 

tightening control of the Post Office and increasing expenditure 

on counter-democratic pamphlets. 86 At a lower level local elites 

acted, drawing inspiration from the formation of the National 

Association for Preserving Liberty and Property against Republicans 

and Levellers begun by John Reeves (henceforth Reeves Association) 

in London in November. This institutionalized loyalism found few 

supporters in the region. In early December a loyalist bookseller 

wrote to the Reeves Association of local efforts to respond by 'some 

of the first People in our Town who much approve of your scheme'. 

He requested Association literature and sought advice about the 

organization of a 'rival SOCiety of ultra-loyalists subscribing to 

purchase arms at a rate of two and sixpence per week,.87 The Church 

and King 'war whoop' was beginning to be heard. December saw a 

frenzy of loyalism both locally and nationally. The majority of 

leading citizens from Sheffield, Rotherham, Doncaster and Barnsley 

signed loyalist declarations made at meetings in mid-December. 88 

Both members of the local Reeves Association and members of the 

ultra-loyalist society figured in the Sheffield declaration. In all 

there was evidence of a unity of landed, commercial and new indust

rial wealth. Another of Reeves' Sheffield correspondents described 

the social preliminaries to their declaration: 

••• at the public BaIlon Tuesday Night, and at the 
concert on Thursday Night, a 'God Save The King' was 
sung, the whole crowded and Brilliant appearance of 
both sexes joined in almost incessant choruses' S9 

The ritual of 'Paine burning' was employed by the elite to demonstrate 

their feelings vividly. There were fewer reports of loyalist pheno

mena in the region than in Lancashire and the textile districts of 

the West Riding. 90 Nevertheless this was offset by the seeming 

spontaneity of 'Paine burning' in Barnsley where 'the People made a 

collection of coals and would have burnt Mr Paine in effigy, but were 
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prevailed upon to desist by Mr Beckett (magistrate) who thought it 

more provident to keep qUiet. 91 

The SSCI viewed such developments with increased wariness. 

Its fraternal societies in the North were increasingly hounded. 92 

Through its powerful press and correspondence, especially with the 

London societies, it voiced the need for united action to counter 

this. 93 Its own position was already weakening. Up to this time, 

the town's workshop trades had been relatively prosperous. 94 The 

SSCI's finances were sound, largely the result of one penny weekly 

contributions from over 2,500 'ticket members'. It had also 

profited from Gales' success in marketing the Register and the 

Patriot. In February war was declared against France. Not only 

did the SSCI begin to lose paying members through the unemployment 

of workmen and small masters, but because it continued to applaud 

the triumphs of the French Revolutionary Army, it lost the support 

of some of its respectable sympathizers among the town's elite and 

among more significant members of the petty bourgeoisie of tradesmen, 

lesser professionals and small masters. This trend, which was not 

marked until the end of the year, was accompanied by the growth of 

a stronger centralized leadership with stronger plebeian represent

ation. This leadership increasingly contemplated the use of physical 

force if moral means failed. 

The SSCI responded to the pressures of early 1793 by going on 

the offensive. It boldly sent political missionaries into the heart 
95 

of Church and King territory in the Midlands and northern West Riding. 

It held public meetings in March96 and Apri197 to condemn the legal 

prosecution of democrats nationally and to launch its petition for 

political reform. These events projected themselves against a 

mounting crescendo of loyalist and democratic cheer and counter-cheer 

as the Allies and the French alternately gained victories during the 

early months of the war. 98 The SSCI petition continued to collect 

signatures99 despite the increased possibilities of intimidation 
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from a growing Church and King faction. The SSCI offensive began 

to be checked. Locally, the reinforcement of the garrison gave 

the authorities greater confidence. lOO This was reflected in their 

decreased indulgence of drunken democrats lOl and was significantly 

marked in their blocking of the SSCI's attempts to hold their April 

public meeting in the Town Hall. l02 At a national level in early 

May, the Commons threw back the SSCI petition of 11,000 signatures 

as 'insolent' .103 

Within a section of the SSCI leadership and its support there 

appeared a growing contemplation of using physical force to enforce 

their political objectives, which were increasingly defined around 
104 

the twin principles of 'universal suffrage' and 'annual parliaments' . 

The society had always publically avowed moral force, demanding a 

high level of self-discipline among its members and supporters. 

Superficially there was no connection between the SSCI and the groups 

of unemployed cutlers who were discovered drilling on Crookesmoor in 

early June. The authorities, after getting over the initial shock, 

dismissed this as the harmless leisure of unemployed cutlers. l05 

A military report to higher authority was more suspicious of the 

claims of these self-styled 'Exercisers' who described their actions 

in a printed handbill as, 'the essential duty of every Briton, and 

demanded of him by the fifth article of the bill of rights' .106 

However innocent they may have been,107 the same reasoned notions 

of political right were being used in inner councils of the SSCI. I08 

Their use by the· 'Exercisers' suggested a level of political aware

ness and social self-confidence in dealing with authority being 

created amongst the mass of the town's population by the SSCI. 

There were serious long-term factors other than the growth of 

the elite's hostility which operated to undermine the SSCI's 

challenge. Mass support was being eroded by economic pressures. 

Unemployment produced by war and increasing market place inflation's 

effect on living standardsl09 began to affect the number of 
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subscribing members. The unemployed were driven to enlist for 

there were few other choices.110 Their route to oblivion was 

shorter than that of their dependants and families who were thrown 

onto parish charity and into submission to the discipline of the 

Methodists with their dubious promise of the 'other world'. Else

where in the region working people suffered the same fate but had no 

articulate voice to fight for them. Furtive associations to discuss 

political affairs were no longer attempted. 

Large sections of Sheffield's labouring mass were still strongly 

committed to the democratic cause. lll Joseph Gales' description of 

an attempt in September 1793 to intimidate him illustrates the 

relative strength of loyalist and democratic factions in the town: 

The C(hurch] and K[ing] party, accompanied by a recruiting 
party, with fife and drum, presented themselve:s before my 
house, and gave me most loyal music, firing and shouting: 
and someone was heard to say, that my house should not 
have a window in that night. This circumstance .•• had the 
effect of calling together a wall of defence, for in about 
an hour afterwards, upwards of a hundred stout democrats 
stood before us, Singing, 'God Save Great Thomas Paine' 
to the royal tune. The party increased to 500, and paraded 
the streets peaceably (except for singing) all the daY.112 

Loyalism could never reach epidemic proportions in a town where 

working conditions traditionally bred sturdy independence. These 

conditions were changing, but not suffiCiently to destroy the SSCI's 

mass base. The element of community pride in independence, however 

chauvinistic, protected the society. Joseph Mather thoroughly 

exploited this in his 'God Save Great Thomas Paine': 

Thousands cry church and king, 
That well deserve to swing, 

All must allow, 
Birmingham blush for shame, 
Manchester do the same, 
Infamous is your name, 

Patriot's vow. l13 

If loyalists made little headway, neither did the democrats. The 

autumn of 1793 was a very static period for the society. The 

recruiting parties, claimed the Register, were used to incite noisy 
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celebrations and counter celebrations of the French and Allied 

victories to make the authorities act against the SSCI. 114 In late 

October the society renewed its policy of holding mass meetings. 115 

The bold decision of the badly mauled Scottish democrats to call a 

convention in November to help co-ordinate the struggle nationally, 

shamed the English democrats into renewed action. The SSCI was 

acutely aware of the lull in activity and bitterly aware that its 

increasingly pauperized membership was less financially able to 

support its activities. While criticizing its inactivity, they 

told the LCS: 

We have many thousands members, but a vast majority of 
them being working men, the war which has deprived 
many of them of all employment, and almost everyone 
of half his earnings, we have been crippled more than 
any other in the kingdom. 

They were incensed at the inactivity of the respectable societies 

over the Scottish persecutions. Their secretary wrote: 

It appears to me, that if the Societies do not become 
more active, and more united in their Efforts in the 
Time to come, what they have done hitherto will be 
rendered useless, and arbitrary Power will trample on 
all that is dear and valuable to Freemen. The Measures 
lately adopted in the Sister Kingdom, measures as 
opposite to, a Free Constitution as Fire and Water, 
have hitherto been viewed only with a degree of apathy 
by the great Bodies of the Kingdom, which we little 
Folks in the Country look up to for example, styling 
themselves Patriotic, such as the 'Society for 
Constitutional Information' in London, the 'Friends 
of the People' ••• that we begin almost to think here, 
it is time to nip those Buds of Freedom which were 
beginning to blossom with so much Luxuriance, le;st 
they should be exposed to the Danger of being blighted 
by those torpid Frosts which appear to have chilled 
every animating influence in those great Barriers which 
are looked to for D~fence and Protectlon.116 

Both the SSCI and the LCS, the foremost popular societies, 

acted. A mass meeting in Sheffield in November sent Matthew Campbell 

Brown (the SSCI's secretary) to Edinburgh. ll? The Convention was 
118 

broken up in the first week of December and leading figures arrested. 

The experience suggested to growing numbers of English and surviving 

Scottish democrats that further conventions should be protected by 
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armed force. There was a commitment to hold another,119 and for 

some this created a revolutionary fantasy - the calling of a 

convention protected by armed democrats as a prelude to overturning 

existing institutions.120 This period was marked out in later 

testimonies of former SSCI activists as one when significant changes 

were taking place within the local society. Several recalled the 

period around the Scottish Convention as the one when the principle 

of universal suffrage was adopted.12l It also marked the time when 

although membership was declining,122 proletarian and quasi

proletarian membership became more significant in terms of number 

and influence. In step with thiS, revolutionary ideas articulated 

by those on the extreme political left of the society had increasing 

influence on its strategy.123 

The mass meeting held to condemn the suppression of the Scottish 

Convention demonstrated these trends in microcosm.124 Among the 

resolutions was the first public affirmation of the twin principles 

of universal suffrage and annual parliaments. Even the strong 

language of the 1793 petition had not specifically demanded universal 

suffrage. The SSCI had now cast away most of its shallow petty 

bourgeois influenced associations of political rights with property 

ownership. The main speaker at the meeting, William Broomhead, was 

an unemployed cutler. He had been expelled from the society for 

advocating phYSical force in 1792 and had been invited to return in 

late 1793 as a full-time paid secretary.125 Described by the loyalist 

press as a 'strait-haired mechanic', he was much closer to his 

audience in social origin than the majority of the leadership. His 

audience of several thousand in a disused coalyard in the Park dist

rict drew in not just metal working artisans but workers from the 

heavy trade - the new proletarians from the nearby pits and ironworks 

of the 'east end' of the town.126 Broomhead showed little sign of 

justifying physical force to the meeting. However, its resolution 

to support the idea of a British convention would provide the means 



for others in the society to further develop the idea that a 

convention protected by armed force could provide the prelude to 

revolution. 

127 

The idea of a convention held in England was increasingly 

looked upon favourably by constitutionalists and revolutionaries in 

the SSCI and other British societies. 127 A revitalized LCS was 

exhorting other weaker societies to support the idea of a British 

convention. 128 The SSCI, which had more consistently maintained an 

outward-looking policy, began to widen and strengthen its contacts 

also. In mid-February its secretary, William Broomhead, wrote to the 

strong Norwich society about the growing unity of the movement since 

the Scottish Convention. Broomhead, whose own position was undefined, 

wrote in restrained terms on behalf of a SSCI committee which was 

still dominated by moderate, petty bourgeois elements. He observed, 

'perseverence with cool and manly fortitude cannot fail crowning 

virtuous efforts with the desired success' .129 Public statements 

emphasizing moral force continued to characterize the SSCI's policy. 

In private meetings the arguments of phYSical force advocates were 

making an impact on growing numbers of disillusioned constitutional

ists. Broomhead, in a later statement, talked of 'people ..•.• not of 

their society, who had declared they must make a Riot, or nothing 

could be done'. Under duress, he was possibly deflecting attention 

from himself and others in the SOCiety who were advocating revolution

ary violence. 130 

The first mass meeting of 1794 sponsored by the SSCI was held 

on the fast day called by the Government for 28 February to represent 

an act of national humiliation and prayer for the success of the 

allied armies. The proceedings were dominated by an overwhelming 

display of moral condemnation of war and of the hypocrisy of the 

Church and State in offering prayers for its extension. Five to six 

thousand persons gathered on open land in West Street ('the Back

fields') to hear a long address from Edward Oakes, one of the SSCI 
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moderates and a Methodist class leader. 13l In a raging torrent of 

biblical quotations, he invoked the whole range of Old Testament 

prophets to lash the Government and the Established Church for their 

action. In his words there was more than the moral condemnation of 

war by a sincere Christian. The democrat's hatred of political 

despotism burned through. For Oakes and many other of the leaders, 

co-religionists and otherwise, the war was wrong because it challenged 

what they believed to be the will of their god. In a speech echoing 

and re-echoing with apocalyptic thunder, he assured his audience the 

war was the work of; 

'a combination of crowned Despots, now leagued against 
the cause of Freedom; a combination which I believe to 
be odious in the sight of Heaven, although for its 
support we are commanded a second time from the Throne 
(not of God) to fast and pray for the success of our 
arms over our Brethren, who are struggling for everything 
that is dear to Man, and which is the will of God he 
should be possessed of - LIBERTY, natural, mental, civil, 
political and religious' '132 

In the progress of democracy in France, 'a Furnace heated by the 

Almighty to purge the World of Tyrants',133 he saw the inspiration 

of a powerful, intervening God: 

The God of Freedom is stronger than all his opposers; 
so that tyrants may combine, deoree, and act; they may 
spend millions of the people's treasure, and spill 
oceans of human blood, the little stone REASON, ·cut 
out of the mountain without hands, will smite the image 
and become very large, so as to fill the whole earth"'134 

As a portent of the coming of the 'last days of judgement', he 

interpreted the prevailing cult of reason in France as oreating an 

opportunity for a freer oirculation of the Gospel message: 

I am firmly persuaded, that before the Gospel can have 
an universal spread, great ohanges must take place in 
all the World. Idolatory and Superstition must fall, 
the propheoies in Daniel and the Revelations respeoting 
the overthrow of the Antiohrist, must be fulfilled'

135 

For him, the 'divine prinoip.le of Reason and Religion' would triumph. 

Deists and atheists among the ranks of the SSCI intelligentzia may 

have smiled nearly as indulgently at suoh near-millennarian 
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fantasising as they did at his interventionalist god. Nevertheless, 

Oakes' visions were merely a public individual projection of a 

collective fantasy that the majority of the moderates in leadership 

and membership of the SSCI had begun to engage in now they were faced 

with a check to their worldly asp'irations. The suggestion of a 

millennial 'coming' was associated with the increase of revivalist 

recruitment among the Methodists in the textile districts of the 

west Riding which had intensified since the beginning of the war. 

The revival fires now burned their way southwards into the region. 136 

For those not yet emanCipated from such superstition, moral force 

activists like Oakes and the majority of the 'sub-political' artisan 

audiences of the SSCI, an intervening god and the corresponding 

millennium all operated as powerful myths. These were dangerous 

challenging myths to the more rational activists. They opened a 

path to resignation. Oakes' lecture concluded: 

How comfortable is it for individuals, Defenders of 
the Rights of Man, to reflect that the Eye of our 
Universal Parent is over the most remote corner of 
the Eartht Oht that our suffering brethren in England, 
Ireland, and Scotland, may feel his peculiar care, 
whether Fire, Sword, Dens, Bastilles, or Banishment 
be their lott •.• I once more entreat you, ye afflicted, 
you suffering for us all, look at the immaculate Lamb, 
'whose back was given to the smiters, and his cheek 
to them that plucked off the hairt' If he humbled him
self so low as to become the servant of the meanest; 
and to seal the truth of his mission died at last upon 
the ever memorable Cross; think it not strange con
cerning the fiery trial in which you are, rejOice, 
that you are counted worthy to suffer in defence of 
Truth. 137 

The concluding resolutions condemning war, kings, the building of 

barracks, the landing of Hessian mercenaries ('a ferocious and 

unprincipled Horde of Butchers') and the verdicts against the 

Scottish patriots were put to the meeting by the more practical 

SSCI committee-men, Camage and Broomhead. They were carried 

unanimOusly.138 

The SSCI, while operating as 50 or 60 small clubs composed of 

600 activista,139 continued to issue public statements through the 



Register. 140 Supporters continued an 'unofficial' war with wall 

daubings. 141 Sheffield's popular radical culture was very much 

alive despite the growth of loyalism and the increasing activity 
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of the State in repressing the popular societies nationally. There 

was an escalation of violence between the democratic and loyalist 

factions in Sheffield. In March there was an incident in the theatre 

when during the singing of the national anthem democrats threw 

printer's ink from the gallery onto the loyalists below. 142 Loyalists 

were now becoming bolder and at last.the Government found an attorney 

to act for them locally.143 

The harsh effects of war on the Sheffield trades were swelling 

audiences at SSCI meetings. The meeting held on 7 April on Castle 

Hill attracted 10,000-12,000. Its proceedings opened with an address 

to the King on behalf of the Scottish patriots. The meeting was 

dominated by a two-hour long speech from Henry Redhead Yorke. 144 

Yorke, commenting on the savage sentences imposed on the Scottish 

democrats, noted th.t men now holding political office had partici

pated in the convention held by the 'gentlemen' reformers of the 

1780's. He was confident of the progress of rational political 

knowledge. Despite the savagery of the present sentences he observed 

that history had proved that 'Reason and Truth' would triumph over 

'Prejudice and Superstition'. The voice of an awakened people WOuld, 

he said, 'demand the annihilation of corruptions and abuses and a 

restitution of the original rights of human nature'. He proposed 

three resolutions, one approving the address and the others condemning 

the treatment of the Scottish patriots and the general abuse of the 

popular right to free speech and opinion. William Broomhead then 

moved that a petition be presented to the Commons demanding a reform 

of representation. This produced an angry murmur. Nobody would 

second the motion. The Sheffield crowd saw no use in petitions, 

their disillusion with the political nation was almost total. Broom

head's motion was in fact a pre-arranged ploy by the SSCI leadership 



to test popular opinion and prepare it to approve the plan for a 

convention. This leadership was shifting leftwards. The less 

moderate constitutionalist leadership of Gales, Camage and Yorke 

were finding much in common with violent phys'icaJ. force advocates 

within the society. The hopes of this group rose when Yorke used 

13J. 

the crowd's reaction to the petitioning proposal to introduce the 

convention idea. Dismissing the way political reform had been 

debated in the past, Yorke argued that it was 'time that the people 

should lay aside leaders, discard factions and act for ·themselves'. 

He then launched into the familiar story of the historical erosion 

of popular political rights from their Saxon purity under the 

constitution of Alfred. Suddenly he turned to face this constitution

alist mythology with Paine's sense of political realism: 

Enough of precedent. The human race has long been 
rolling down the tide of ages neglected, unpitied and 
oppressed. It is high time that the devious course 
of human policy should not be left to the uncertain 
issue of storms and elemental wars; but that the 
machine of State should be guided by the polar star 
of reason alone, which is never seen but when the 
majesty of the people is resplendent. 

Yorke did not reject all the lessons of historical experience. 

These lessons would stimulate but not in themselves fully awaken 

the people. Demanding and not petitioning for their rights as a 

body (the demand would be made by the representative delegates of 

the people assembled in a convention), he observed, would produce 

the 'grand political explosion which at the same time that it burieS 

despotism ••• may raise up the people to dignity and sublime grandure 

of freedom'. Thus he oalled for renewed efforts by the enlightened 

to produoe a 'revolution of sentiment whioh must precede the revolution 

of government and manners'. 'The popular energies'. he oontinued, 

'must be excited, that the popular voioe may be felt and heard' • 

In conclusion he made a careful definition of the equality he was 

demanding as solely political. In no sense oould he or the petty 

bourgeois leadership and bulk of the SSCI members conceive of 



equalizing property. They were still prisoners of the 'craft 

mentality' which idealized the small scale production of petty 

capitalism. Yorke concluded powerfully: 

Citizens, I repeat my former assertion. Go on as you 
hitherto have done, in the culture of reason. Dis
seminate throughout the whole of your country, that 
knowledge which is so necessary to man's happiness, 
and which you have yourself acquired. Teach your 
children and your countrymen the sacred lessons of 
virtue, which are the foundations of all human policy. 
Teach them to respect themselves, and to love their 
country. Teach them to do unto all men as they would 
others should do unto them, and their love shall not 
be confined to their country, but shall extend to the 
whole human race. When such a revolution of sentiment 
shall have dispersed the mists of prejudice; when by 
the incessant thunderings of the press; the meanest 
cottager of our country shall be enlightened, and the 
sun of reason shall shine in its fullest meridian over 
US; then the commanding voice of the whole people shall 
recommend the five hundred and fifty-eight gentlemen in 
St. Stephen's Chapel to go about their own business. 

Amid thunderous applause the meeting passed four bold 

resolutions affirming their total approval of Citizen Yorke: 

1. That in every country where the people have no share 
in their government, taxation is tyranny. 

2. That therefore a government is tyrannical or free, in 
proportion as the people are equally, or unequally, 
represented. 

3. Convinced of this truth, it is the opinion of this 
meeting that the people ought to demand as a right, 
and not to petition as a favour, for universal 
representation. 

4. That therefore we will petition the House of Commons 
no more on this subject. 
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The meeting approved an address calling for united action to recover 

their lost political rights, uncompromisingly asserting: 'THE WILL 

OF THE PEOPLE SHOULD BE AT ALL TIMBS THE SUPREMI LAW'. The address 

wound itself up to an apocalyptic climax: 

We desire to see the sanctuary of virtue created and 
the standard of liberty planted in our land, around 
which the people may rally as to an holy of holies. 
In short, we desire to see the altar of equality 
blazing in Britain, whose streams of fire, whilst they 
shall shock, convulse, and tear down the rotten pillars 
of prejudices; whilst they shall consume tyrants, and 
terrify public delinquents, shall pierce into the hearts 



of the whole people, and confirm the wide empire of 
morals on the wreck of superstition and vice.

145 
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Yorke and the SSCI leaders were triumphally paraded around the town 

in a coach drawn by the crowd. 146 Afterwards Yorke and ten of the 

leaders met to discuss future action. This was necessary, particu

larly in view of growing threats of violence from 'official' loyal

ists as the town's elite began to arm itself in anticipation of 

Government licensing of Volunteer Corps.l47 Gales' house had been 

attacked again,l48 stones thrown through the nearby Watson's Walk 

billiard rooms149 (which the society used as headquarters) and the 

lodgings of more humble members had been fired into by armed loya1-

ists. 150 Under cover of darkness, street gangs of young democrats 

nightly smashed the windows of leading loyalists' houses. 151 In 

view of mounting pressures the leaders of the: society had to con

template arming to defend themselves. Encouraged by Yorke and 

Richard Davison, a journeyman printer and the former Leeds Corres

ponding Society secretary who had found refuge in Sheffield, it was 

agreed to manufacture pikes for self defence. 152 Members of the 

society who associated themselves with phYSical force means had 

already taken measures regarding arming. 153 

Table 3:8 SSCI Committee in April 1794 154 

Name -
John Alcock 
Richard Beale 
William Broomhead 

William Camage 
William Clarke 
Joseph Gales 

George Kent 
Matthew LodwinJE 

David Martin 
Edward Oakes 
Bdward Smith 
Geo Viddison-

Occupation 

leather inkstand maker 
shopkeeper, landlord 
unemployed cutler, full time 

political activist 
leather inkstand maker 
cutler 
bookseller, auctioneer, 

printer, agent for 
Royal Bxchange Office 

scissor manufacturer 
? 

engraver 
silver plater 
compositor 
hairdresser and turner 

• possibly no longer on the committee. 

Status 

S 
S 

J 
S 

M 
M 

M 
M 
J 
M/J 
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The official SSCI leadership arranged for pikes and 'night cats' 

to be manufactured by members of the society.155 Davison's entre

preneurial zest for pike manufacture led him to approach the Leeds 

and Norwich societies in an attempt to sell pikes to them. 156 Despite 

the evidence of the mobilization of counter-revolutionary forces, 

there were signs on the horizon which still gave the SSCI confidence 

in its hope for a 'revolution of sentiment'. In the West Riding a 

mass meeting was held near Halifax. Here democrats from Halifax, 

Bradford, Leeds, Wakefield and Huddersfield stepped outside the dark 

shadow of Church and King intimidation to reveal themselves. 157 

This meeting planned to send delegates to a meeting in Bristol to 

prepare for a British convention - a plan which had been initiated by 

the London SCI and the LCS. 158 The Halifax democrats sent delegates 

to the leading northern society, the SSCI, to get their resolutions 

printed and ask for advice. The SSCI advised them to wait for further 

information from London. Advice was asked for in the last letter sent 

by the society before the arrests of May. It was written to Thelwall 

of the SCI by Broomhead and was dated May ~~ 1794. With an as yet 

unrealized irony his letter concluded with an observation on the 

freedom of democrats in Sheffield: 

We are not in the ~east intimidated in Sheffield as we 
can call and hold a public meeting whenever circumstances 
render the same necessarY.159 

Under licence from the Government to form a Vo~unteer Corps, 

loyalists were flexing their muscles. 160 Vicar Wilkinson, the senior 

magistrate who had spent little time in the town since falling victim 

to the enclosure rioters in 1791, savoured the prospect. His growing 

confidence was boosted by the role of the local 'jeunesse' in the 

formation of the Volunteers: 

A considerable number of the most respectab~e young men 
of Sheffield having agreed to enroll themselves to act 
as a military corps for the defence of the Town and 
neighbourhood held a meeting yesterday at which 
Mr Athorpe, Mr Stoum and two other JPs and I attended: 



It is the opinion of the Justices, that the appearance 
of this Body of young men in Arms will probably have a 
good tendency towards repressing the insolence of the 
disorderly, turbulent and seditious spirit apparent in 
some people among the multitude' 161 
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Allied victories provided the loyalists with an excuse for demonstrat

ing their affections. Such actions merely provoked counter demonstra-
162 tions by the democrats. The SSCI, in a public statement calling 

for order among its supporters, justified its arming as a measure of 

defence against the 'War-hoop of Church and ~ng' which had been 

sounded 'with such brutal Fury at Birmingham, Nottingham, Manchester 

and Roy ton'. It offered to assist the authorities in preserving 

order in the town. 163 The SSCI leadership outwardly manifested 

quietude as it waited for signs of life from the rest of the movement. 

Inwardly they realized that constitutional opposition to a corrupt 

political system was discredited and at least a section of them 

began preparing for insurrectionary action. 164 

Suddenly in mid-May 1794, amid rumours from several quarters of 

impending insurrectionary activity,165 the Government acted. The 

leaders of the London SCI and the LCS were arrested, the Habeas Corpus 

Act suspended and a round-up of leaders of leading provincial societ

ies was begun.166 Warrants were issued for the arrests of six 

Sheffield activists for 'treasonable practices' - Davison (now 

secretary), Yorke (orator), Gales (president in all but name), Broom

head (also secretary), Camage (senior committee man and ex-secretary) 

and Moody (who had made Pikes).l67 Davison and Gales successfully 

escaped and eventually reached America. Yorke also escaped. He was 

soon captured168 and taken to join the others in London awaiting 

interrogation. 169 There were several other arrests of lesser officials 

of the society in later May and early June. 170 Having made statements 

to the local magistrates, most of these were released. This lowered 

the political temperature 10Cally.171 Several others were spared this 

because they had agreed to give evidence at the trials of leading 
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members of the London societies. 

Throughout late May and June, faced with this assault, the 

surviving SSCI leaders covered their tracks. The society's books 

were burned. 172 Gales, in hiding, began to wind up his business 

affairs. He still provided material for the Register. His protege, 

James Montgomery, took over his publishing business and replaced the 

Register with the Sheffield Iris. Repression in the form of the 

arrests, the presence of Volunteers and attacks on agents of his 

press,173 led Gales to lament: 

Every wretch in the country, who has either through 
Malice or Envy, a dislike of his neighbour will now 
have an opportunity of gratifying his malicious 
intention ••• spies and informers will crowd the prisons 
with innocent people, as long as the Liberties of 
Englishmen are at the mercy of such debased and 
infamous characters.174 

The growth of Volunteer corps in the region led to subscription 

lists being opened to pay for equipment and managing committees. 175 

In the villages and small towns the social and economic power of the 

county elite was stronger than in Sheffield. Their allies, the 

Anglican priesthood and larger property owners, including merchant 

and industrial capitalists and capitalist farmers, used their power 

as employers to manipulate their workforces into participating in 

this mobilization. In Sheffield the lead given by the county elite 

was taken up by similar groups of large property owners. 176 Overnight 

the action of the Government had swept the democrats off the streets. 

Church and King loyalists, institutionalized into the Sheffield Loyal 

Independent Volunteers, took their place in organizing public spect

acles. Allied victories such as the 'Glorious First of June' provided 

them with a significant excuse for loyalist pageantry. The loyalist 

Sheffield Courant reported this and similar spectacles at Thorpe, 

Chapeltown, Ecclesfield and in other local villages.177 

The SSCI, still suffering from the shock of the May arrests, 

continued to meet furtively in their headquarters. Unlike the LCS 

I 
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which continued to operate with a purpose, 178 the SSCI appointed a 

managing committee which did little to continue the struggle. 
179 

Finance was the major problem. The loss of Gales' financial support, 

and more significantly the mounting intensity of war-time dislocation, 

hit them hard. The 'hostages' in London and at the barracks also 

guaranteed a measure of restraint from organized democrats. On the 

margins of the society there were still phYSical force activists 

harbouring dreams of using their pikes. Aggressive young journeymen 

continued to get into fights with the military and Volunteers. 180 

The loyalists were constantly satirized in street songs. 181 Among 

the mass of the population there was a turning towards the 'other

worldly' promise of the Methodists, whose preachers, often to their 

own surprise and initial distaste, received an 'enthusiastic' response 

to their preaching. The effects of war, the prospect of a poor 

harvest, the emptiness of the militaristic noisy exhortation of their 

social betters182 and the failure of the political and social millen

nium promised by the SSeI, pushed the populace in this direction. 

One of the most dramatic outbursts of Methodist mass revival in the 

West Riding had begun in the northern textile districts in the winter 

of 1792. It continued and extended into surrounding districts until 

1796. By the spring of 1794 the circuits covering South Yorkshire 

(Wakefield, Sheffield and the newly created Rotherham circuit) were 

experiencing revival. Revival appeared everywhere on the wings of 

repression. It partly had origins in the introspection within the 

Methodist community following Wesley's death in 1791. However the 

zealous 'enthusiasts' who sparked the revival found all-pervading 

worldly disillusionment to their great advantage. 183 

In February 1794 the report of the religiOUS 'outpourings' at 

Woodhouse in the Leeds circuit had spurree the Methodist Wakefield 

circuit into life and thus affected communities on the northern edge 

of the region. It was not until March, at the Lady Day love feast, 

that the revival caught hold of the Sheffield circuit. Only in the 
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summer months did communities in the Sheffield and Rotherham circuits 

fully experience the intensity of revival. The summer love feast in 

Norfolk Street Ohapel prompted the appearance of revival as a mass 

phenomenon. During three days in June 'the mighty rushing wind' 

arrived. 184 Orowds gathered to gain admittance to the chapel. On 

the third night hostile elements in the crowd (possibly rational 

sceptics such as deists and atheists among the SSCI) abusively shouted 

'Methodist madness'. This caused trouble. Twenty constables were 

required to restore order. 185 There was certainly a great sense of 

disturbance in the public mind during that summer and autumn. Amongst 

the serious Methodists there was a feeling of millennarian imminence. 

This feeling was not exclusively theirs. 186 In August the Sheffield 

IriS, maintaining its rationalist temper even under the mellowing 

Montgomery, printed under the heading 'Age of Nonsense' the following 

report of a collective hallucination: 

On Monday last a most astonishing phenomenon was seen 
in the heavens by many credible or as some folks say, 
credulous eye witnesses ••• A man on horseback in an 
armoured cap and cape appeared galloping about in & 
disk of sun, but 10 suddenly two martial figures 
attacked him and cut off his head.187 

The contagion of revival spread throughout the region that autumn. 

John Moon, the Methodist preacher who had reluctantly ministered to 

Norfolk Street's swollen congregation in June, noted the exceptional 

participation of the young. This description suggested the extremes 

of self-inducement: 

Even little boys and girls have prayer meetings among 
themselves; and one company of lads meets constantly 
in a field, in the evening when the weather is fine; 
they form a Circle, and pray for each other, till 
they have some Signal and answer of divine approbation. 188 

For those whose political, economic and personal disillusionment 

and despair prompted them to attend revivalist meetings, the Methodists 

offered more than temporary emotional release of cathartic converaion. 

For many, conversion was a 'new birth', the offer of the receipt of a 



new identity and a new confidence. A participant in the Norfolk 

Street 'madness' testified: 

The Almighty has sent down the offer of the present 
revival as a cure for every evil. When the soul is 
truly alive to God, every external disorder will be 
rectified· 189 

The promise of a lasting sense of emotional reassurance for 'this 
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life' and the hope for 'after life' in reward for the dutiful sub

mission to the pains of 'this world' could be sustained for many by 

the closely knit relationships provided by the Methodist community. 

Here not only social identity and meaning was provided for the lonely 

and insecure, but also material comfort for the poor and hungry.190 

'New birth' was no answer for a great many of the people for 

whom the fundamental source of personal disorganization was the threat 

to their employment rather than the vague threat posed by the suppress

ion of political aspirations which most of them had not realized. For 

them it was the alehouse which provided comfort, despite the fact that 

these were frequented by recruiting parties with plenty of money to 

spend.191 In several ways the alehouse provided a more direct route 

to oblivion. A few people associated with the loyalists. The des

cription in the Courant of the 'fanatic joy of the Gallery' in the 

theatre when Colonel Athorpe (the Volunteers' commander) took his 

place, remotely hinted at an oscillation of mass loyalties. More 

likely this was a private or select performance or else it was a 

propagandistic distortion.192 The Volunteers were unpopular with 

the people.193 Their militaristic conceit was satirized in Joseph 

Mather's street songs194 and thus the radioal orientation of the bulk 

of the Sheffield crowd was maintained. 

Once again the SSCI began to stir. In early August 1794 it 

issued a publio statement signed by the caretaker oommittee of six. 

This congratulated Gales on his escape.195 The release of the 

'hostages' from the barraoks in early September196 eased the problems 
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of the society. While so many of their leaders were detained in 

London little could be achieved. Moreover the threat posed by the 

Volunteers and free-booting recruiting parties was formidable. 197 

The Iris under Montgomery was unable to provide an effective demo

cratic propaganda vehicle. Montgomery recalled the pressures he was 

under in a statement made thirty years later: 

I found myself visited with a punishment directly 
attended for another, in the withdrawal of all the 
county-advertisements from the Iris, merely because 
it took the vacated place of the Sheffield Register. 
It was years before those advertisements were allowed 
to me. Nay, such was the reign of terror at home, 
that persons, well disposed to serve me in the way of 
business, have brought their orders to the office, 
with express injunctions that no imprint should appear 
at the foot of their bills, etc., lest they should 
give offence, and come to harm for having employed an 
obnoxious press.198 

The loss of readership, especially in the out-districts, hit the 

paper badly. Montgomery fought his partners to continue his allegiance 

to the democratic cause.199 In muted editorials he continued to attack 

war and militarism and he tried to use the paper's agents to distribute 

the anti-war propaganda which the SSCI had printed in earlier years. 

In October this last action led to the issue of a bill of Grand Jury 

at Sheffield Sessions. This bound him to appear at Doncaster Sessions 
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in January to be charged with the distribution of seditious li te.rature. 

With or without a radical newspaper, the SSCI found new heart, 

particularly when the news of acquittals in the State Trials arrived 

in November and early December. 201 The caretaker committee re-opened 

correspondence with the active LCS. They still had their problems, 

as William Chow, the secretary, told the LCS: 'The finances of this 

society have been for the last six months in so feeble a state that 

we have not been able to publish anything worth sending to you' .202 

Morale was still high. The return of the detained leaders in December 

was a signal for celebration. A group of respectable local democrats 

celebrated the acquittal of Hardy and Tooke with a dinner at the Bull 

Inn in the Wicker, toasting 'Independent Juries', 'Brskine and Gibbs', 
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'the King', 'the Queen', 'Barl Stanhope, Major Cartwright, the 

Bishop of Gloucester and Sheridan', 'the 1688 Constitution', 'Pitt 
203 

and the Duke of Richmond' and 'Kosciousko and the Patriots of Poland' • 

The mass of the SSCI, conspicuously less euphoric about the Consti

tution of 1688, participated in a Saturday evening carnival cele

bration of the return of the detained democrats. The London coach, 

containing Camage and Hill, was met by a huge crowd of people and 

led through the town by several hundred torch bearers. Among several 

flags and banners displaying democratic sentiments was a huge 'trans

parency' representing the 'Goddess of Liberty' with a phrygian cap 

and bearing a scroll enscribed, 'To the memory of Erskine, Gibbs, 

Camage, Hill, Moody, Widdison and Broomhead'. On the reverse was a 

representation of the 'Rising Sun breaking through the Clouds of 

Ignorance and Superstition' and subtitled, 'A Reformation to all the 

World'. Behind this came a large orderly procession of SSCI followers, 

marshalled all the way by stewards appOinted by the society. The 

evening passed quietly. The local elite used the occasion to make 

some conciliatory noises. Dr Brown, a well known local philanthropist 

(he was also the largest subscriber to Volunteers) who had some 

popular credibility, made a well received speech on the honesty of 

juries. 204 Conciliation tied to philanthropic but paternalistic 

concern was increasingly better received by the people because there 

was a growing awareness of the common effect of war on profits and 

wages in the local trades. The appeal for consensus in the community 

weakened the SSCI's challenge. 205 

The society battled on into 1795. The number of activists fell 

away to a few hundred. 206 Montgomery was being prosecuted,207 their 

returned leaders were under obligation to testify at Yorke'S trial 

later that year and most significant of all, mounting unemployment 

and general pauperization eroded their funds and possibly support. 

Internal dissension208 in the early months of 1795 diminished any 

remaining potential they had as democratic propagandists. There was 
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also increasing evidence of a split between moral and physical force 

advocates209 as the worsening employment and market situations gave 

the latter scope for positive action. 

In the early months of 1795 the effects of war on the region's 

lighter trades were overshadowed by those created by poor harvests 

and inclement weather. 210 Grain prices in the markets were between 

50-100% up on the average weekly price of the same months of 1794. 

They rose steeply as shortages increased. From January onwards 

public meetings were held throughout the region to arrange for the 

purchase of grain by local philanthropic subscription and its resale 
211 at 'fair' prices. There were numerous instances of local acts of 

giving relief in kind, particularly the provision of coal and wheat. 2l2 

An influenza epidemic, whose effects were intensified by cold and 

damp weather2l3 and famine-induced hunger and which were set against 

the background of war and political upheaval, prompted strange fore

bodings of the future. In the early months of the year millennial 

currents ran strongly in the 'collective psyche'. The repressed 

millennarianism present in Methodist revivalism, still affecting the 

region,2l4 was briefly eclipsed by fuller expressions of millennarian 

fantasy. Local mystics appeared2l5 and in a short while they gave way 

to London's Richard Brothers who was extending his search for the 

'lost tribes' to the provinces in the spring of 1795. 216 Such 

developments symptomized the disturbed nature of the popular mind 

in these months. 2l7 

Harsh reality glared through the haze of millennarian fantasy. 

Mass pauperization continued apace. Marke,t place inflation put 

strain on the poor relief administrators who were already overburdened 

by the increased number of dependants created by the war. 2l8 Under

employment, rather than unemployment, kept the working population off 

the parish. This was only because the recruiting parties2l9 worked 

a 'safety valve' in the labour market. 220 The immediate reality was 

that of food shortage. Bad harvests,. forestalling in the market and 



143 

hoarding in the granaries, combined to push the price of braad grains 

to near-prohibitive levels for the mass of the people. The June 

market price for wheat in Sheffield was 75% higher than in the equiv

alent month of the previous year. 221 In Sheffield, and probably 

other towns in the region, wheat and oatmeal were both expensive. 

In the villages oatmeal was cheaper and more available and other 

basic food substitutes were more freely available. 222 The bread 

crisis of 1795 appeared more a problem of the town than the country. 

From April onwards there was widespread food rioting nationally.223 

In the region there was little violence. 224 An open outbreak of 

violence was prevented by the action of the local elite in Sheffield 

and throughout the region buying up grain for sale at subsidized 

prices. 225 Threats of violence in April and June in Sheffield226 

were checked by the Corn Committee and other local attempts to 

cushion the poor.227 

While the SSCI committee remained silent and inactive during 

these months,228 radicals on the outside and on the extreme left of 

the society began to act, exploiting current events for political 

advantage. 229 Behind the semi-respectable front of John Crome's 

Waingate pressroom small groups of ultra-radicals, many of whom had 

received their basic political training from the SSCI, met and worked 

out revolutionary strategies. 230 Some of these, like Crome, showed 

at least a token respect for the SSCI's faded dream of producing a 

'revolution of sentiment' through political education. Between June 

and September, Crome issued a weekly intellectual radical journal, 

The Spy. This unsuccessfully attempted to fill the gap left by the 

Patriot which had folded up in 1794.231 Inwardly Crome and the others 

had come to realize that violence was the only effective weapon. 

In the first week of August members of such a group provoked an 

incident which was to Significantly discredit the town's elite and 

colour the antagonism of elite and mass for over a generation. This 

group had first tried to cause trouble in the market place where the 
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purchases of the Corn Committee were as yet having little effect in 

lowering prices and relieving hardship. An inflammatory handbill 

was circulated, declaring: 

Treason~ Treason~ Treason~ 
Against the People! 

The People's Humbug'd! A plot is discovered! 
Pitt and the Committee for Bread are combined 
Together to starve the Poor into the Army and Navy~ 
And to starve your Widows and Orphans ~ 
God help ye Labourers of the Nation! 
You are held in requisition to fight in a bad cause; 
A cause that is blasted by Heaven, and damned by all good men~ 

Every man to his Tent, 0 Israel; 
Sharpen your weapons, and spare not~ for all 
The Scrats in the Nation are united against your 
Blood~ your wives and your little ones! 
Behold good Bread at Six Shillings per store; 
And may every wearer of a Bayonet be stuck with 
Heaven's loudest Thunder, that refuse to help you~ 
Fear not your lives~ Aristocrats and Scoundrels, 
Cowards~ Cursed be the framers and promoters 
Of the Corn Bill! And let all the People say Amen~2}2 

The handbills had been distributed among the crowd gathering at the 

parade ground in Norfolk Street on the evening of 4 August. Here 

soldiers of the newly raised Royal Sheffield Regiment of Foot refused 

to obey orders and staged a mutiny over the non-payment of 'bread 

money'. Among the crowd, radicals urged the soldiers to 'stand fast' 

and later, in a way which suggested common purpose, ' to push matters 

on' and 'not to forsake them'. A radical named Eyre repeatedly pOinted 

at their commanding officer, Colonel Cameron, crying 'knock him off'. 

Squire Athorpe, the magistrate, arrived and attempted to arrest Byre. 

The crowd closed ranks and blocked his path. Athorpe called up the 

politically more reliable Volunteers and read the Riot Act. Steeled 

by the radicals, the crowd stood its ground. When the statutory hour 

had elapsed the Volunteers had taken no action and the radicals 

imagined they had called Athorpe's bluff. They began to throw stones 

and rubbish at the Volunteers and sections of the crowd joined in. 

So did some of the soldiers. Athorpe ordered the Volunteers to fire. 

Two men were killed outright and many were injured. Amidst the con

fusion of the crowd's dispersal, Athorpe and other mounted Volunteers 



rode into the crowd brandishing their swords and causing further 

injuries. 233 

The events of 4 August were of great significance. They may 

have been the outcome of a minority engineering a confrontation 
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between mass and elite. Yet a large portion of the crowd played very 

positive roles. Their sympathy with the troops (fellow townsmen) 

reflected a natural hatred of war, the disastrous consequences of 

which they were all experiencing. It reflected their anti

authoritarianism. Both instincts had been confirmed by the political 

and social education which the SSCI provided. The crowd's moral 

temper illustrated the successful earlier progress of mass radical

ization, progress marked also by the popularity of radical street 

songs. This progress had reached its limits. The Norfolk Street 

Riot, like 'Peterloo' in Manchester a generation later, aroused &, 

bitterness and hatred which survived long after the event itself. 

Joseph Mather crystallized popular feeling in the lines: 

Corruption tell me homicide 
Is wilful murder justified, 
A striking precedent was tried 
In August 'ninety-five', 
When arm'd assassins dress'd in blue 
Most wantonly their townsmen slew, 
And magistrates and juries too 
At murder did connive' 234 

Mather's songs shouted defiance that was unchallenged by the author

ities. The respectable Montgomery was prosecuted for libel for his 

partisan reporting of the incident. 235 For many of the politically 

aware and for all the unrealized 'sub political' mass in the town 

and throughout the region, Norfolk Street was a well executed lesson 

in terror. 236 Restated by the endless military display in the counter 

marching of the Volunteers and parading ,of Yeoman Cavalry,237 it 

hypnotized the mass into apathy, inertia and reSignation. Moreover 

the hunger of large sections of the population and their dependence 

on the charity of the elite and its auxiliaries powerfully reinforced 

q 
I 
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the mechanisms of mass de-politicization. 

The SSCI held a meeting on 10 August to protest about the war 

and to petition the King to call for peace. It was claimed that the 

meeting was attended by 10,000 people. Citizen Barrow, a travelling 

delegate of the active LCS, was present. Neither he nor the SSCI 

orators had anything practical to offer. The poetic appeals to an 

empty sky, gods and kings were no immediate cure for hunger. Polit-

ical bankruptcy seemed to proclaim itself in Barrow's self-conscious 

ineffectualism: 

o could I write with the pen of Junius or could I 
thunder with the elegance of Demosthenes, I would 
endeavour to rouse my countrymen from their dread
ful lethargy.238 

The authorities were not impressed by the meeting. Vicar Wilkinson, 

in his correspondence with the Home Office, described it as 'thinly 

attended'. He referred to 'great changes in the Minds and Behaviour 

of the People' .239 He anticipated the seemingly spontaneous reaction 

to the Corn Committee's activity later that month. Then a crowd of 

grateful women gathered at the Cutlers' Hall and offered to draw 

Dr Browne's carriage through the streets. Paternalism seemed to 

unite the community.240 

Blsewhere in the region, where a traditional-orientation still 

dominated the actions of the mass, paternalism coped easily with the 

frustrations caused by the food crisis. Paternalism did not entirely 

cope in Barnsley, the second largest industrial community in the 

region whera the growing population of weavers had organized their 

first 'turn out' in 1794.241 On 12 August the town witnessed a 'dear 

bread' riot which was suppressed by the magistrates who ordered two 

women to be whiPped. 242 In the weaving districts Jacobins still 

lingered in the darkness of illegality. 

The SSeI was close to death. Continued repression at a local 

level, reinforced in November and December by the passing of the 

Two Acts, buried it as a popular society.243 Two public meetings 
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were held to protest about the Acts but these showed the society 

as a shadow of its former self. 244 Nevertheless its activists con-

tinued the struggle in various ways. No amount of patrician cheap 

bread had bought their souls. During the intense repression of 1794 

and 1795 some radicals, like William Broomhead (in deep spiritual 

turmoil) and several of the caretaker committee, found temporary 

refuge with the Methodists. 245 Others turned their organizational 

skills to schemes of self help being discussed among the skilled 

journeymen, small master and shopkeeper members of the town's friendly 

societies. 246 In all these re-directions of political energy, the 

original life force, a belief in democracy, was not destroyed but 

found new, less immediate expreSSions. 247 Only in the tightly-knit 

circle of ultra-radicals and bolder constitutionalists was any 

political energy left. In a twilight world of illegality the debate 

continued and new organizations, ideas and strategies appeared. 

The first moment of popular radicalism was over.248 



2) Repression and the Birth of the Revolutionary Tradition -
The Voices answered 1796-1802 

I will overturn, overturn, overturn, it; and it 
shall be no more, until he come whose right it 
is; and I will give it to him. 

Ezekiel ch.21 v.27 

I hope and trust that notwithstanding my fate, and 
perhaps the fate of many others who may follow me, 
that still the same principles of liberty, justice 
and humanity, will triumph over falsehood, despot
ism and deluSion, and everything else hostile to 
the interests of the human race. 

(a) Summary 

Edward Marcus Despard at his 
execution in 1803. 249 
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While these years saw growing political repression and economic 

hardship borne by the region's working population, they also witnessed 

the first real moment of revolutionary challenge to the established 

political and social order. Significant developments, not unrelated, 

«lso took place in the struggle of wage labour to organize. These 

illustrated the continuing process of replacement of 'craft' by 

'labour class' mentalities. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
(b) The Jacobin-United tradition 

Despite continued paternalist activity by the elite,250 food 

shortages and market place inflation continued to provide the dominant 

influences on the lives of working people throughout the region during 

the early months of 1796. Politics were a secondary concern. The 

popular political instructors were no longer able to campaign in the 

open. A short-lived campaign against the Two Acts was to no avail. 25l 

Nevertheless there was evidence of at least the Sheffield crowd's 

continued radical orientation even though the channels for its 

expression in direct political agitation no longer existed. The 

continuance of the intimidatory military rituals of the local elite 

and the military garrison continued to sustain the bitter lessons of 
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earlier years.252 In the popular leisure culture, Joseph Mather's 

angry satires, a vital element in radical folk memory, continued to 

be well received. 253 In the expression of consumer protest, so often 

a 'traditional-orientated' form of behaviour, there were signs of a 

more articulate belligerence. A labourer, arrested during a dis

turbance in the butter market in Sheffield where there were incidents 

in both February and June 1796,254 defended his actions by saying, 

'they lived in a land of Liberty where liberty ought to be had' and 

that 'he was very much surprised that it would see their wives and 

children starve when it might be otherwise' .255 

Market place inflation was the most significant cause of rapidly 

reduced living standards among large sections of the region's indust

rial workers from late 1794 onwards. The inflationary pressure had 

been highest in 1795 but high market prices had been maintained well 

into 1796. Between December 1794 and June 1796 wheat prices in 

Sheffield market averaged levels 60% above those of 1793-4 (June-June) 

and 100% above those of 1791-2 (June-June). Retail prices of several 

basic commodities quoted in the press suggested the general spread of 

price increases. 

Table 3:9 Pre-war rices in Sheffield 

Bread (per quartern 
loaf) 

Meat (lb.) 
Small beer (per gal. 

quality delicate) 
Butter (lb.) 
Cheese (lb.) 
Sugar (lb.) 
Soap (lb.) 
Starch ( Ib • ) 
Candles (lb.) 
Wine (bottle) 

prevailing in 179 

Prices (old pence) 
pre-war 

4 
9 
6 
8 
6 
8 
7i 

2/9 

Nov-Dec 
1796 

~t 
8i 

1/2 
8 

1/1 
10 

1/6 
11 

3/3 

with those 

" increase 

27 
90 

112 
55 
33 
60 
66 

125 
30 
12 

Underemployment had some effect on the level of money wages in some 

of the 'light' trades, especially the largest employer - cutlery. 
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The recruitment of men for the war was still serving to reduce the 

supply of labour and to steady the fall in wage levels. 257 In 

contrast, in the small 'heavy' sector the demand for coal miners, 

ironstone getters and for all forms of ironworks' labour was increas-

ing, particularly because of the stimulus war demand provided. 

In the hard-hit Sheffield cutlery trades there were signs of a 

reaction by organized labour. Possibly because of some improvement 

in trade in the spring with the arrival of the American orders, 

demands for increases in wages were made by the journeymen in the 

forging IIIIld hafting sections of the town's table knife, spiring knife, 

edge tool and razor making trades and also among the town's cabinet 

makers. 258 Demands were made first in March but the masters ignored 

them. The workmen gave them the customary month's notice in June 

in the table and spring knife trades and a strike was commenced in 

July. 259 The masters organized rapidly, calling on the moral and 

financial support of employers in other trades. 260 The two groups 

of striking journeymen did not appear to have similar support from 

other workgroups.26l The cutlers' demands for a 16% rise for forging 

work and a 4-16% rise for hafting were not substantial. 262 The 

masters refused to pay and aggressively set about breaking the strike. 

This was achieved by mid-August by prosecuting the ringleaders for 

conspiracy. 263 

There were signs of a form of 'labour class' consciousness among 

the industrially active journeymen. Their public statements suggested 

a growing awareness of themselves as a distinct social category of 

wage earning 'Working Mechanics' .264 Their notions of class had no 

metaphorical perfection but they none the less still defined real 

social categories. The razor makers and strikers, explaining their 

economic burdens, noted: 

At the present rate of almost all the Necessaries of Life, 
with the present Weight of Taxes, that lie upon every 
Branch of the Community, it is become a very hard matter, 
even for those in the middle class of life, to go through 



the world with that comfort and credit which is so 
desirable to an honest mind; how much more difficult, 
yea, almost intolerable for us on whose labours alone 
are dependent our wives and our children' 265 
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'Craft consciousness' persisted in the same area of activity. An 

anonymous 'Address to the Spring Knife Cutlers', written by a member 

of the journeymen's committee, observed in a conciliatory way after 

justifying their organization: 

Let us likewise, strive by every honest method, to 
cultivate and improve a good understanding between 
our masters and us; and endeavour by our behaviour 
to convince them, that we esteem their interest and 
ours to be inseperable; that we are not actuated by 
a spirit of opposition; that our society is estab
lished with no other view, but to advise the good of 
the whole then, provided our proceedings are founded 
in reason and conducted with prudence and moderation, 
we may reasonably hope, that we shall be so far from 
incurring their displeasure that we shall merit their 
favour and approbation' 266 

It is possible that energies activated in the earlier political 

agitation were finding new expression in industrial action. The 

spring knife cutlers, perhaps still bound by a form of industrial 

'craft consciousness', now believed their actions should be 'founded 

in reason'. 'Reason' was the force breaking the hard shell of 

deference and its political form was finding industrial expression. 

Some of the energy created in political struggle had found other 

contexts in which to operate including the struggle for a more demo

cratic church among the Methodists, the democratic operation of the 

friendly and sick societies and in oddfellowshiP.267 The energy was 

partly being consumed in being redirected into less direct political 

action. This and repreSSion explained the silence of Sheffield's 

democrats. The democratic cause was not entirely forgotten. John 

Thelwall, travelling for the LCS, met many determined democrats when 

he visited Sheffield in 1796. He noted the existence of 'a great body 

of virtue, intelligence and well grounded principle among what may be 

called the Sansculotterie'. He noted the lack of direction among the 

democrats, particularly the absence of leadership from men of 
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'considerable property' which had kept the cause alive elsewhere. 268 

In Sheffield and the region as a whole, the democratic cause 

progressed little in 1796 and 1797. Not only was there a redirection 

of political energies amongst the leadership group, but there was the 

powerful operation of the machinery of repression. The elite firmly 

reiterated its social hegemony with aggressive military displays which 

combined with conspicuous acts of local paternalism to weaken mass 

allegiance to the democratic cause. Added to this, market place 

inflation and the threat of food shortage lessened after the harvest 

of 1796. While in the spring of 1797 the LOS tried to activate old 

centres such as Sheffield, its energies were at last being drained by 

repression. 269 The Sheffield 'Friends of Liberty', an 'ad hoc' meeting 

of old democrats, told the LOS in May that they wanted nothing to do 

with the political nation, they were finished with addresses, petitions 

and the paraphernalia of constitutionalism. They hailed this hour in 

terms of impending crisis when the political nation would have to call 

on the people: 

Let us wait then, with patience for the approaching 
crisis; and they who have so contemptuously rejected 
our petition will be obliged to petition us ••. By such 
a crisis, and by such alone, can this country be 
effectually emancipated. The arrival of such a crisis 
nothing can avert' 270 

Theirs was a revolutionary vision of a new political order. They 

advocated restraint and non-intervention by the people in the process 

of its disintegration for so strong were the forces of self-destruction 

that they saw within the old. The fierce energy expended in their 

denunciation of the existing system and the suggestion of the need for 

separateness from any of the paraphernalia of the old that might sur

vive the crisis, suggested the general shifting of their thinking away 

from constitutionalism closer to the final step of advocating revolut

ionary intervention when the final crisis within the political nation 

failed to materialize. Taunted by the LOS that their recent quietude 

was 'inconsistent with their former struggles in favour of Liberty' 
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and that they had, 'slackened in the hour of danger', they rejoined 

that: 

the persecution of Associates, the groans of imprisoned 
and expired Patriots, the death sighs of Gerald and 
Skirving, ring in our ears; the tears of their helpless 
families are present in our imaginations, and our hearts 
weep blood at the bitter recollection. 

Extending their argument to claim that action such as the LOS advocated 

was superficial in the face of the inevitability of the end of a 

corrupt system, they continued by observing: 

••• in the midst of all these feelings, it is not the 
dismissal or the punishment of Ministers that could 
afford a moment's gratification to our minds. 

They stressed that total reform of representation was needed: 

Such Reform will never be obtained by the assistance 
of any Administration, connected with any faction of 
great proprietors and Borough mongers; the instruments 
of this great work must be in the hands of the people -
and them alone; they must throw themselves on to the 
people and go, fairly and fully forward with the people; 
in short they must feel they are part of the people, and 
nothing more; and this the men who, in the event of the 
present change must succeed to power, will never do till 
they find there is nothing else to be done' 27l 

At this moment they lacked confidence but also did not contemplate 

the necessity of actively intervening to hasten the process. This 

private resignation was reflected in the public inactivity of the 

democrats. Although the local elite was in a panic in the summer, 

there were no public meetings held to carry the democratic confront

ation into the open and to challenge the Two Acts as in London. 272 

The elite's confidence returned. Vicar Wilkinson wrote to the Home 

Office in August: 

I am persuaded indeed that the numbers of disaffected 
at this place are diminished, or else their hopes and 
spirits are much checked and abated, as to prevent them 
from showing themselves with so much confidence in their 
cause, and audacious reliance on the strength and number 
of their party as heretofore. 273 

An improvement in England's weak position in the war against 

France during the latter part of the year,274 an improvement in trade27~ 
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and an adequate harvest,276 all served to frustrate such hopes of 

an inevitable crisis in the affairs of the ruling class which 

democrats now waited on. Tense expectation produced 'eccentricity' 

in weaker minded democrats. William Broomhead walked the streets of 

Sheffield on the national fast day of 1797 (Dec.l9) stopping to doff 

his cap and proclaim on every street corner: 

The fast day is over; we need pray no more, 
For we've renewed our licence to rob and starve the poor.277 

This expectation produced a more hard-headed reaction in others, but 

one with the same consideration of 'social questions'. The small 

circle of ultra-radicals assumed greater importance. They had contact 

with the newly formed United Englishmen in Lancashire (and one sus

pects with those in London also) and began to adopt their methods of 

organization and revolutionary ideals. 278 

The immediate effects of the arrests of key United. men in 

Manchester and London in the spring of 1798,279 the failure of the 

Irish rising280 and the general effect of the Government's additional 
281 repressive legislation of 1798 and 1799, combined with the mass 

loyalism evoked by the English naval victories282 to frustrate the 

early growth of the United movement. Political radicals, both social 

democrats and revolutionaries, disappeared further into the twilight 

of illegality. Behind locked doors new answers to old questions were 

produced. New and sharper social perspectives were shaped by minds 

that were digesting the writing of Paine, Volney, Voltaire, Helvetius, 

Mirabeau, Godwin, Rousseau and D'Holbach. 283 Among these various 

critiques of the political arrangements of society, and highly Sig

nificant for the development of a 'labour class' conSCiousness, was 

Volney's dialogue between the 'Privileged Class' and 'the People' in 

his fifteenth chapter, 'New Age': 

People: (to the Privileged Class) 'Why stand you apart? 
Are you not one of our number? 

Privileged Class: No, you are the people; we are the 
privileged class; we have laws, customs, and rights 
peculiar to ourselves. 



People: And what labour do you perform in the society? 
Privileged Class: None; we are not made to labour. 
People: How then have you acquired your wealth? 
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Privileged Class: By taking the trouble to govern you. 
People: To govern us! and this is what you call governing? 

We tOil, and you enjoy; we produce and you dissipate; 
wealth flows from us, and you absorb it. Privileged 
men, class distinct from the people, form a nation 
apart and govern yourselves. 284 

The radical cause still drew its strength from the alliance of 

the radical petty bourgeoisie of shopkeepers, lesser professionals, 

small masters and semi-independent craftsmen with quasi and more 

fully proletarian wage workers. They could see themselves as 'the 

People' whose voices Volney projected. Their social consciousness 

was developed further by political association. Economically they 

shared enough experiences in common to recognize themselves as the 

'Productive' or 'Useful classes'. The mutualism of the small-workshop 

world which still maintained the craft mentality blunted their criti

cal questioning of the immediate economic and social nature of pro

duction. Their popular political struggle threw up ideas relating 

to this, particularly notions of labour value. Howe,ver, the.tr maj or 

concern was for the nature of political arrangements. Not until the 

more proletarian elements repudiated the economic values of the petty 

bourgeoisie could such notions serve as the keystone of a new 'labour 

class' ideology which could confront the economic and social contra

dictions of the newly emerging forms of capdtalism. 

However underdeveloped, ideas about labour value were still 

important, especially when projected outside the immediate arena of 

political struggle. Where the more proletarian elements among the 

region's emerging labour class of cutlers, miners, linen weavers and 

other smaller groups of industrial workers were organizing to protect 

their economic position,285 these notions were added to the fund of 

self-discovered understanding. What was the relation between early 

,radicals and industrial activists will never be known with certainty. 
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We should not begin with the negative assumption that there could be 

no contact. A hint of the possibilities can be read into John Crome's 

possession (for reprinting or distribution?) of a 1797 pamphlet 'The 

Rights of SWine,286 which was written by a 'Methodist preacher in the 

Nottingham circuit'. Crome had been on the fringe of the SSCI and 

was one of Sheffield's small circle of ultra-radicals. He had also 

worked for the cutlery workers during the Corporation struggle of the 

1780's and presumably had contacts with the town's network of trade

friendly and sick societies. The pamphlet described the pauperization 

of the Nottingham stocking weavers in the mid-1790's. It used some 

interesting language. It suggested that stagnant commerce had not 

been the cause of the weavers' misery but that it had been the 

increased cost of necessities. Commenting that rents and p,rovision 

prices had increased and wages had fallen, it argued that taxation of 

the poor was the final blow. 'Who but the labourer produces labour?', 

it asked, reminding its readers that 'labour alone is the price and 

payment of all thlngs ••• the poor work all, pay all, and if they will 

not hire themselves to be killed (strange truth) they are all likely 

to be starved'. Such notions were part of the common currency of 

literate circles among the politically and industrially organized 

advanced sections of an emerging 'labour class'. As yet these circles 

were small and hemmed in by political and industrial repression. 287 

The popular radical political cause discovered little new energy 

during the severe winter months of 1799-1800. The harvest of 1799 

had been poor. In October grain prices in Sheffield were 60% above 

those of October 1798. 288 Public soup kitchens, selling cheap' soup 

and giving away free bread, began operating in the town from December 

onwards. 289 Montgomery commented in the Iris that, 'the severe 

necessities of the times, and the inclemency of the season impell the 

unfortunate to crowd for the relief in the most solicitous and eager 

manner so that enough cannot be made to serve all' .290 Subscriptions 

to help the poor were begun in December. 29l The soup kitchen at the 



Cutlers' Hall was dispensing a thousand ltd quarts of soup three 

times daily per week throughout January 1800. 292 Such charity was 

understandably encouraged by the self-interested local elite. 293 
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Throughout England the winter and early spring months of 1800 

witnessed widespread market disturbances. 294 Desp,i te a second set of 

subscriptions, the local elite could not prevent similar occurrences 

in the region in April when wheat touched a 50-55 shillings per load 

peak in Sheffield market. 295 · A flour warehouse in Queen Street was 

attacked in what appeared to be an isolated incident. 296 Throughout 

the summer and early autumn things got little better. During the 

last week of August a crowd of several hundred persons, mainly women, 

attacked mealsellers' premises in Sheffield.297 There were spontan

eous gatherings of people in the open fields outside the town to 

discuss the price of bread. 298 On 2 October, the next market day, 

parties of country people joined angry townsfolk in the market place. 

In an ugly mood, many of them armed with bludgeons, they surged out 

of the market and proceeded down the Attercliffe road towards corn 

mills situated outside the town. There was expectation of help from 

the collier population on the route. The magistrates, beset by prob

lems of rOUSing the local Volunteers to act against their own towns

men, sent for military reinforcements. Barl Fitzwilliam, at Wentworth, 

on receiving a note telling him of 'a rising among the people', brought 

the two troops of Rotherham Yeomen Cavalry into the town along the 

Attercliffe road. In a brief confrontation the insurgents were 

scattered and returned in a disorganized state to the town later that 
299 

evening. Only after the Riot Act had been read was the town quietened. 

Such incidents, treated as straightforward market disturbances, 

were confidently handled by the local elite. 300 However, the late 

autumn and early winter, which saw intensified market place inflation 

after the poor harvest,30l witnessed events which challenged this 

confidence. The tight knot of ultra-radicals had reactivated the 

networks of organization that had appeared to be unused since the 
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spring of 1798. They appeared to respond to a renewal of activity 

by 'United' men in Lancashire and London that year. 302 They made 

their presence felt by distributing leaflets and holding illicit 

meetings. Openly, John Crome printed a handbill (dated August 1800) 

which satirically recorded the lament of, 'Farmers, Corn factors, 

Millers, Badgers' at the fall in the price of corn. 303 Other hand

bills, unsigned and probably dating from 1795 and attacking amongst 

others, 'Life and fortune Gentry ••• swindlers or cut throats, who 

sell the flesh of the swinish multitude at a stipulated price per 

stone; or Thirty Crowns Banco', were found in several Sheffield 

workshops in late September. 304 In early November there were reports 

of 'seditious' literature being distributed to the Norfolk militia 

who were still billeted in the town after the Octobe,r riot. 305 

Inflammatory printed literature had already been used to call a public 

meeting in the several villages around Tickhill, twelve miles east of 

Rotherham. One handbill talked of, 'a conspiracy of Badgers and 

Farmers to keep up the high price of provisions, and at the same time, 

to lower the price of labour'. It declared in the name of 'the 

People': 

We think it our duty to Guard against this Oppressive 
and Tyrannical design, knowing if they succeed, we shall 
have nothing to look at, or expect but misery and want. 
We hereby give notice that a public meeting will be held 
of working people in the Parish of Tickhill, and its 
vicinity, of both labourers and mechanics on Bagerly 
Green on Sunday 19th Day of October 1800 at 2 o'clock 
in the afternoon; there to take into consideration and 
devise some method to prevent if possible the impending 
calamities. 

Although strangers were reported in the area, no orator or leaders 

appeared on the afternoon of the appointed day. An anticipating 

crowd gathered and dispersed only when pressured by the Rotherham 

Yeomen cavalry. Similar pamphlets were distributed in loyalist 

Doncaster. 306 Probably not serious attempts at political education, 

these distributions gave the radicals confidence that similar means 

could be used to lure the military out of position on a grander scale 



at some later date. They were also effective blows in the 'war of 

nerves' the radicals waged upon the Volunteers and Yeomen cavalry 

and military. This was a war in which the populace, who resented 

the intimidating military presence of the men of property, could 

also participate. 

In late November and early December there were large-scale 
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nightly meetings held in open fields on the eastern edge of Sheffield 

on the skyline of the Park district. 307 Over 600 people were claimed 

to be present at tha first of these on 27 November. A local magistrate 

reported to Barl Fitzwilliam on 1 December that several meetings had 

been held previous to this. He said that at such meetings, 'an orator 

in a mask harangues the people ••• reads letters from distant societies 

by the light of a candle and immediately burns them' .308 That night 

2,000 people attended the gathering. 309 The magistrates, who promptly 

issued a proclamation against any further meetings,310 were alarmed 

by a report from this meeting that was brought back by their spy, 

Captain Warris of the Sheffield Volunteers. This report makes 

fascinating reading. Warris, a respectable silverware manufacturer 

by trade, had no pecuniary motive for sensationalizing his report. 

That he was recognized and temporarily excluded from the gathering 

by a ring of accusers, makes his testimony subject to some slight 

suspicion. He claimed when excluded to have heard talk of arming for 

self-defence, of plans for arms making and boasts that they would 

'overcome all their enemies'. Later he was led into an 'inner ring' 

of lively debators who provided the central focus of the mass gather

ing. This ring was surrounded by a largely spectator body among part 

of which he had been imprisoned. Warris was asked his reason for being 

present. He told the leaders that he thought it was a public meeting 

to discuss the best means to reduce the price of provisions. Asked 

what he thought the solution was, Warris said he thought, 'the master 

manufacturers should buy corn and handmills and sell it out to the 
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workmen at prime cost'. His captors replied, 'the master manufact-

urers would not be at the trouble ••• ' that they should 'strike at 

the Root of the Evil', which was 'Government'. They claimed that, 

'William Pitt and all his measures were execrable to Human Nature ••. 

that nothing could prosper in the hands, he would starve them all to 

death ••• that nothing would relieve them but a change of Minis,ters, 

exterminating Mr Pitt and putting Charles Fox in his place,.311 

Night meetings continued after the proclamation. 312 They 

appeared to end in late December. Local magistrates were clearly 

very disturbed by these events. They talked seriously of the exist

ence of 'secret committees ••• digesting plans and preparing weapons' .313 

Earl Fitzwilliam, the Lord-Lieutenant of the West Riding, remained 

calm314 but his magistrates did not. Their confidence was badly 

shaken. One of the Sheffield magistrates wrote privately to the 

Home Office claiming, 'no exertion of the magistrates, or disposition 

of the military force of the country, will prevent the most serious 

disturbances,.315 Similar activity in Lancashire, where the United 

Englishmen were renewing their organization throughout 1800 and 1801, 

was prompting similarly concerned letters from that quarter. In the 

winter months of 1800-01 rumours abounded. In December 1800 there 

were reports of a 'general rising' to be signalled from London to 

begin in Lancashire,316 of the once loyalist dominated Birmingham 

having to be crammed with troops to prevent an insurrectionary out

break317 and of progress being made by the radical cause outside 

traditional centres. 318 

In January and February of 1801 to the Home Office came more 

substantial reports of extended United organization throughout 

Lancashire, of extensive oath-taking based on Bzekiel ch.21 v.25-7 

and of completing dates for a 'general rising' in the spring. 319 

In terms of the weight of correspondence with the Home Office, little 

appeared to be happening in the West Riding and particularly in its 
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southernmost manufacturing districts. In the communities of the 

region, the local elite extended its charity through more subscrip

tions to provide cheap grain and substitute foods (potatoes and rice) 

as well as cheap soup.320 Becaus~ of the price inflation and worsen

ing trade, conditions deteriorated for the great mass of the working 

population. In March over 10,000 people in Sheffield were said to 

be in need of assistance. 321 Even the 'respectable' members of sick, 

friendly and benefit societies were beginning to be hit as societies 

financially folded up.322 So great was the disorganization of the 

'collective psyche' that millennarian fever once again overtook it 

in the early spring. The New Jerusalemites, the surviving followers 

of Richard Brothers, reappeared in the popular imagination. 323 The 

colour and confusion they brought into the social equation explained 

the use of the term 'Bzekielites' to describe another more worldly 

political sect appearing at the same time in the Riding - the United 

BngliShmen. 324 

From late March, magistrates in the West Riding, particularly 

in the woollen manufacturing districts of the north, inundated 

Fitzwilliam with reports of night meetings, the spreading of seditious 

handbills, oaths being sworn to 'twist in' new members and of rumours 

of imminent revolution. 325 The temporary lapsing of the Two Acts of 

1795 and the suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act between March and 

April 1801 partly explained these meetings. 326 More significant was 

the higher level of organizing activity among local radical cells. 

These were adopting the organizational forms and responding to the 

promptings of the political strategists of the United leadership in 

London and Lancashire. 327 Little can be discovered about what was 

happening in the southern part of the West Riding during the spring 

and early summer of 1801. The Lancashire magistrates, more active 

than their West Riding counterparts in employing spies and informers, 

made some authentic contact with the United movement in Lancashire and 

wider afield. 328 From the reports of their agents we could be led to 
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believe Sheffield's United organization was well developed and that 

its agents were involved in propagandizing the woollen districts and 

that these acted as couriers for the Riding as a whole with Lancashire, 

London and Scotland. There were wilder and more insubstantial reports 

of Sheffield providing arms for the movement as a whole. 329 It was 

claimed that Sheffield delegates were expected at the important 

Rivington Pike meeting near Wigan on 24 May.330 Fortunately none 

came because this was the chance the magistrates took to counter

attack the growing movement by arresting activists. 331 

Whatever the state of organization in Sheffield and the southern 

West Riding in these months, it can be proved without any doubt that 

the United organization was firmly established locally in late summer 

and early autumn. In June some interesting information regarding 

Sheffield came into the hands of the Lancashire magistrates. News 

that SSCI veterans Crome and Camage were involved in a revolutionary 

organization which was arming for insurrection was supported by a copy 

of a convincing blueprint for revolution obtained in Sheffield. 

Reprinted SSCI literature dated 1801 was also brought hot from Crome's 

press. 332 There were subsequent claims in early July of night meetings 

on the edge of town. The adoption of new and tighter methods of 

organization was also claimed. 333 More open meetings were held in the 

woollen districts of the West Riding throughout July and August. 334 

The United men activated the people with propaganda. They were 

recruiting vigorously in all the towns of the area. Sheffield was no 

exception. Later confessions suggested significant efforts at recruit

ment were being made as late as September and October. 335 Then a good 

harvest (with the promise of cheaper bread) and peace preliminaries 

(meaning better trade.) intervened to take the sting out of the United 

men's campaign. 

In August at the height of this campaign of 1801 there was a 

real penetration into the United organization in Sheffield by two 

agents of the Bolton magistrates who were working as delegates for 
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the Lancashire United men. They met the Sheffield leaders, eight 

of whose names, occupations and addresses they listed. 336 They 

witnessed an initiation ritual (using the United Englishmen's oath) 

and testified to the tight organization of a group who planned to 

produce the 'fifteenth legion of 15,000 men brigaded like the London 

force'. Arming and drilling in small groups was widespread. The two 

agents also testified to the determination of these men, at least 

three of whom had been active memb&rs of the SSCI. They particularly 

noticed the radicals had been reactivated by the return from London 

of Caleb Taylor, a travelling United delegate from Lancashire who 

brought with him new directions for swearing in members. 

In the event, the 'fifteenth legion' did not materialize in the 

late autumn and early winter of 1801 as the price of bread tumbled 

and mass celebration of the prospect of peace337 got und~r way. 

Lancashire radicals lost their initiative. In January 1802 Fletcher, 

the Bolton magistrate, commented that their activities were, 'at a 

stand because of the want of organization between the old mode and 

the new mode'. In Yorkshire he observed, 'the progress of disaffection 

not so much at a stand,.338 

Despite the arrival of peace in March 1802, the level of radical 

activity was not diminished, indeed Fletcher's agents detected a 

quickening of pace. That month his agent Bent, acting as a delegate 

for the United men of Manchester, travelled to Leeds, Wakefield and 

Sheffield on United business. He brought back to his master a remit

tance listing names of a fifteen-man 'Wakefield and Almondbury' 

commi ttee representing 645 members, credentials from Manchester s'igned 

by eleven men representing 1,872 members and a remittance from 

Sheffield signed by thirteen and representing 1,615 members. The 

thirteen Sheffielders were: 

William Wolstenholm 
William Lee 'chief' 
Henry Barlow 
Thomas Troth 'chief' 



Edward Green 'chief' 
William Mercer 
William Pedley 'chief' 
Jeremiah Elliot 
William Cochran 'chief' 
John Crome 
Benjamin Moore 
William Wrankley [Ronksley] 
George Howe 'secretary' 

Five were listed as chiefs, the rest were probably 'conductors' or 

lesser officials of the United men. 339 Independent sources show 
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Ronksley had been a 'conductor' and Lee a 'chief' since October 1801. 

Two names were common to this and the earlier committee; John Crome 

and Thomas Troth. Of the whereabouts of the remainder of the August 

committee, there was cert~inty about only one. Timothy Gales was 

dead, having committed suicide in February.341 With a knowledge of 

later developments in 1802 and 1817, it is possible to tentatively 

suggest that now there had been a complete takeover of the United 

organization in Sheffield by hard line physical force activists and 

that the more constitutionalist-minded SSCI veterans had withdrawn 

in despair. 

In May and June 1802 there were reports suggesting a renewal of 

night meeting in the woollen districts of the West Riding. Radical 

political literature circulated and there was resumed talk of imminent 

revolution. 342 In July the Riding'S magistrates in Quarter Sessions 

called for more troops to be drafted in. 343 Trouble was confined to 

the woollen districts. Hugh Parker, the Sheffleld magistrate, wrote 

in mid-August: 

At no point were the Town of Sheffield and the surrounding 
villages more disposed to be p~aceable and less interested 
in continuing plans and weapons hostile to Government. 344 

In the woollen districts July and August saw a continuation of meetings 

in which the United men were heavily implicated. 345 This was in the 

face of military reinforcements being brought into these districts. 346 

Pamphlet literature circulated freely, particularly an 'Address to the 

United Britons' which incorporated all the characteristics of the 
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United Englishmen's political and social programme. It proc~aimed: 

Unanimosity and Perseverance 

1st. To protect every member of the Community equally, in 
the fullest enjoyment of his natural rights from the 
force and injustice of any of his fellow subjects. 

2nd. To protect the whole nation in all her Rights against 
Industry, and Commerce of any other Nation or SOCiety 
upon Earth. 

3rd. To instruct the Community in those branches of Education 
which are essential to form Useful Citizens. 

You yourselves are the only men with whom the Deity has 
deposited the unalienable powar of righting all your own 
wrongs; and it certainly is the highest of all Treason 
tamely to resign this power into the hands of Usurpers. 
No~ You will not tamely resign it; No, you have resolved 
to obtain it. 

1. An equality of Civil, Political, and Religious rights; 
This must effectually cut off Op,pressors from power. 

2. An equal representation in the Legislation of your 
Country. This is perfect liberty, with the power 
of preserving it. 

Tyrants tremble, the People are awake. 347 

In August the United men in Sheffield and more widely in the 

West Riding348 were alerted to be ready to act in conjunction with 

expected action in London. This did not materialize and the United 

mobilization was temporarily deferred. 349 Soon afterwards they pre

pared again350 despite the unfavourable political possibilities created 

by a good harvest. 351 News of expected action in London in November 

reached them and they fully reactivated their organization. 352 

Despard's London coup failed. The arrest of Despard and his followers 

on November 16 killed off the revolutionary dream of the United men 

nationally. 353 

In Sheffield the loose talk of new converts led to the arrest of 

two of the leaders, William Lee (a 'director') and William Ronksley 

(a 'conductor'). The leadership of the local 'underground' movement 

was driven into disarray.354 The magistrates, so sceptical in previous 

months, woke up to the reality of the United organization355 as night 

meetings and rumours of further attempts at insurrection continued 
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throughout November and December. A Barnsley magistrate wrote to 

Fitzwilliam of the general turmoil in the town during late November: 

The women all talk mysteriously. There is a general 
expectation of they know not what. Like the second 
advent, the time is coming, the day is at hand. 

Reporting the existence of-nightly meetings in the locality he made 

a connection with the Despard affair: 

I entertain no doubt but that if Despard and his party 
had discovered themselves in London in numbers, there 
would have been a general Rebellion against Superiors 
throughout the country, a general throwing down of the 
drumsticks and an abandonment of themselves to the 
consequences· 356 

J.H. Burland, the mid-nineteenth century Barnsley annalist and 

historian who collected much of his information from oral sources, 

recorded that in 1802, 'adherents of Colonel Despard held secret 

political meetings at Carr Green in the township of Darton' .357 More 

confused folk recollections recorded that arms to be used by local 

radicals in 1802 were found thirty-five years later in a quarry in 

Clayton West. 358 Other documentary evidence in a satirical song of 

these years suggests that local radicals were active after the Despard 

business and that in December the authorities were called out in 

anticipation of an attack on Wentworth House. 359 The reliability of 

Burland's informants, if nothing else, confirms the reasonable sus

picion that the democratic propagandizing begun by the SSCI had been 

effective in other communities of the region, particularly in the 

northern weaving districts. 

Radical cells outside Sheffield appeared to have survived the 

ice frost of political repression that had descended in the middle and 

later 1790's. All too soon these groups saw after the Despard business 

that any potential mass support was fast slipping away. The return to 

a state of open war with France took only till May 1803. It was now 

a war against the imperial and commercial ambitions of Empire rather 

than the political idealism of the Republic. This produced a re-
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alignment in mass attitudes towards a heightened sense of patriotism360 

which did not favour the radicals. Thus for the moment the political 

struggle for democracy was over, the democrats' dream faded. Now 

however the traditional moulds of deference were noticeably cracked 

and other political generations were arising to break them. 

I" 
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Sheffield Register, 11 May 1792 ; letters in HO 42/20 and 
WWM. F.44(a). 
F. Edmunds to H. Zouch, 10 May 1792, enclosed in Zouch to 
Fitzwilliam, 10 May 1792~ WWM. F.44(a); H. Zouch to Fitzwilliam, 
13 May 1792, WWM. F.44(a). 
F. Edmunds to Zouch, 10 May 1792, loc.cit. 
SSCI to SCI, undated May 1792, TS 11/952/3496. 
Sheffield Register, 28 May 1792 - declaration of monthly general 
meeting; 8 June 1792 - 9 point resolution of a Select committee, 
a major policy statement. 
Royal proclamation of 21 May 1792, copies in TS 11/41/151. 
Sheffield Register, 15 and 22 June 1792. 
H. Zouch to Fitzwilliam, 13 June 1792, WWM. F.44(a). 
Sheffield Register, 15 June 1792. 
Wilson, op.cit., 35. 
De Lancey to Secretary at War, 13 June 1792, HO 42/20. 
Sheffield Register, 27 July 1792; De Lancey to Secretary at War, 
19 July 1792, HO 42/20 recorded the expenditure of £2000 on the 
barracks. 
De Lancey 13 June 1792, HO 42/20. 
SSCI to SFL, 14 May 1792, Annual Register 1792, op.cit., 85. 
The earliest dates of formation of other popular societies 
included Manchester (May)~ Stockport (Aug.), Warrington, Newton, 
Liverpool and Leeds (Nov.) and Wakefield and Barnard Castle (Dec.) 
- list compiled from A.V. Mitchell, Radicalism and Repression in 
the North 1791-7, unpublished MA theSiS, Manchester 1958. For 
ways in which SSCI made contact see advertisement in radical 



Manchester Herald, 16 June 1794 and examples of inter-town 
correspondence in TS 11/952/3416. 
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77. Editors of the Patriot to LCS, 'Second Report of the Committee 
of Secrecy 1794', loc.cit. 

78. Whether this was the genuine work of a journeyman or not, there 
was evidence of a general surge in plebeian activity brought 
about by the SSCI's activity, Bditors of the Patriot to LCS, 
22 June 1792, TS 11/965/3510, 'in a cause jointly engaged, 
it is the bold energetic language of the heart, we value 
infinitely more before the language of the schools'. 

79. Sheffield Register, 19 Oct. 1792. 
80. ibid., 30 Nov. 1792; Manchester Herald, 1 Dec. 1792. 
81. Sheffield Register, 30 Nov. 1792. 
82. ibid., 7 Dec. 1792; Manchester Herald, 1 Dec. 1792. 
83. Sheffield Register, 19 Oct. and 30 Nov. 1792; Manchester Herald, 

1 Dec. 1792; Bowns to Fitzwilliam, December n.d. 1792, WWM. 
F.44(b). 

84. J. Wheat to Fitzwilliam, 18 Oct. and J. Wilkinson to H. Zouch, 
Oct. n.d. 1792, WWM. F.44(a). 

85. ~,Dropmore. vol.II, 344-5 - letter of Marquis of Buckingham 
to Grenville, 27 Nov. 1792. 

86. For the best account of this Government activity see 
A.V. Mitchell thesis on.cit., passim. 

87. T. Ward to J. Moore, 4 Dec. 1792, Add. Mss. (Reeves Mss.) 16920. 
88. Sheffield Register, 28 Dec. 1792; J.H. Burland, Anna~s on.cit., 

I, 214. 
89. W. Ward to J. Moore, 22 Dec. 1792, Ward published the Tory 

Sheffield Advertiser (only a few copies of which survive). 
90. Manchester Herald, 24 Nov. 1792; Leeds Inte11igencer, 24, 31 Dec. 

1792, 7 Jan. 1793; Derby Mercury, 10 Jan. 1793. 
91. Dr C. Brown to Fitzwilliam, December n.d. 1792, WWM. F.44(b); 

Manchester Herald, 15 Dec. 1792; Leeds Intelligencer, 31 Dec. 1792. 
92. In Manchester Thomas Walker's house had been attacked in December 

and by March 1793 this paper, the democrats' vital propaganda 
machine, had been wound up. 

93. SSCI to SCI, 16 Jan. 1793, 'Report of the Committee of Secrecy 
1794' loc.cit., 703. 

94. R. A1thorpe to Fitzwilliam, 12 Dec. 1792, WWM. F.44(b) described 
trade as 'exceedingly brisk' • 

95. John Harrison, one of the Sheffield leaders, went to Birmingham 
and Coventry to set up societies. A letter of his from Birmingham 
(where he was president of the society) appeared in the Sheffield 
Register, 22 March 1793 and in general correspondence between 
Harrison and the SSCI is in TS 11/953/3497, 4, 19 March (from 
Birmingham), 22 July (from Coventry). The Leeds connection is 
established in correspondence of the SSCI dated 8 July 1794, 
in HO 42/32. 

96. Sheffield Register, 15 March 1793, the first public appearance 
of Henry Redhead Yorke. 

97. ibid., 12 April 1793, chaired by Gales. 
98. ibid. and Sheffield Courant, 12 April 1793. 
99. Sheffield Register, 19 April 1793, 5,000 signatures. By May there 

were 10,000. 
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Sheffield Register, 22 Feb. (barracks enlarged), 12 July 1793 
(more troops brought in). 
Cases noted in ibid., 15 Feb. (joiner) and 12 April 1793 
(a cutler and two gardeners). 
ibid., 12 April 1793, 1000 attended the Castle Hill venue. 
ibid., 10 May 1793, 'Report of Committee of Secrecy 1794', 
loc.cit., 723-4 voting against 109-29. 
See below for discussion of popular political and social 
ideology. 
W. Lunn to Rev Hunter, 10 Aug. 1793, WWM. F.44(b)j Sheffield 
Register, 12 July; Sheffield Courant, 15 July 1793 (reported 
local paniC in Rotherham when a house cau~ht fire and the 
local authorities feared a Jacobin rising). 
Handbill addressed to 'the Public' and signed by the 'Bxercisers' 
enclosed in Captain Balne to Lord Amhurst (Adj. General), 
5 July 1793, HO 50/2. 
This was a questionable innocence - in a letter of Broomhead 
to SCI, 7 July 1793, TS 11/951/3495 the SSCI spoke approvingly 
of the 400-500 armed journeymen. Perhaps they were trying to 
impress their SCI 'betters', but possibly with some justifica
tion because they had organized them. 
Testimony of William Camage before Sir Richard Ford, 23 June 
1794, TS 11/956/3561 described the making of these claimS by 
the SSCI's young orator and later secretary - Henry Redhead 
Yorke. 
The autumn's harvest was mediocre but there was no marked rise 
in grain prices. The real surge came in 1795. It would appear 
there was a shortage of some products, particularly butter and 
milk. These caused market disturbances in Sheffield as noted 
in York Courant, 17, 26 June 1793; Sheffield Register, 26 July 
1793. 
Sheffield Register, 8 Feb. {records thirty recruiting parties 
in town} and 23 Aug. 1793 (emigration of Sheffield artisans 
to USA). 
SSCI to SCI, 7 July 1793, TS 11/951/3495, 'An excellent spirit 
prevails here among the middle rank of society and delightful 
to every person who loves liberty is it to find so much 
information among the mechanical part of the people'. 
J. Holland and J. Everett (eds.) Memoirs of the Life and Writings 
of James Montgomery, 6 vols. (1854), I, 168. 
Wilson, op.cit., 35. 
Sheffield Register, 20 sept. 1793. 
ibid., 18 Oct. 1793; Sheffield Courant, 26 Oct. 1793, 
crookesmoor meeting presided over by Enoch Trickett. 
SSCI to LCS, 1 Nov. 1793, TS 11/953/3497. For earlier corres
pondence with Edinburgh see SSCI to Skirving, 27 May 1793, 
'Report of the Committee of Secrecy 1794', loc.cit., 717-18. 
Sheffield ReGister, 15 Nov. 1793 - meeting held in open fields 
off present est Street. This paper noted that Brown wrote 
from Scotland, 'There are no more delegates from England than 
London and Sheffield, but we hope to be able to lay the 
foundations of another convention in a few months, which may 
consist of all the societies in both countries'. 
Proceedings reprinted in H.W. Meikle, Scotland and the French 
Revolution (Glasgow, 1912), 239-273. 
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Sheffield Register, 22 Nov. 1793. 
For a fuller exploration of the intellectual roots and practical 
experience of convention holding see T.M. Parssinen, 'Associa
tion, Convention, Anti-Parliament in British Radical ~olitics 
1771-1848', English Historical Review, vol. LXXXVIII (1973), 
504-533. 
Testimonies of William Camage and William Broomhead before 
Sir Richard Ford, 23 June 1794, TS 11/956/3561. 
ibid., Testimony of William Broomhead and Broomhead before 
Privy Council 29 May 1794 (3rd appearance), TS 11/963/3509, 
he said numbers increased with the division of the SSCI into 
40-50 'little clubs'. 
ibid., Testimony of William Broomhead before Privy Council 
2S'May (1st appearance) noted, 'there were people at Sheffield, 
not of their Society, who had declared they must make a Riot, 
or nothing could be done'. This is a very ambiguous reference, 
referring possibly to Church and King activists or the military. 
In my opinion, as suggested later by fact of ultra-radical 
crowd manipulation, it referred to revolutionaries. 
Sheffield Register, 20 Dec. 1793; Sheffield Courant, 21 Dec. 
1793. 
Testimony of Broomhead before the Privy Council 29 May 1794 
(3rd appearance), loc.cit. 
The largest pits in the vicinity of the town (those of the 
Duke of Norfolk) were situated here. As the rate books in SCL 
show, Collier's Row - 75 low rateable value properties owned 
by the Duke's superintendant were located here. The 1797 
Directory shows two ironworks (Booth and Co's and Curr's) in 
the immediate area. 
T. Parssinen art.cit., passim. Other societies still holding 
together were agreeable as revealed by Norwich to LCS, 25 July 
1793, 'Report of the Committee of Secrecy 1794', loc.cit., 710. 
R.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class op.cit., 
141-142. 
William Broomhead to Norwich SOCiety, 21 Feb. 1794, TS 11/953/ 
3497. 
Testimony of William Broomhead before the Privy Council, 28 May 
1794 (1st appearance), loc.cit. 
Sheffield Register, 7 May 1794. 

132. A Serious Lecture on the Fast Day (Sheffield, 1794), 3. 
133. ibid., 15. 
134. ibid., 14-15. 
135. ibid., 14. 
136. 

137. 

138. 

J.L. Baxter,'The Great Yorkshire Revival 1792-6 : A study of 
mass revival among the Methodists', in A Sociological Yearbook 
of Religion in Britain, No.7 (1974), 46-76 passim. 

A Serious Lecturih 0a.Cit., 16. (copies were 2d, one being 
found among Broo ea is sparse collection of papers when he 
was taken, TS 11/1071/5060). 
This was followed by the singing of a hymn composed by the 
young radical printer James Montgomery. Montgomery later 
became respectable and in his later writings denied his close 
associations with the SSCI. 
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Testimony of William Broomhead before the Privy Council 28 May 
1794 (1st appearance) loc.cit. George Widdison (hairdresser) 
a delegate from a division to the monthly General Meeting of 
the Society, stated the divisions met fortnightly. 
T.B. Howell, State Trials (1820), XXIV, 234. 
The Register's circulation had risen from 1468 p.w. in October 
1793 to 2025 by May 1794 - reflecting the growth of mass 
circulation in the face of repression. 
Sheffield Courant, 15 Feb. 1794 - boy before the magistrates. 
The role of the young is always underestimated although 
admittedly their political acts were not as articulate as their 
elders. 
ibid., 1 March 1794. 
J. Brookfield to J. White, TS 11/1071/5060. 
Howell, op.cit. vol. XXV, 615-626, contains full extract of the 
pamphlet 'Proceedings of the Public Meeting held at Sheffield 
in the open air 7 April 1794 (Sheffield, 1794). Regarding 
Yorke's life (1772-1813) his associations with the London, 
Derby and Sheffield societies see E. Fe arne , 'Henry Redhead 
Yorke - Radical Traitor', Yorkshire Archaeological Journal, 
vol.XLII (1965), 121-135. 
Proceedings of 7 April etc. op.cit., 7. 
J. Holland and J. Everett, Memoirs etc. op.cit., I, 167, letter 
of Gales to Aston, n.d. April 1794. 
The Government had circularized the Lords Lieutenant of various 
counties in March regarding the raiSing of Volunteer cavalry or 
corps of fencible cavalry. These were to be partly financed by 
the Government. The Duke of Norfolk, the West Riding's Lieu
tenant, for several reasons including radical tendencies, 
blocked local initiative - see J.R. Western, 'The County 
Fencibles and the Militia Augmentation of 1794', Journal of the 
Society for Army History, vol.XXXI, 1953 passim. 
Howell, op.cit., XXIV, 238 - George Widdison at J.H. Tooke's 
trial. 
Sheffield Register, 18 April 1794. 
Howell, op.cit., XXIV, 666 - Henry Hill at Thomas Hardy's trial. 
Sheffield Courant, 19 April (activities of young democrats) and 
3 May 1794 (counter-violence of jeunesse beating up a stone 
thrower). 

Davison was being watched in Leeds as S. Buck to Sir J. Scott 
(Attorney General), 19 Feb. 1794, TS 11/591/1936 noted. 
Similarly echoed in William Broomhead's 25 May testimony before 
the Privy Council in TS 11/963/3509. 
Depositions of Luke and George Punshon before James Wilkinson, 
12 June 1794 in J. Brookfield to H. Dundas, 14 June 1794, HO 42/ 
31. 
Various sources including PRO TS, PRO HO and Sheffield Press. 
Testimonies of William Broardhead 27/28/29 May, William Camage 
27/29 May and George Widdison 7 July 1794, a11 before Privy 
Council in TS 11/963/3509. It appears Camage and Davison 
ordered the arms to be made by various journeymen members of 
the society. Yorke played a key role in making the decision 
to arm. 



156. R. Davison to Norwich society and LCS, 24 April 1794, in 
'Report of Committee of Secrecy' op.cit., 656. Also quoted 
in Sheffield Register, 26 June 1794. 
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157. ibid., 2 May 1794 - a meeting on 21 April at Camp End, Warley. 
158. Thompson, op.cit., 143, for general statement. 
159. William Broomhead to J. Thelwall, 11 May 1794, quoted in 

Howell, op.cit. XXIV, 487-8. 
160. Sheffield Register, 2 May 1794. 
161. J. Wilkinson to Commander in Chief, 7 May 1794, HO 50/346. 
162. Sheffield Register, 9 May 1794. 
163. ibid., 9 May 1794. 
164. Previous information of the local magistrates suggested this, 

particularly fragments of information in S. Marshall's letter 
to local magistrates. This found its way to the Home Office -
HO 42/30 - and was noted in the Sheffield press - Sheffield 
Register, 16 April 1794; Sheffield Courant, 3 May 1794. 
However much Marshall was an alarmist, the later activities 
of Camage and Broardhead prove his point. 

165. Letters in HO 42/30 from Manchester, Hull and London - all 
containing tentative suggestions of ultra-radical activity -
some very violent expression in wall writing at Hull - Mayor 
to Home Office, 20 May 1794, HO 42/30, 'Comrades prepare the 
times not far when Freedom will shew its Injured hand. To arms~ 
and quit youse1ves of Tyrants they begin to quake! - below a 
Phrygian cap decorated flower, a fallen crown and broken mitre. 

166. Thompson, op.cit., 142-3. 
167. Warrants for arrest of DaVison, 13 May and the rest 20 May, 

1794, copies in HO 42/30. 
168. R.E. Leader, Reminiscences etc. op.cit., 293-4, letter in 

Sheffield Independent, 7 Oct. 1848 and regarding Yorke's 
escape and capture, testimony before the Privy CounCil 17 June 
TS 11/963/3509. 

169. Sheffield Register, 30 May 1794 - Camage, Broomhead, Moody and 
Widdison taken to London. 

170. ibid., 30 May 1794 and depositions of George and Luke Punshon, 
12 June 1794, HO 42/31 and Sheffield Register, 29 Aug. 1794 -
their release. 

171. R. A1thorpe to Sec. of State, 18 June 1794, HO 42/31 - Althorpe 
hoped to be told by messenger what to do with the . 
prisoners because as he noted, 'you are not aware how much it 
encourages the seditious spirit that prevails at Sheffield'. 

172. Burnt by Charles Rhodes' wife - testimony of Broomhead before 
the Privy Council (2nd appearance), 28 May 1794, TS 11/963/3509. 

173. Sheffield Register, 16 April and 13 June 1794. 
174. ibid., 6 June 1794. 
175. ibid., 27 June 1794 - account of a meeting at Pontefract 18/19 

June to organize the various troops of West Riding troops of 
Yeomen cavalry - Leeds Mercury, 24 May 1794 shows the issue 
was first discussed at Pontefract Sessions in May. 

176. See Appendix 3:2 
177. Sheffield Courant, 7 June 1794; Burland, Annals op.clt., I, 233. 
178. Thompson, op.cit., 146-8 on the continuity of the LCS. 
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Gales was bankrupt, his goods were up for sale as advertisement 
in Sheffield Iris, 15 Aug. 1795 shows. 
ibid., 29 Aug. and 12 Sept. 1794. 
Wilson, 0f.cit. and Anon. (Charles Sylvester), Poems on Various 
Subjects Sheffield, 1797) passim, both contain examples of 
anti-Volunteer lyrics. 
Continued reports in Iris and Courant. From June 1794 onwards 
there are almost weekly reports on drilling and military 
organization. 
Baxter, 'The Great Yorkshire Revival' etc., art.cit., 46-76 
passim. 
W. Bramwell, Biography of Henry Longden (Liverpool, 1813), 89, 
quoted in Baxter, art.cit., 56. 
J. Moon to T. Coke, 22 Aug. 1794, Methodist Magazine vol.XVIII, 
414-415, quoted in Baxter, art.cit., 56. 
See 'voices' quoted by Baxter, art.cit., 46 and 65 (J. Moon~ 
Sheffield preacher Aug. 1794 and G. Sykes, Whitby July 1794). 
Sheffield Iris, 7 Aug. 1794. 
J. Moon to T. Coke, op.cit., 414-15. 
J. Sigston, Life and Ministry of William Bramwell, 2 vols (1872) 
II, 377. 
J. Baxter, art.cit., 60-1 - the Methodists had begun a 
Benevolent Society which suppleme,nted the inadequacies of the 
local system of poor relief on a significant scale (1794 -
relieved 444 cases - Sheffield Local Register, 74 and 77.) 
Wilson, op.cit., 53 n. comment on recruiting song 'Shout em 
down balm' sung when 'beating up' for recruits. 
Sheffield Courant, 19 July 1794. 
Wilson, op.cit., 46-9, song 'Raddle-necked Tups'. 
Sheffield Iris, 17 Oct. 1794 - case at Sheffield Quarter Sessions 
of insult to a Volunteer. 
ibid., 1 Aug. 1794. 
ibid., 5 Sept. 1794 - freed after 11 weeks confinement. 
The Volunteers and the recruiting parties for the Royal Sheffield 
Regiment of Foot (Cameron's Regiment) as well as the West Riding 
Volunteer cavalry all made their presence felt on public holidays 
and any other day they could justify their military rituals e.g. 
Sheffield Register, 22 Aug. (presentation of colours), 24 and 
31 Oct. (military ball), 21 Nov. 1794 (Doncaster assembly of 
all West Riding Yeomanry troops). 
J. Montgomery, Poetic Works (1850) preface, x, reprint of 
farewell address in ~ of 1825. 
Sheffield Iris, 8 Aug. 1794 - an attack on Montgomery calling 
him a 'milk sop traitor to the glorious cause of truth and 
liberty' showed he was not universally popular. 
ibid., 17 Oct. 1794. 

201. ibid., 28 Nov., 5 Dec., 12 Dec. 1794. 
202. William Chow to R. Hodgson, 3 Dec. 1794, Add. Mss. 27813 f.ll. 

203. Sheffield Iris, 5 Dec. 1794. 
204. ibid., 19 Dec. 1794. 
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205. There was a tradition of elite initiation of community projects 
in Sheffield with the precedents of the Fish Company 1790, 
Infirmary l793-5 (initiation to completion). 

206. Sheffield Iris, 2 Jan. 1795. 
207. Montgomery was sentenced to three months imprisonment in York 

Castle. This was part of a Government strategy to smash the 
'Associated clubs' as correspondence between the Attorney 
General and his local agent, lawyer Brookfield, showed. 
Ironically these letters containing the brief for the prosecution 
at Montgomery's trial wound up in Montgomery's possession later 
in his life and are now found in MD 1092 in SCL. 

208. Sheffield Iris, 27 Feb. 1795 - the SSCI acquitted John Alcock 
after trial. 

209. The moderates were associated in other ways as the Society of 
the Friends of Literature, although this was an organization 
serving to provide cover for political debate - ibid., 13 Feb. 
1795. 

210. Cold and floods worsened the local effects of influenza -
ibid., 13, 27 Feb. and 6 March 1795. 

211. ibid., 30 Jan. 1795 - a resolution by a town meeting called by 
respectable citizens, 'that the inclemency of the weather, the 
very high price of provisions, the obstructed state of trade, 
and the general want of employment, render necessary a sub
scription for the relief of the poor'. In Rotherham grain 
was sold at 1/6d per stone or 50% below the market dealers' 
price. 

212. Burland, Annale op.cit., I, 241-2, several report for January 
from the northern part of the region - Bolton-on-Dearne, 
Brampton Bierlow and Wath-on-Dearne; Sheffield Iris, 13 Feb. 
1795 (Sheffield, Rotherham), 20 Feb. 1795 (Bcclesfield). 

213. Burland, Annals op_cit., I, 238-42; Sheffield Iris, 13 Feb. 
1795 (floods) ADd 27 Peb. 1795 (influenza). 

214. Baxter, art.cit., 56-7. 
215. Sheffield Iris, 20, 27 Feb. and 27 March 1795. 
216. Brothers' prophecies were advertised in the Iris in February 

and March - ibid., 13 March 1795 referred to his attempts to 
solicit support in Sheffield by sending 'tokens' (pieces of 
bread) to the Sheffield 'chosen'. The edition of 20 March 
described one of his supporters as an 'old woman who, we hear, 
places the prophecies of Brothers, and the Gospels of the 
Evangelists on the same shelf in the corner cupboard of her 
pericranium'. For his arrest and speedy termination of his 
prophetic career see C. Roth, The Nephew of the Almighty (1933). 
For some new light on his provincial impact in 1795 see 
Baxter, art.cit., 61. 

217. Partly reflected in the incidence of suicide, a problematic 
variable in itself - see P.E. Hair, 'Deaths from Violence in 
Britain', Population Studies, March 1971 passim. My index is 
compiled from the Sheffield press, the coronor's reports not 
being systematically collected in the Quarter Sessions papers 
at Wakefield. Sources for Sheffield suicides - Iris, Register 
and Courant 1790-1, 1791-2, 1792-1, 1793-3, 1794-4, 1795-3, 
1796-2, 1797-6, 1798-3, 1799-4, 1800-2, 1801-3, 1802-2. 
However inadequate the statistics I believe these represent 
one of the important 'psychic pulses' that historians should 
check. The appearance of the winter of 1794-5 as the climax 
of an early local peak was echoed in the Sheffield Iris, 
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217 (cont.) 24 April 1795 - 'But it is horrid to reflect on the 
many instances of suicide which have occurred within the 
course of the last twelve months in the town of Sheffield'. 
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237. 

The heavier trades employing a minority of industrial workers 
were expanding on the strength of war demand. The linen trade, 
more dependent at this stage on the home market, may have also 
been steadier. 
Sheffield Iris, 3 April 1795 - 38 men wanted for the navy, 
bounties of 17-25 gns. offered. 
Eden, op.cit., III, 873. 
Prices published weekly in Sheffield Iris. 
Eden, op.cit., III, 873. 
R. Wearmouth, Methodism and the Common People in the Eighteenth 
Century (1945) for an inadequate list. Also wider references 
in Sheffield Iris, 10, 17 April, 1 May 1795. 
ibid., 24 April and 26 June 1795 - threats, R. Althorpe to 
War Office, 1 July 1795, WO 1/1082. 
Sheffield Iris, 3 July 1795 - list of subscribers to the Corn 
Committee; Papers of the Committee in WWM. F.47(b). 
Sheffield IriS, 24 April and 26 June 1795. 
ibid., 1 Ma~ (masters subsidising food) and 23, 31 July 1795 
(cheap soup). 
This leadership failure can be seen as the result of subpoenas 
issued against Broomhead, Cama~e, Moody, Hill and Widdison 
(Sheffield Iris, 27 March 1795). There was also a chronic 
shortage of funds (Iris, 13 March and 14 April 1795). 
Montgomery, released in April, was also less willing to 
publicize their cause. For parallel trends in London see 
Thompson, op.cit., 149-154. 
Sheffield Iris, 25 April 1795, noted the appearance of a handbill 
calling on the people to meet and 'plant the Tree of Liberty in 
the market place' • 
See below. 
The Spy or Political Inspector (Sheffield, 1795) complete in SCL. 
Leeds Mercury, 15 Aug. 1795. 
This account is based largely on the briefs for the prosecution 
carried out against Montgomery for his: libels of 1794/5. These 
are found in MD 1092 in SOL and comp,rise a draft prosecution 
brief and various depositions. Of these the deposition of 
Sgt-Major Hinde (Royal Sheffield Regiment) and those of assorted 
bystanders are extremely valuable. Letters in WWM. F.44(c) and 
accounts in the Sheffield Courant, Iris, and Leeds Mercury 
(7, 9 and 15 Aug. 1795) are useful supplements. 
Wilson, op.cit., 38-40. For later local comparison with 
'Peterloo' see J. Wood to Sidmouth, 24 Aug. 1819, HO 42/193. 
R.E. Leader, Sheffield in the Eighteenth Century, op.cit., 296-7. 
C. Brookfield to correspondent in York, 16 Aug. 1795, KB 33/6/5 
- 'the Mob have learned they are not to be trifled with' • 
Sheffield Iris, 10 April, 12 May 1795 - reported the field-day 
manoeuvres of the Sheffield Volunteers and the region'S troops 
of West Riding Yeomen Cavalry. Burland, A~nql~, I, 249, 
describes Fitzwilliam's entertainment of ~he ~neffield, Rotherham 
and Barnsley troops. 
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The proceedinfs of the Public Meeting held on Crookes Moor 
at Sheffield Sheffield, 1795); Sheffield Iris, 14 Aug. 1795 
and Thompson, op.cit., 353-6 for account of London parallel. 
J. Wilkinson to Dundas, 11 Aug. 1795, HO 42/35. 
Sheffield Iris, 28 Aug. 1795. 
Burland, Miscellaneous Writings, op.cit., 429 - the recollections 
of 'Bobby Mac', a participant. 
Burland, Annals, I, op.cit., 250-1 - the recollections of 
Fanny Barnes. 
The Two Acts were 36 Geo. III, c.7 which made it a treasonable 
offence to incite the population to hatred or contempt of the 
Crown or Government and 36 Geo. II, c.9, which banned public 
meetings attracting more than fifty persons. 
Sheffield Iris, 20 Nov. 1795 - meeting of the Friends of the 
Constitution of 1688 attracted several thousand people to 
Crookesmoor. It was dispersed by the magistrates who read the 
Riot Act. The edition of 4 Dec. noted a meeting in a field at 
Bridgehouses to thank the Duke of Norfolk for his opposition 
to the Acts. This was the last 'legal' public meeting discuss
ing parliamentary reform until 1810. 
Baxter, art.cit., 66-8 - the revival was still having an effect 
on the region until the spring of 1796. 
Sheffield Iris, 21 Aug. 1795 - 17 sick clubs discussed the 
building of a corn mill. This was subscribed to by many more 
of the town's sick clubs and a co-operative mill erected. 
Iris, 13 Nov. 1795 describes the procession to laying foundation 
stone ceremony (significantly the 'labour aristocrats' and petty 
bourgeois associates met the Volunteers en route and these 
courteously stood aside). At the ceremony Edward Oakes, the 
apocalyptic voice of the 1794 February Fast Day, made a speech 
containing half veiled political assertions of popular democratic 
rights. This speech is fully reprinted in pamphlet, 'An accurate 
account of the Proceedin s on the occasion of la i the 

oundation Stone 0 a new Corn Mill She field, 1795. There 
was evidence of other co-operative activity among the shoemakers 
and coalminers. 

An accurate_account etc. 0t.cit.OakeS noted talking of sick 
societies and the democra ic processes within, 'in all private 
associations the will of the people is the supreme law and the 
voice of the people is the voice of God ... Every individual is 
in his own private person a legislator and the vote of the 
poorest is equal to the vote of the richest member in a club'. 
This was true of other centres, even London which had shown 
tremendous energy in 1795. 
Leeds Mercury, 26 Feb. 1803; The Times, 22 Feb. 1803. 
Sheffield Iris, 22 Jan. 1796 - threat of a riot; The elite set 
an example with reduced consumption, Greaves to Portland, 19 Jan. 
1796, HO 42/38. 
Sheffield Iris, 12, 26 Feb. 1796 - lists of places where 
signatures to oppose the Two Acts might be added to petitions 
and also mentions a 'Whig Club' formed by several ex-SSeI 
members. 

252. ibid., 13 May and 10 June 1796; Sheffield Courant, 21 Jan. 
and 7, 28 June 1796. 

253. Wilson, op.cit., 38-41, 'Norfolk Street Riots'; Anon (Sylvester) 
op.cit., 5-7, 'Gallanty Show'. 
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254. Sheffield Iris, 26 Feb. 1796; Sheffield Courant, 7 June 1796. 
255. West Riding Quarter Sessions Indictments 1796 at WYCRO - words 

of David Martin, labourer. 
256. Sheffield Iris, 30 Dec. 1796. 
257. Eden III, op.cit., 874. 
258. Demand of razor makers dated 4 July, spring knife cutlers' and 

forgers' dated 6 Aug. and replies of cabinet makers and edge 
tool masters dated 8, 14 July all in Wilson Deeds Collection -
Wil.D. 412 in SCL. 

259. Sheffield Iris, 8 July 1796. 
260. Statement from masters' meeting - Wil.D. 412; Sheffield Iris, 

15 July 1796. 
261. 

262. 

263. 

264. 

265. 

266. 

267. 

268. 

269. 
270. 

271. 
272. 

273. 

Address of Journeymen Spring Knife Makers & Table Knife Forgers 
to the Public 6 July 1796 (Sheffield, 1796) Wil.D. 412 -
interesting use of membership cards to identify non-unionists. 
Journeymen Spring Knife Makers to Master Manufacturers of Spring 
Knives 14 Aug. 1796 (Sheffield, 1796) Wil.D. 412. Other groups 
like the razorsmiths wanted restricted production and a minimum 
wage as against crude increases. 
Sheffield IriS, 14 Oct. 1796 - several journeymen cutlers 
indicted for conspiracy at Sheffield Sessions were acquitted 
at Rotherham Sessions in October. 
Address of Journeymen Spring Knife Makers and Table Knife 
Forgers etc. op.cit. 
Resolutions of a Public Meeting 4 July 1796 (Sheffield, 1796), 
Wil.D. 412. 
Address to the Spring Knife Cutlers (n.d.), Wil.D. 412 - again 
refers to the use of tickets by the spring knife and table knife 
workers .. These bore the arms of the Cutlers' Company reflecting 
the lingering for guild controls, controls they were trying 
to maintain. 
The Kilhamite secession among the Methodists took place in 1797. 
The Kilhamite New Connexion had many supporters locally including 
ex-SSCI leaders like Edward Oakes and Richard Beale; See 
Baxter, art.cit., 103 and list of local preachers of Kilhamites 
in 1797 Sheffield Circuit, Spedding New Connexion Methodist Mss. 
collection, vol.V, 4, in SOL ; For same trends among the Odd
fellows see I. Inkster, 'The Development of a Scientific 
Community in Sheffield 1790-1850', TRAS., X, pt.2 (1973), 90-131. 
J. Thelwall, The Rights of Nature (1796), 20; Thelwall's visit 
is recorded in the Sheffield Iris, 23 and 30 Sept. 1796. 
On London - Thompson, op.cit., 182. 
William Camage and William Dewsnap for the Sheffield Friends of 
Liberty to LCS, 15 May 1797 in reply to the LCS address of 
24 April (earlier correspondence is hinted at) in Place Newspaper 
Collection in BL.set xxxviii, vol.l, f.67. 
ibid. 
Sheffield Courant, 13 June 1797 (local panic); Sheffield Iris, 
4 lug. 1797 (Volunteers called out to prevent similar meeting 
as LCS, Montgomery bitterly commenting, 'Go eat your pudding 
Lads, and hold your tongues'; Thompson, op.cit., 182 - for 
London activity. 

J. Wilkinson to Portland, 7 Aug. 1797, HO 42/41. 
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274. Survival of a year of invasion threats was followed by the 
Camperdown naval victory over the Dutch following the mutinies 
of April and June 1797. 

275. This was despite the financial panic and the suspension of 
cash payments by the Bank of England earlier in the year. 

276. A. Gayer, W.W. Rostow and A. Schwartz, The Growth and Fluctuation 
of the British Economy 1790-1850 2 vols. (Oxford, 1953), I, 27-9. 

277. R.E. Leader, Sheffield in the Eighteenth Century, op.cit., 297-8. 

278. Two Manchester delegates, Burke and Stansfield, had travelled 
throughout Yorkshire and the north Midlands in December 1797. 
A renewal of activity in centres such as Leeds and Nottingham, 
as well as Sheffield, took place - testimony of Robert Grey 
before Portland, 15 April 1798, PCl 41/139A. These Privy 
Council bundles contain a great deal of material on the Lanca
shire DE, PCl /3117 contains a DE constitution and plan of 
organization. For additional material on UE in West Riding and 
north Midlands I have found letters in HO 42/43,45,46 useful. 
Sheffield radicals were already familiar with the VI through 
the Scottish convention of 1793 and the pages of the old 
Patriot. 

279. Thompson, op.cit., 186-9. 

280. T. Packenham, The Year of Liberty (1969) passim for most recent 
account of the rebellion. 

281. 1797 produced in addition 37 Geo.III c.70 (mutineers), c.123 
(unlawful oaths). 1798 saw the passing of 39 Geo.III c.78 
(Newspaper Act) and 1799, 39 Geo.III c.79 (Corresponding 
Societies Act) and c.81 (Combination Act). 

282. Sheffield Iris, 23 Feb. 2 March (Defence of Country subscriptions 
begin), 5, 19 and 26 Oct. and 9 Nov. 1798 (celebrate Battle of 
Nile victory in Sheffield and out-villages). 

283. The informer Barlow, whose reports to Sir R. Ford from Sept.
Nov. 1799 are contained in PCl/44/141A and 164A, listed the 
works of Volney, Godwin, Mirabeau, Helvetius and Voltaire as 
those with which Sheffield radicals were familiar. Barlow's 
eVidence, despite what Thompson op.cit., 534 says, is not all 
bogus. For example this 'reading list' is quite justified. 
The Patriot had printed extracts from various of these authors 
and Gales' paper advertised translations of some of them. 

284. C. Volney, The Ruins or Surve of the Revolutions of Em ires 
(London, 1795 - 2nd English edition, 

285. Weavers 1794, cutlery workers 1796, miners 1797. 
286. Pamphlet in Barlow to Sir R. Ford, 9 Sept. 1799, PC 1/44/16lA. 

287. Common law was employed against combinations. The Combination 
Acts of 1799 and 1800 merely simplified proceedings. 

288. James Wilkinson's reply to Portland's circulation of the Bishops 
to collect information regarding corn prices and the supply of 
grain, n.d. Oct. 1800, HO 42/54. 

289. Sheffield IriS, 6 Dec. 1799. 

290. ~., 6 Dec. 1799. 

291. ibid., 13 Dec. 1799. 

292. ibid., 10 Jan. 1800. 

293. ibid., 17 Jan. 1800 - advice on use of substitutes like potatoes. 

294. ibid., 31 Jan. (Huddersfield) and 21 Feb. 1800 (Wolverhampton). 
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295. Sheffield Iris, 4, 11, 18, 25 April 1800. 
296. ibid., 1 May 1800. 
297. ibid., 28 Aug. 1800. 

298. 

299. 
300. 

301. 

302. 

303. 
304. 

305. 

306. 

307. 

308. 
309. 

310. 

311. 
312. 
313. 
314. 
315. 

316. 

317. 
318. 

319. 

H. Parker to Fitzwilliam, 2 Sept. 1800, WWM. F.44(d) - noted 
a circulation of papers among the crowd assembled in the 
Backfields, see below. 
Account based on various letters in WWM. F.44(d) and HO 42/52. 
Parker to Fitzwilliam, 2 Sept., Fitzwilliam to Portland, 
3 Sept., Fitzwilliam to Portland, 8,10 Sept. 1800 in WWM. F.44(d) 
and HO 42/51. 
Wilkinson, report n.d. Oct. 1800, HO 42/54. This return gave 
figures which showed the 1800 harvest price of wheat, barley 
and oats 35, 50 and 30% up on 1799 price and 115, 125 and 
120% up on 1798; it showed potatoes and beans 66 and 38% up 
on 1799 and 150 and 138% up on 1798, and beef and mutton 
57 and 29% up on 1799 and 10 and 30% up on 1798. 
Correspondence, particularly of Thomas Bancroft of Bolton to 
Home Office, HO 42/53,54 and 55. 
Good News for Poor People (Sheffield, 1800), JC.1553 in SCL. 
Printed handbill, 'A Word to whom it may concern', enclosed 
in J. Wilkinson to Fitzwilliam, 27 Sept. 1800 in WWM. F.44(d). 
Commander of Norfolk Militia to Fitzwilliam, 3 Nov. 1800, 
HO 42/53. 
Handbill enclosed in W. Taylor to Fitzwilliam, 21 Oct. 1800, 
WWM. F.45(a); Doncaster Gazette, 24 Oct. 1800 for similar 
reports further east. 
Account based on letters in WWM.F.44(e) and F.45(a) and 
HO 42/54,55. Meetings also noted in Sheffield Iris, 4 Dec. 
1800 - Bellows(Bellas) Plain on Sky Edge was a familiar 
location throughout Sheffield's radical history. 
J. Lowe to Fitzwilliam, 1 Dec. 1800, WWM. F.44(e). 
Testimony of Captain Warris before Sheffield magistrates, 
2 Dec. 1800, WWM. F.44(e) - the leaders of the meeting told 
him 2000 were present but Warris estimated only 1000. 
Official notice headed 'Caution' enclosed in Lowe to Fitzwilliam, 
2 Dec. 1800, WWM. F.44(e}. 
Testimony of Captain Warris, loc.cit. 
Lowe to Portland, 18 Dec. 1800, HO 42/55. 
Lowe to Portland, 5 Dec. 1800, HO 42/55. 
Fitzwilliam to Portland, 8 Dec. 1800, WWM. F.44(f). 
Lowe to Portland, 5 Dec. 1800, loc.cit.; F.D. Cartwright, Life 
and Correspondence of Major Cartwright (1826) 2 vols. I, 260-=
Major Cartwright had met a group of men prepared to organize a 
riot in December 1800. 

Bancroft to Portland, 15 Dec. 1800, including depOSitions, 
HO 42/55. 
ibid., and Birmingham correspondence, 26 Dec. 1800, HO 42/55. 
Deposition of Thomas Ainsden before Sir Richard Ford, 9 Dec. 
1800, HO 42/55. 
Correspondence in HO 42/61, particularly letters of Bancroft 
(Bolton), 1,7 and 22 March, T. Coke (Manchester), 14 and 24 
March and J. Singleton (Wigan), 24 March and 7 April 1801. 
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324. 

325. 

326. 

327. 
328. 

329. 

330. 
331. 

332. 

333. 

334. 

335. 

336. 

337. 

Sheffield Iris, 1 and 15 Jan. 1801. 
ibid., 5 March 1801. 
ibid., 7 May 1801. 
J. Busfield to Fitzwilliam, 19 March 1801, enclosed in 
Fitzwilliam to Portland, 21 March 1801, HO 42/61 and copy 
WWM. F.45(a). 
The usage of T. Coke, a member of the national Methodist 
hierarchy, in letter to Portland, 24 March 1801, HO 42/61 
in referring to the progress of the UE in Huddersfield. 
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Letters in WWM. F.45(a) and HO 42/61 and 62. A West Riding 
example of this activity was testified to by Christopher 
Bennett in a 17 March 1801 deposition before Leeds magistrates 
which is found in Mayor of Leeds to Portland, 1 Aug. 1801, 
HO 42/62. 
Letters, particularly Bancroft's, 9 and 23 June and Hay's, 
7 and 23 June 1801, HO 42/62. 
Thompson, op.cit., 517-18. 
Bancroft and Fletcher of Bolton and Hay of Duckinfield were 
the most prominent. 
Particularly in B. Markland, Blackburn magistrate employing 
the postmaster of his district, 10 June 1801 to Portland, 
HO 42/62 - he commented that his informant had heard that 
Sheffield had not sent representatives to Rivington Pike as 
expected but the town was a major provider of arms for the 
movement. 
ibid. B. Markland. 
At a significant time because there were strong suggestions 
that a general rising would be attempted in May. This is 
what Markland ibid. says. 
Enclosed in Bancroft to Portland, 29 June 1801, HO 42/62 - the 
plan is described as 'the Leeds plan, much the same as at 
Sheffield and Wakefield'. Similar copies from the Nottingham 
area are enclosed in Fletcher to Portland, 6 July 1801, HO 42/62. 
ibid., - some reference was made to 'civil' and 'military' 
committees. 

J. Walker to Addington, 13 July; Fitzwilliam to Portland (with 
West Riding magistrates' enclosures), 30 July and 1 Aug.; 
Mayor of Leeds to Portland, 1 Aug. 1800; Mayor of Hull, 16 Aug.; 
T. Coke, 19 Aug. 1801, all to Portland, HO 42/62. Also 
WWM. F.45(a) for copies and retained correspondence. 
Deposition of William Simnet before the Mayor of Chesterfield, 
25 Nov. 1802, HO 42/66. 
Information enclosed in Fletcher to Portland, 31 Aug. 1801, 
HO 42/62, Bent and Robinson working together provided the 
information. The eight committeemen were: 

Francis Moody-shoemaker Timothy Gales-pressman 
Matthew Shaw-silversmith John Crome-printer 
Thomas Troth-silversmith William Camage-leather inkstand maker 
William Wilkinson-tailor John Alcock-leather inkstand maker. 

and mealman for a 
society. 

The Bent-Robinson partnership was commented on later by another 
agent, testimony of Sgt. J. Melling, 29 Nov. 1803, PC 1/3583. 
Sheffield IriS, 8 Oct. 1801. 
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338. Fletcher to Portland, 7 Jan. 1802, HO 42/65. 
339. Enclosed in Fletcher to King, 3 April 1802, HO 42/65 - details 

regarding the VI and UE in London and of plans for taking the 
Tower and the Bank. 

340. Testimony of William and Edward Simnet, 25 Nov. 1802, HO 42/66. 
341. Sheffield Iris, 25 Feb. 1802 - he had worked in the Hartshead 

printing office for ten years, first under his nephew Joseph 
Gales and then under Montgomery. 

342. Flower, 18 May and R. Walker, 13 June 1802 to Fitzwilliam, 
WMM. F.45(d). 

343. Statement of West Riding magistrates in Quarter Session at 
Bradford, 15 July 1802, WWM. F.45(d). 

344. Parker to Fitzwilliam, 13 July, in Fitzwilliam to Portland, 
20 July 1802, HO 42/65. 

345. Confirmed in J. King to Major General Brownrigg, 28 July 1802, 
HO 51/154. 

346. Letters of various magistrates, WWM. F.45(d). 
347. Extract from a pamphlet entitled, 'An Address to the United 

Britons' in WWM. F.45(d), copy in R. Walker to Fitzwilliam, 
28 June 1802, HO 42/64. 

348. Various DE documents enclosed in Pelham to Fitzwilliam, 
22 Sept., WWM. F.45(d). 

349. Depositions of William and Edward Simnet and John Wilbone 
before T. Dutton, Mayor of Chesterfield, 23 and 25 Nov. 1802, 
HO 42/66 and deposition of William Simnet 2 Dec. 1800, WWM. 
F.45(d). 

350. 

351. 
352. 

353. 

354. 

355. 

356. 

357. 

358. 

William Simnet deposition 2 Dec. 1800, loc.cit., noted they 
began to reactivate in August. 
Gayer, Rostow and Schwartz, op.cit., 61. 
John Wilbone deposition, 23 Nov. 1802, loc.~it., 'dispatches 
are constantly sent from one SOCiety to another and that money 
has been collected to pay the messenger' • 
For Despard see Howell, op.cit. XXVIII, 345-528, Despard was 
reported to have admitted (427 - evidence of Emblin) that 
'regular organization would be a moral impossibility'. In 
my opinion Despard was one of the masterminds of a London 
coup which had the support of sections of the London DE and UI. 
Similarly groups in the provinces like those in South Yorkshire 
knew of the plan and were prepared to act if the initial move 
succeeded. 
These men were betrayed by the loose talk of the Simnet brothers 
while working with John Wilbone as colliers at Chesterfield, 
depositions in WWM. F.45(d) and HO 42/66. The interesting 
'coincidence' of the names of Lee and Ronksley is explored in 
J.L. Baxter and F.K. Donnelly, 'The Revolutionary "Underground" 
in the West Riding: Myth or Reality?', Past and Present, 64, 
Aug. 1974, 124-132. 
Parker (3 Dec. 1802) and C. Alderson (4 Dec. 1802) to Pelham, 
HO 42/66. 

J. Beckett to Fitzwilliam, 22 Nov. 1802, WWM. F.45(d). 
Burland, Annals, I, on.cit., 278. 

E. Hoyle~ History of Barnsley (Barnsley, 1924), (pages not 
numbered). 
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359. Burland, op.cit., 297, a song 'The Radicals; or the Wath Wood 
Yeomanry, A tale of the nineteenth century by E. Duizzem Esq.' 
found in the papers of the paymaster of the Wath Wood Light 
Infantry Volunteers in 1805. 

360. Thompson, op.cit., 494-499, deals with the implications of 
renewed war. 
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~Y~DIX ~Il - SSCI activists. l12l-l12~ 
Naae Occu~tion 6tatus Nature of Hole 
John Alcock leather inkstand 

maker S C 
Samuel Ashton painter S C 
l''rancis Bagshaw 0 
John Barber table knife cutler J 0 
Richard. Beale grocer S C 
J ames Brooke turner J 0 
Williaa Broomhead cutler 11 C 
Mathew Brown player turned 

attorney p C 
William Camage leather inkstand 

maker S C 
John CrOBle printer S 0 
Cawthorne 0 
Wi1liaa Chow filesmith C 
William Clarke cutler C 
Benjamin Dean fi1esmith M C 
Richard Davison printer J C 
Benjaain Dawson 0 
Wi11iaa Dewsnap razor grinder S 0 
Mathew Dodsworth cutler J C 
'Devil' Elliot ironwork's clerk J 0 
Thomas Eyre 0 
George :nsh compositor J 0 
Joseph Gales printer M C 
Timothy Gales printer J 0 
John Grainger C 
Robert Hadfield 0 
rlenry Hall 0 
Francis Hallaa tailor 0 
John Harrison razorsmith M C 
Henry Hill shoe maker's-

knife forger J 0 
Robert Holding striker J 0 
Jaaes Horsefield grocer M C 
Houndsfield blacksmith S 0 
Williaa Houndsfield striker J 0 
William Huntsman steelaaker J 0 
Francis Jackson grinder J 0 
Geors'8 Johnson C 
Arthur Jewitt table knife cutter J 0 
George Kent scissor aanufacturer M C 
Jonathon Leadbeater compositor J 0 
Joseph Lee C 
Mathew Lodwin C 
Williaa MaJkin C 
Marshall 0 
David Martin engraver M C 
Wi11iaa Mason foundry worker J 0 
Joseph Mather grinder/entertainer S 0 
Jaaes Montgoaery printer JIM 0 
Robert Moo~ oarpenter/joiner J 0 
Charles Needhaa silver cutler J 0 
Edward Oakes silver plate 

JI8llufacturer M C 
Luke Palfreyman hosier M 0 
John Payne yeoaan L C 
George Punshon oarpenter/enginewrigbt J 0 
Luke Punshon foreaan/book-keeper J 0 



Charles Rhodes cutler 
Henry Rock 
Daniel Roper striker J 
Robert Rowley striker J 
Simon Runock 
l!klward Smith compositor J 
Joseph Smith book seller S 
Abraham Sutcliffe physician P 
Charles ~ylvester silversmith J 
J aaes Taylor 
Enoch Trickett filesmith J 
Wadsworth penknife cutler J 
James Watson 
George Widdison hairdresser/turner H/J 
Joseph Wildgoose striker J 
John Wood forger J 
Henry Redhead Yorke intelleotual/orator P 

m 
J - Journeyman, apprentice and wage workers generally 
M - Master, manufacturer or tradesman 
P - Professional 
L - Landowner 
S - Self-employed 

0 
C 
0 
0 
C 
0 
C 
C 
0 
0 
C 
0 
C 
0 
0 
0 
C 

C - Comaittee .e.ber - includes officials like secretaries, presidents of 
meetings, major speech-makers. 

o - Ordinary member - actual paying m~mbers and active syapathisers, 
particularly those engaged in weapon making. 
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UPEN])IX 3:2 

(a)Committee of the ~heffield Loyal Independent Volunteers 
~ Amount of Subsoription* Oooupation/souroe of wealth 
Dr John Brown 1000 m.edioal man, leadworks 

Rev. J aaes Wilkinson 

Vinoent ~'yre 

George Woodhead 
Joseph Clay 

Mrs. Fell 

Richard Swallow 
George Greaves 
Samuel Greaves 
John Kenyon 

John Turner 

Suuel Peech 

John Harrison 
Samuel Staniforth 
Samuel Marshall 
James Wheat 

J. and B. Broomhead 

Joseph Ibberson 

William Brightmore 
Jacob Roberts 
John Parkin 
Thomas Holy 
John Trevers Young 
Rev. Alexander McKenzie 
John Roberts 
Saauel Staniforth 
Riohard Morton 

Benjamin Blonk& i. wiloock 
Joseph Ward 
Jonathon Greaves 
Williaa Shore 
Gaaaliel lvIilner 
Wilson &lCo. 
J obn Hendry 
Robert Hutton 
Henry Tudor 

John Rj-jngton 
John Sauer 
Mrs. Winter 

"In pounds 

100 

100 

100 
100 

100 

100 
50 
50 
50 

50 

50 

31 
25 
25 
25 

25 

25 

21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 

21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 
21 

21 
21 
21 

owner 
Vioar, tythe owner and 

landowner 
banker and steward for 

Duke of Norfolk 
merohant 
gentleman, landowner with 
interests in iron 

landowner, ironmaster's 
widow 

ironmaster and steelaaker 
merohant 
grooer 
merohant and file manufao
turer 
retired foreign trade 
aerohant 

proprietor of Angel Inn 
and landowner 

file manufaoturer 
wine aerohant 
merchant 
Attorney, offioial of the 
oourt, Baron, landowner 
faotors,outlery manufaot
urers 
merohant and outlery 
Jlanufaoturer 

merohant and steel refiner 
merohant 
merchant 
merchant 
.erohant 
C.ofE. ourate 
gentleman 
mercer and draper 
silver and plated ware 
manufacturer 

merchants 
table knife manufacturer 
merchant 
banker 
banker 
snuff manufaoturers 
scissor manufacturer 
gentleman 
silver and plated ware 
manufaoturer 

Attorney 
merchant 
widow of gentleman 



189 

(b) Occupations of Volunteers 1794-6 (names taken from articles of enrolment 

Gentleaen 
Merchants , factors, grocers 
Professionals (attorneys , surgeons, teachers, 
editors, writers, musicians) 
Artisans(no economic status given) 
i. Cutlery, tools and steel 

i1. Silver plate, silversmiths, weavers, shoe, 
hat, button, saddle, cabinet makers, blacksmiths 
Services(hairdressers, servants, butchers, 
printers, compositors, salesmen) 
Building(ma.sons, bricklayers, plasterers, 
painters, joiners) 
Labourers 
Youths 
'1'0 tal 

APPENDIX 313 
Sheffield Ultra-Radicals - United Englishmen 

liM!. 
John Alcock 
Henry Barlow 
WilliaJll Caaa.ge 
William Cockran 
John Croae 
Jeremiah Elliot 
Thomas io'yre 
Tiaothy Gales 
Edward Green 
George Howe 
William Lee 
Williaa Mercer 
Francis Moody 
Benjamin Moore 
Williaa Pedley 
Thomas Raaesekar 
Williaa Ronksley 
Edward SiJmet 
Williaa Silllnet 
Thoaas Troth 
Williaa Wolstenholme 
Williaa Wilkinson 

Occupation Status 
leather inkstand maker S 

S 
leather inkstand asker S 

printer S 

pressll8ll J 

turner J 

shoeaaker J 

whiteSJlith J 
turner J 
turner-collier J 
turner-collier J 
silversmith J 
joiner J 
mealman J 

3 
10 

10 

165 

10 

15 
3 

--i 
.ill. 



CHAPTER 4. Freedom to become slaves: Economy and Society 
in South Yorkshire c. 1803-15. 
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The dominant trends in the regional pattern of industrialization 

continued at new, higher levels of intensity during these years, 

especially in the heavy sector dominated by the coal and iron indus

tries. War demand and basic processes of capitalist accumulation 

intensified this process in the heavy sector. In the light sector 

progress towards large scale production under industrial capitalism 

was significantly slow. However the final removal of the restraints 

on economic activity imposed by the Cutlers' Company removed the last 

barrier to a free market situation in the cutlery trades. All the 

industries in the light sector were now part of a free market economy 

where labour was an unprotected commodity. 

In the lives of all the region'S working people, structural 

changes in industrial organization, war-time dislocation and market

place inflation were dominant influences and provided a context for 

new levels of social awareness to be sustained by the positive action 

of the surviving radical activists and a small but growing number of 

labour leaders. These initiated confrontations with the political, 

economic and cultural exploiters of the working people.in an important 

prelude to a period of more open struggle. 

Section A. Organization and dynamics c. 1803-15. 

(a) Organization. 

1) The Cutlery Trades. 

The period saw the final dismantling of the eighteenth century 

paternalist code with the passing of the 1814 Act. l This opened the 

corporate trades to anyone and removed the controls on apprenticeship. 

The unqualified could now set up as master manufacturers and employ 

unlimited numbers of apprentices. The Cutlers' Company withered away 

to becoming a mark registering agency which had only certain ritual 

functions in the town's social calendar. 2 Engineered by Sheffield's 
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merchants and larger manufacturers, this dismantling of controls had 

serious implications for all those who worked in the trades, even for 

the relatively 'unproductive' commercial classes who had initiated 

this dismantling. The Act ended any remaining traditional regularity 

of expectation between commercial men (merchants and factors) who 

dealt in raw materials and marketed the final product, the manufacturer 

(large or small), wage labour (journeymen and apprentices) and sub

contracted wage labour (the master and journeymen grinders). A com

plete de-stabilization of the existing economic and social relations 

of production followed in the trades. A speculative class of 

commercial men (factors) entered the trades. They capitalized on 

bad conditions produced by market dislocation which had created a 

'lemming herd' of 'small masters' or 'journeymen masters' who had 

left regular employment or were laid off and had set up as producers 

under the new conditions existing after 1814. Lax administration by 

the Company had meant these circumstances had partly arisen before 

1814. They were more marked after the Act. The speculative factor 

class bought goods cheaply and stock-piled them for boom conditions. 

They did not always pay cash and operated a 'stuffing' system of 

payment in kind. In boom conditions they saturated the market and 

destroyed the livelihoods of all regular manufacturers and the 

established merchants who normally marketed the products of the trades. 

This bred cynicism among these tradesmen of the 'old school' and they 

too adopted speculative methods of production and marketing. The 

masters amongst them abandoned the practices of stock-piling at 

maintained prices, sharing work and maintaining or subsidizing their 

unemployed or partially employed work-forces. 3 

The magnitude of this de-stabilization was not fully seen until 

the post-war years and subsequent decades. It was frequently commented 

upon and traced back to the demise of the Cutlers' Company. It had 

very important implications for wage labour, both that employed 

directly or by sub-contract. Labour was badly hit by market-place 



inflation and market dislocation and these structural changes 

precipitated more definite attempts at trade union organization 
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among journeymen. There had been suggestions of sick, friendly and 

other benefit societies providing cover for the organization of la.bour 

to improve wages from the 1780's onwards. Several of the town's other 

trades, tai1ors,4 ShOemak~rs,j)silver plated trade workers and saw

makers\"were organized in this way. In the years 1809-10 came signs of 

renewed labour organization among cutlery workers in the corporate 

trades. In these years there was the first public reporting of 

'rattening',6 the damaging of equipment and tools used in production 

as a sanction on employers and 'black' labour. This heralded the 

advancing industrial power of organized labour. 

2) Silver and Silver Plate Trades. 

These years saw a slowing down of earlier expansion. The silver 

trade was producing nearly 20% more marked silverware in 1814-15 than 

in 1803-4 as against a 30% expansion in the 1790's.7 In the plated 

trades the number of manufacturing 'houses' remained stable, the rate 

of taking out new trade marks in both trades being half that of the 

1790's.8 Labour here had faced a free market situation from the 

earlier eighteenth century and was probably organized to protect its 

wages throughout the period. This went on behind a facade of legal 

friendly and benefit societies in what were superior trades. 

3) Steel. 

The number of steel converters and refiners in Sheffield 

increased from 16 in 1797 to 39 in 1821. 9 Expansion came from 

increased production in small scale ~melting holes' and from production 

in the town's and region's ironworks. Little is known of the labour 

in this relatively small industry in this period. 

4) !!:2!!. 
The iron industry in the region grew rapidly in these years, 

stimulated by war demand and transport improvements. On the demand 
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side, both the cannon trade and the domestic market expanded. Progress 

was aided by the opening of the Barnsley Canal in 1799 and the Dove 

and Dearne Canal in 1804. There were now several large units of 

production scattered throughout the region. 10 There were also several 

small foundries casting in both iron and brass. These were located in 

Sheffield and the smaller towns. ll 

The expansion of the industry was mainly confined to the larger 

units of production in the central and southern parts of the region. 

To the north around Barnsley, transport improvements stimulated iron 

production and coal mining after the joining of the Barnsley to the 

Dearne and Dove Canal. 12 Several small furnaces operated and expanded 

production in the upper Dearne Valley north of Barnsley. This expan

sion was on a small scale. 13 In 1811 and 1812 new foundries were 

built at Barnsley and Worsbrough. 14 These were insignificant chall-

engers to the 'village ironworks' in the central parts of the region 

(Thorncliffe, Chapeltown, Elsecar, Milton),15 and the urban foundries 

of Sheffield and Rotherham. 

We know very little of ironworks' labour in this period. It is 

likely, given the pattern of growing demand, that its position was 

good, especially in relation to workers in the region's lighter trades. 

There is little evidence relating to the ironworking outwork trade, 

particularly nail-making. There appeared to be a parallel prosperity 

for outworkers because mechanized production had not made its mark. 16 

As with ironworks' labour, evidence of the condition of a small but 

significant group of industrial workers is lacking. 

5) Coal. 

This period saw a marked expansion in production and employment, 

particularly in the previously under-developed northern area around 

Barnsley and also in the central area. The completion of the Barnsley 

and Dearne and Dove Canals in 1804 was critical to this expansion,17 

as the table below shows: 



Table 4:1 Tonna es of coal carried on the new canals 
annual averages in tons 

Barnsley Canal18 Dearne and Dove Canal-19 

1800-02 5,093 24,066 

1803-05 25,052 26,290 
1806-08 30,365 45,999 
1809-11 47,900 72,532 
1812-14 76,208 86,047 

1815-17 95,104 95,438 

~ The Dearne and Dove figures are inflated by traffic from the 
Barnsley Canal passing southwards. In 1813 over one third of 
its coal tonnage was Barnsley Canal traffic. This proportion 
increased· 20 

194 

There was immediate growth around the terminus of the Barnsley Canal 

at Barnby. Here there was a large colliery owned by the Low Moor 

ironworks producing 10,000 tons per annum by 1804. 21 At Banks Hall 

Samuel Thorpe of Gawber was sending 100 wagons of Silkstone coal per 

week to the canal wharf. 22 The nearby village of Cawthorne had 31 

miners among its 200 male working population in 1806. 23 The Barnby 

colliery ceased operating between 1806-11 and growth in mining 

production slowed in the area. 24 After 1810 when tramways had been 

built to bring coal from Silkstone to the canal terminus, there was 

further growth. Jonas Clarke of Noblethorpe Hall began to exploit 

the coal on his new Silkstone estate. 25 The Barnby colliery also 

began working again. 

The Dearne and Dove canal provided stimulus for coal production 

in the central area of the region. Again progress did not immediately 

follow the opening of the canal. At Worsbrough in 1806 there were 

only eight miners among 114 adult workers. Francis Edmunds began to 

exploit his resources at about the same time as Jonas Clarke. 26 At 

Elsecar production was on a larger scale. Earl Fitzwilliam, the 

dominant coal master in this area, employed 100 men in this area in 

the Old and New collieries at Elsecar and 60 at Low Wood cOlliery.27 

There was little growth around Sheffield in the south where the Duke 

of Norfolk had been the largest coalmaster. In 1805 he leased all his 
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pits to the Sheffield Coal Company for twenty years.28 Here as else-

where the miner and his experience remained at this stage more elusive 

than his employer. 

6) Linen. 

Although there are few records relating to its operations, the 

linen trade can be shown to have expanded significantly in this period. 

In Barnsley in 1798 there had been seven large employers or linen 

manufacturers putting out work to weavers in the town and surrounding 

villages and employing 500 looms. By 1816 there were 28 linen manu

facturers, employing 2500 looms. 29 Expansion was associated with a 

change of emphasis in production away from heavy products (towellings, 

sheets, dowlas and ducks) towards finer products (huckabacks, diapers, 

damasks, fine sheetings). This process was said to have begun in 

1810. 30 In Barnsley there was al~o a growth of business associated 

with the finishing processes of bleaching and calendering. Here in 

1806 30% of the adult working population were weavers and in all 44% 

worked in the linen trade. In nearby villages there were significant 

numbers of weavers but no finishers. 31 

The expansion of the industry locally was associated with the 

influx of Scottish, Irish and Lancashire weavers. These arrived in 

more significant numbers after the Napoleonic wars. Population growth 

before 1815 was mainly associated with short distance migration. 

(b) Dynamics 

Despite the effects of war on the industrial economy's largest 

employer, the cutlery trades, the majority of the region's industries 

in the light and heavy sectors expanded during these years. The 

driving force provided by capitalist accumulation through enclosure 

and the investment benefits from transport improvement prompted this 

expansion at every stage. 
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Table 4:2 Average number of enclosure acts in progress annually 
in five year periods in South Yorkshire within a 

Table 4:3 

20 mile radius of Sheffield, 1790-1820. 32 

acts 

1790-95 2 
1795-1800 6 

1800-05 4.8 
1805-10 5 
1810-15 9.4 
1815-20 10.4 

Expansion of traffic on the region's waterways and 
average value of traffic per annum in three-year 
periods, 1800-17. 

1800-2 1803-5 1806-8 1809-11 1812-14 1815-17 
1) Tolls on the Barnsley 

Cana133 
2) Tolls on Dearne and 

Dove Cana134 
3) Amount of dividend to 

be distributed to 
shareholders of the 
Don Navigation. 35 

826 2028 

1112 '1441 

9693 8447 

2464 3439 5808 6908 

3026 5167 6698 7116 

9310 12102 12478 12735 

This driving force was reflected in the increased significance of the 

heavy sector. This sector, while still employing a tiny minority of 

the region's industrial workers, created an increasingly disproportion-

ate share of its wealth. 

At this stage the heavy sector was less vulnerable to the vicissi-

tudes of the trade cycle and the artificial disruption of markets by 

war. The light sector industries, especially Sheffield's cutlery and 

related trades, were more seriously affected by the war. The wage and 

employment data provided by one medium-sized cutlery firm illustrates 

the severity of market dislocation brought about by the war: 
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Table 4:4 Wage bill and average numbers of reciEients of Eayment 
of the firm of Thomas Nowill and ComEanY' 36 

ware bill 
£s) 

EmElo,yees 
(average no. 

ware bill 
£s) 

BmElo,yees 
(average no. 

throughout throughout 
the year). the year). 

1800 1,717 31 1808 506 10 

1801 1,961 32 1809 781 12.5 

1802 2,035 33 1810 847 12.5 

1803 1.,900 28 1811 1,203 16.5 
1804 1,011 16 1812 1,356 16.7 
1805 499 9 1813 1,794 23 
1806 535 9 1814 1,204 18.8 

1807 546 10 1815 1,783 22.5 

The immediate dislocation of markets by renewed warfare was reinforced 

by the operation of trade embargoes. The Berlin decrees of 1806 and 

the Orders in Council played some part in this. New markets provided 

renewed stimulus after 1808 and explain the boom felt in 1809-10 when 

cutlery workers gained a new price list long after regarded as of 

great worth. The Nowi11 figures do not entirely bring out the inf1u-

ence of the dominant national business cycle which witnessed peaks 

in this period in December 1802, August 1806, March 1810 and March 

1815, and troughs in October 1801, March 1804, May 1808 and September 

1811. 37 They do not emphasize the depression of trade due to the 

operation of the Orders in Council with regard to the American market 

during 1811-12. This was ve.ry severe. It combined with the highest 

corn prices of the decade in 1812 to induce signs of are-awakened 

radical temper in the mass. The dominant business cycle pattern is 

borne out more by the data for the silver trades. 

Table 4:5 Quantity of silver marked at Sheffield Assay Office38 
(troy pounds) 

1800 4,008 1808 3,691 
1801 3,662 1809 4,471 
1802 4,467 1810 4,497 
1803 3,275 1811 3,363 
1804 2,871 1812 2,929 
1805 3,152 1813 3,242 
1806 3,348 1814 4,366 
1807 3,142 1815 4,903 



As in the Nowill figures there was evidence of a steady recovery 

after 1808, climaxing in boom conditions in 1809-10 and 1813-15 in 

the closing years of the war. If the early census data are to be 
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trusted, they show Sheffield and its out-townships' population growing 

slowly in the war decade 1801-11 but more significantly in the next 

decade. 

Table 4:6 Population Growth 39 (% p.a. in periods of ten years). 

1801-11 1811-21 

Sheffield 1.44 1.7 
Ecclesall Bierlow 2.2 3.8 
Brightside Bierlow 2.15 3.5 
Upper Hallam 0.9 1.8 
Nether Hallam 2.09 3.5 
Attercliffe and Darnall 1.72 1.87 
Bradfield 0.06 2.1 

The marked climb in the expenditure on poor relief in Sheffield 

particularly emphasized the effects of war: 

Table 4:7 Sheffield's Annual Poor Relief Expenditure (£s).40 

1800-1 12,344 1808-9 18,831 

1801-2 14,323 1809-10 16,061 

1802-3 9,922 1810-11 16,453 
1803-4 11,621 1811-12 18,327 
1804-5 13,388 1812-13 27,005 

1805-6 15,765 1813-14 21,720 
1806-7 14,169 1814-15 16,715 
1807-8 16,001 

Market-place inflation was significant in 1805, 1809, 1810. Then the 

average level of wheat prices in Sheffield market were on a par with 

that of the average for 1795-6. In 1811 and 1812 an acceleration of 

market-place inflation saw wheat prices rising to levels 90% above 

this level by the late summer of 1812. After this the lower 1795-6 

levels were maintained until the harvest of 1813. 41 There was severe 

pressure on mass living standards prompted by market dislocation, the 

structural changes at work in the organization of the cutlery trades 
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and this market-place inflation. The greatest severity was that felt 

between 1803-9 and 1811-12. During the earlier period well organized 

groups of workers in the town, like tailors and shoemakers, attempted 

to get better wages to meet inflation. 42 The workers in the cutlery 

trades had to wait until the boom of 1809-10 to obtain better prices 

for their labour. 43 The 'safety valve' of recruitment for war mini

mized the full effect of these pressures. 44 Elite paternalism also 

offset them. Public subscriptions were raised in 1808, 1809 and 

181245 to provide assistance in money and kind. These were supported 

by continuous activity by voluntary welfare agencies. 46 However in 

1812 such actions were not able to prevent an outbreak of popular 

anti-authoritarian violence which demonstrated the deep-rooted radical 

orientation of the mass against the town's elite. This was exception-

ale For the majority of this period the common situation was influ-

enced by a consensus that was created by war against an external 

enemy whose strategy threatened the livelihood of all. 

Little is known of the dynamics in the region's smaller light 

trades, nailmaking, wiredrawing and linen manufacture. In nailmaking 

and the rapidly disappearing wiredrawing trade, the workforce was less 

dependent on industrial production. Enclosure was however threatening 

the agricultural margins of subsistence. Mechanized production had 

not yet loomed on the horizon. The linen industry expanded, although 

little is known about the level of production and employment and even 

less about the workforce. The weavers had initiated a tradition of 

industrial organization in the 1790's. Little is known of their 

union although when in 1812 Barnsley's weavers' connections with the 

Luddites were betrayed, there was some confirmation of the existence 

of labour organization. 47 

In the heavy trades dominated by large scale capitalist production 

of coal and iron, expansion occurred which counteracted the major 

fluctuations of the business cycle. In iron, the levels of production 

managed by the firm of Newton and Chambers characterized an experience 
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shared by the other large units. 

Table 4:8 Newton Chambers and Co. sales of Eig iron 1800-15 (£s)48 

1800 15,090 1808 21,076 

1801 15,379 1809 25,897 
1802 1810 42,085 
1803 1811 38,865 
1804 1812 35,685 
1805 20,982 1813 39,940 
1806 21,986 1814 44,755 
1807 17,964 1815 37,489 

In 1812 at Thorncliffe and at the nearby Elsecar and Milton ironworks, 

it was necessary to lay men off. After 1812 war and domestic demand 

provided a basis for renewed impetus until 1815. 49 Labour made some 

attempts to organize in the ironworks. In 1809-10, when other groups 

of workers in the region were striving to obtain wage increases, there 

were similar demands from ironworkers at Thorncliffe. 50 Earl Fitz-

william had similar problems with carpenters and masons employed on 

his nearby estate. 51 Nothing is known of the demands made, the extent 

of organization or the outcome. Not until later did ironworks' labour 

develop organization. Even less is known about the levels of produc-

tion, employment and the economic experience of labour in coalmining. 

The demand for coal for both domestic and industrial use was growing 

rapidly with less fluctuations than other commodities of the region's 

industrial economy. Little is known of labour organization among 

miners. They were mainly geographically isolated in small concent

rations. Although there is evidence of wage demands being made at 

Thorncliffe and of attempts at organization by miners in the vicinity 

of Barnsley in 1810,52 there is little evidence of any permanent 

organization. 



Section B. 

(a) Summary 

Society 1803-15; Working People and the War against 
Empire. 
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There were few signs of a significant advance in popular politi-

cal consciousness among the region's industrial workers in this period. 

Nevertheless the latter part of the period saw among the Sheffield 

workers a continuation of the process of political education begun 

in the 1790's. The intermittent leadership of a radical section of 

the town's elite of merchants and large manufacturers (those whose 

nerve had failed in 1792) provided between 1809-13 a renewed licence 

for popular political activity among both the radical petty bourgeoisie 

of tradesmen, small manufacturers and lesser professionals and among 

the increasingly proletarianized mass of industrial workers. All this 

activity provided the basis for a significant renewal in popular agit

ation in the immediate post-war years between 1815-20. In these years 

was also heard the first of three revolutionary echoes to the voice 

of Despard. 

The progress of industrial workers organizing to defend a 

specifically 'labour class' interest continued throughout this period. 

Deliberately obscured by those involved in such illegal activity, 

there were nevertheless definite signs of association for industrial 

objectives given by industrial wage labour in the boom years 1809-10 

and 1812-15. 

(b) 'The Valley of Dry Bones' - The Voices silenced 1803-1808 

The winter of 1802-3 had seen the last gasp of popular radical 

politics for a decade. In 1803 renewed war was accompanied by a 

regression in popular consciousness towards more 'traditional

orientated' patriotism. The enthusiastic reorganization of the 

Volunteers into corps of cavalry and infantry throughout the region 

in 1803-453 and the mass response to this militaristic renewal, 

particularly in thankful victory celebrations,54 were to justify the 

claim of the Sheffield Iris in July 1803 that they were witnessing a 



'general resurrection of Old English sentiment' .55 The fear of 

invasion,56 especially during 1803-5, produced fear and hatred of 
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French military and commercial aggression among all sections of the 

community. While the immediate fears of invasion faded after 1805, 

patriotic obsession remained undisturbed as the dominant emotion ruling 

the collective psyche. The situation was thoroughly explOited by the 

elite who, in the absence of any direct political challenge to their 

authority, found time to co-ordinate and further develop the machinery 

of physical and moral control maintaining their hegemony. The war 

enabled them to supplement the military presence within the region 

with politically reliable volunteer corps of cavalry and infantry. 

They also recruited large numbers of special constables to be employed 

to maintain law and order in an emergency.57 Private associations 

protecting tradesmen and employers from lawlessness were also encour

aged. 58 Their accomplices in the religious bodies, particularly the 

Methodists, also received their assistance in the general war against 

crime, vice and general social insubordination. 59 

The elite was aided in its counter-revolutionary action by the 

deterioration in the economic position of the region's industrial 

workers. Economic dislocation disturbed the social matrices of working 

people's lives and diminished their political potential even further. 

Family life was under great pressure because poverty not only brought 

immediate hardship but the promise of a permanent dismal hardship from 

the loss of one or more male breadwinners to the war. 60 Juvenile 

crime, whether it increased or not during these years, was causing 

greater concern than ever. 6l In part, any increase was due to the 

strain on the family. It was also a reflection of less rigid apprent

iceship in a more intense capitalistic system of production. Crime 

on the whole appeared to be increasing during the war years as a 

reflection of economic desperation. Signs of a 'crime wave' begin to 

appear more fully in the immediate post-war years as the following 

table suggests: 
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Table 4:9 Number of Erisoners committed to Wakefield House of 
Correction62 

1804 520 1810 499 1816 1310 
1805 567 1811 643 1817 1880 
1806 532 1812 818 1818 1998 
1807 492 1813 945 1819 2206 
1808 578 1814 797 1820 2169 
1809 643 1815 920 

Social life outside the home, in the leisure world of the ale-

house, back street, waste ground and village green and common, was 

more and more restricted, not only by poverty but also by the aggress-

ive moral agents of Church and Chapel, ably supported by the economic 

agency of the urban developer and enclosure commissioner. The more 

formal aspects of social life outside the home were also under attack. 

Clubs and societies in any shape or form were hawkishly watched by the 

magistrates. They used their control over alehouse licences to harass 

would-be trade clubs and political debating societies into oblivion. 

There was a denial of vital organizational lessons to working people, 

particularly that lesson which emphasized the benefits of mutual 

association and co-operation. Paradoxically Wesleyan Methodism 

provided many working people with some of these basic lessons although 

it still provided a chiliastic outlet for mass frustration during 

periodic revival outbreaks. 63 The Sunday schools, but more likely the 

day to day participation in the working of more plebeian dissenting 

groups (like the Baptists), and also in the more democratic Methodist 

sects (i.e. the Kilhamites and Primitives), provided important education 

for potential labour class leaders during these years of repression. 

Similarly sick and friendly societies and other voluntary associations 

provided experience to further this education. Here politically minded 

skilled workers mingled in secret conclave with radical petty bourge

oisie to renew their 'sans culotte' vow of allegiance to the ideal of 

civil, political and religious equality. Here the old Jacobina and 

younger men with experience of industrial agitation met in anticipation 
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of a fuller stage of labour class realization which was to work itself 

out in the years immediately after 1815. 

For the moment these developments were buried in the dark under-

ground world of illegality. Above ground there was an all pervading 

silence. The 1807 county election passed without any dissident 

radical challenge. The two 'great houses' of Fitzwilliam and Lascelles 

attempted in their hegemony-reinforcing election activity to outbid 

each other by conspicuous display. The mass of working people had 

only the alienated role of 'bully-boys' and crowd extras to play. 

Hired by the factions of the local elite in town and village, only 

their more primitive energies were required to aid the 'political 

process' .64 The war appeared to be removing any remaining traces of 

a 'radical orientation' among the mass of the region's working people. 

The effects of the Berlin decrees (1806), Orders in Council (1807) 

and the further escalation in the blockage of trade were being felt 

very keenly. In March 1808 the Iris commented that; 

There perhaps never was a time when the manufacturers 
of Sheffield were in a state of distress, equal to that 
in which they find themselves at present, by an almost 
total stagnation of their trade' 65 

The political significance of this was obliquely commented on by 

James Montgomery in correspondence with a literary friend in December: 

The manufacturers at present are almost starving for want 
of employment ••• the merchants have nothing to do but 
complain that they have nothing to do ..•. As for the poor 
in this town, who were formerly great readers, they are 
reduced to ashes by the war, and if there be a spark of 
ethereal spirit among them, it is so hidden that the 
breath of heaven alone, that blew over the valley of dry 
bones, could quicken it into flame again'66 

That winter saw the reappearance of soup kitchens to help the poor. 67 

Disillusion with the management of war produced new alignments within 

the elite. This, and the improvement of trade following a breakdown 

in the Continental blockade with the revolution in Spain, gave elements 

of the industrial and political leaderships among the region's indus

trial workers their head. The following year conspired the 'breath 
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of heaven' Montgomery secretly longed for. 

(c) 'A Spark of Ethereal Spirit' - the first echo 1809-15. 

The early months of 1809 saw little improvement in the economic 

positions of all sections of the community throughout the region, 

even where employment was not as depressed as in the Sheffield trades. 

Everywhere throughout January and February collections for the poor 

were being made. 68 Thereafter trade picked up and maintained an 

improved level which lasted until well into 1810. This improvement 

was registered in the wage demands of many of the region's workgroups 

during this period. There are slight records of several of these, 

including the Sheffield tailors (July 1809), cutlery workers (December 

1809), colliers and ironworkers at Thorncliffe and carpenters and 

masons at Elsecar (1810).69 This surge in labour organization was 

partly a response to mounting inflation in the market place. Grain 

prices in 1808-9 touched the high levels of 1795-6 following an 

almost unbroken sequence of poor harvests throughout the decade. 70 

Boom conditions gave labour impetus to act. In the Sheffield trades 

especially, the employers acted. Here in December 1809 and April 1810 

merchants and manufacturers hastily joined together to try and check 

the combinations of the workmen. 71 

The struggle terminated peaceably in most trades with a new high 

list of prices for the journeymen being won. The struggle was waged 

without violent means being adopted by the organized trades. 72 Never

theless the scale of organization prompted lively correspondence. 

One of the region's magistrates informed the Home Office at the height 

of the struggle: 

The manufacturers in this place are in a sad situation. 
The men are associating together for an increase of 
wages, and the masters resist them. They are now 
completely at issue. How the contest will terminate 
I think would be difficult to say. In a riot most 
probably. They are writing on the walls 'Cutlers stand 
true'. Their plans are, I understand, very well organ
ized. Amongst the grinders, Mr Brownell informs me, 
there is a regular committee appointed to examine the 
work, and if it is sufficiently done, as they suppose, 



for the price given, they send a note to the master 
signifying their approval of it. Mr Rhodes, the late 
Master Cutler, has one of these notes, commencing with 
'we the Committee', but bearing no signatures. 73 
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Parallel in significance for their self realization in social 

and political terms, working people were also influenced by the 

intervention of a section of the elite in the issue of parliamentary 

reform. This leadership, although only an intermittent force, helped 

during 1809-12 to recreate conditions favourable to the reappearance 

of the 'sans-culotte' alliance between the class of petty property 

and working people generally. Under the guiding hands of a group of 

radical-minded merchants and larger industrial employers, Sheffield 

once again became a northern focus for renewed nation-wide demands 

for political reform. At the root of renewed struggle was the burden 

of taxation on all sections of property owners to fight a war that 

was regarded as being less and less efficiently managed. In April 

1809 a huge petition was signed by 15,000 Sheffield inhabitants 

supporting Colonel Wardle for his indictment of the Duke of York. 74 

Support was growing for the anti-war, anti-corruption democratic 

band wagon. In January 1810 local subscriptions were paying for 

Wardle'S defence. Ordinary working people, many of whom had signed 

the petition, sent in humble donations. Subscribers included such 

significantly anonymous blocks of support as that of '155 subscribers 

at Coulston Croft Grinding Engines' (working grinders) and '56 file 

grinders'. These illustrated the considerable depths of popular 

support. 75 Later that year the arrest and imprisonment of well-known 

reformers in London - Sir Francis Burdett and John Gales Jones (a 

former LCS president) - prompted the calling of a public meeting by 

the 'Friends of Constitutional Reform'. At least 7-8000 people 

attended this gathering in Sheffield's Paradise Square. A petition 

was organized to protest about the treatment of the London reformers. 

Platform speakers were all drawn from renegade members of the town's 

elite. In the main they advocated only partial methods of political 
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reform. Only Thomas Rawson, a wealthy brewer, who read them an 

extract from the 39th chapter of the Magna Carta, advocated universal 

suffrage and annual parliaments. 76 Burdett's liberation was celebrated 

at several of the town's larger inns in July and August. 77 There is 

little in the newspaper sources (on which we are entirely dependent) 

to suggest any great re-birth of a popular radical culture on the 

scale of the l790's.78 Nevertheless the town's 'Tories' reacted with 

a counter petition signed by over three hundred merchants and large 

manufacturers. Loyalists in general became more watchful, even in the 

as yet undisturbed smaller towns and villages of the region. 

Throughout the latter part of 1810 and in 1811 trade worsened 

as the trade blockade tightened and American markets contracted. The 

commercial drives of the radical renegade section of the elite drove 

them away from direct political agitation into a campaign for economic 

reform and specifically for the removal of the Orders in Council. 

Their campaign came to a climax in 1812. As employers they, like the 

loyalist section of the elite and the majority of the smaller employers 

of lesser status, had to confront better organized industrial action 

by a growing 'labour class' interest among wage labourers. Not only 

had significant organization gone on in Sheffield's light trade in the 

boom years of 1809-10, but in Barnsley's linen trade and probably in 

the 'heavy sector' ironworks and collieries, attempts were also made 

to fo~ trade unions or more 'ad hoc' associations seeking to raise 

the price of labour. Industrial violence, particularly the Sheffield 

practice of 'rattening', came more into public notice at this time. 79 

Sheffield's file trade was worst affected. Here acts of incendiarism 

and subsequent prosecution outran the general settlement of the autumn 

of 1810 in the cutlery trades. They lasted till January 1811. 80 

The decline of trade weakened the power of the 'labour class' 

interest throughout 1811 and 1812, especially in those Sheffield trades 

which depended upon the Amarican market. 1811 was an exceptionally bad 

year in several trades where between 20-50% of the labour force was 



turned off. Things were exceptionally bad among 6000 of the town's 

labour force who were said to be totally dependent on the American 

market. 81 This was also a year marked by a renewal of Methodist 

revival in the region. This symptomized the deep seated anxieties 

of the labouring population. 82 

In early 1812 things were still no better and would not improve 

until the Orders in Council were abolished and trade could flow more 

easily. Established manufacturers attempted to share work out but 

the appearance of a flood of small masters selling to less respectable 

commercial men destroyed any semblance of non-economic morality.83 

The position of the town's established merchants and manufacturers 

deteriorated and so did that of the labouring population. The estab

lished manufacturers and merchants reacted by organizing a petition 

against the Orders in Council. Organized labour appeared too weak 

to act to maintain the 1810 list. Everywhere in the region market

place inflation added to the troubles of the mass of working people. 

Sheffield market's price for wheat reached levels 90% above those 

of 1795-6.84 Against a background of a local 'crime wave' ,85 machine 

breaking in the north Midlands and woollen districts of the West 

Riding and widespread market disturbance, there were signs of a 

reappearance of popular radical politics, accompanied by signs of the 

recurrence of physical force ultra-radicalism - the revolutionary 

tradition that had been suppressed some ten years earlier. This 

re-birth mainly confined itself to Sheffield, the traditional radical 

stronghold in the south of the region. Blsewhere there were few signs 

of life. 

A popular disturbance in Sheffield on 14 April provided an 

opportunity for the town's politically discontented to re-assert 

themselves. 86 The incident began in a curious manner when dozens of 

labourers, engaged in the building of a new burial ground, marched out 

at midday into the market place wearing 'wooden clogs'. The Iris 

claimed their intention was; 



'to exhibit a spectacle of wretchedness which should work 
on the passions of the indignant manufacturers and excite 
indignation against the Provision Sellers' .S7 
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A crowd assembled. The labourers suddenly disappeared after making 

their gesture. The crowd, obviously agitated by this propaganda, 

began to attack the dealers and broke into the cellars of potato 

dealers and took away quantities of fish, grain and potatoes. The 

magistrates arrived and read the Riot Act and the turbulence subsided. 

Then a noisy group of men and youths arrived from another part of the 

town. Their leaders shouting 'all in a mind for the store room in the 

Wicker', led a section of the crowd to the Spital Hill Militia depot. 

These insurgents were seen to be led by a group of five or six men and 

fifty youths. They were followed by a mass of 4-5000 men and women. 

By three o'clock in the afternoon they reached the depot. With a cry 

of 'all in a mind', sections of the crowd, mainly youths, stormed the 

building. They overcame the guards and made off with weapons and 

other equipment. Older and more passive members of the crowd cautioned 

the younger, more volatile elements: 

Do you know what you are about? You will all be hanged, 
if you are caught with those arms in your hands; you 
had better destroy them than carry them away. 

The advice was heeded and the attackers had begun breaking the 

armoury's contents when a troop of Hussars from the garrison arrived 

and dispersed the crowd. SS Of S64 weapons in the depot, 198 were 

broken and 7S stolen.S9 

This was no simple 'rebellion of the belly'. There was definite 

evidence of manipulated insurgency by ultra-radical activistS. 90 The 

absolute objectives are not clear. It may be that the arms stealing 

was to help arm a revolutionary group who may have been involved in the 

Luddite machine breaking. More simply it may have been an attempt to 

provide a challenge to local authority and to demonstrate the weakness 

of the local elite. The manipulators were skilled agitators. They 

were said by the Leeds Mercury to include 'two of the most ingenious 
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mechanics in the town', who in the week before, 'had received wages 

of ..• 4 guineas and a half' .91 They included Thomas Wilson, an opti

cian, and John Blackwell, a tailor. 92 They drew on a general radical 

orientation amongst Sheffield's working people. This orientation was 

reflected in the crowd's attitude to James Montgomery, the Iris's 

editor and former radical. When he rescued a woman grain seller from 

them he was warned, 'Mester! Mester! get yo in - they'll mully crush 

yo else'. Reassuring voices cried, 'Nay, nay sir we won't hurt you -

you were once our friend' .93 A living radical folk memory saved James 

Montgomery. 

The Home Office, much concerned about the widespread disorders 

and Luddism, had General Grey investigate the incident. He reported; 

.•• that the affair was without plan or system, and I 
should suppose totally unconnected with the proceedings 
at Leeds, Huddersfield, etc., particularly as everything 
has since been perfectly quiet at Sheffield~94 

Contradicting the first part of his statement there was evidence to 

show obvious manipulation of popular emotions by a leadership group. 

There was also evidence of further activity by the Sheffield agitators. 

Men had travelled to Barnsley the following day to organize a similar 

attack at the depot of the militia there under cover of a market 

disturbance. 95 Here there was consumer protest in the potato market 

but nothing else. 96 In Barnsley several ultra-radicals were known to 

be operating97 in direct political activity through the industrial 

organization of the weavers only recently begun.98 Several weavers 

were known to be 'twisted in' to the secrets of the Luddites. 99 

Whether the Sheffield radicals were familiar with their Barnsley 

counterparts as brother Luddites or not, some sort of contact existed 

between them and was also established throughout the radical under

world of the West Riding, north Midlands and Lancashire. It was no 

coincidence that these were the districts of Luddite activity. The 

crisis year of 1812, if not earlier stirrings, had shaken old radicals 

back into life.
lOO 

Magistrates' correspondence with the Home Office 
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from northern industrial areas hinted, often in very insubstantial 

terms, at a threat of insurrection in April and May. These fears 

were to be proved groundless, possibly because of the lead taken by 

manufacturers in key towns in agitating for the repeal of Orders in 

Council. In Sheffield this political initiative must have lowered 

tension between elite and mass. 

Local events in mid-April had intensified the anxieties of the 

authorities. lOl In the region, as elsewhere in the northern and 

Midland industrial districts, the main preoccupation of the authori

ties was with getting military reinforcements102 to contain the 

supposed threat of insurrection. 103 Such anxieties were widespread 

throughout April, May and June. Fuelled by a rising generation of 

spies and informers, it did not subside until the end of the year. 

A spy employed by an officer of the Sheffield garrison reported 

Luddite organization among the Barnsley weavers, 'twisting in' at 

night meetings and delegates being appOinted to represent both 

Sheffield and Barnsley in the chain of organizations being formed 

by more politically-orientated Luddites. l04 Ultimately his evidence 

led to the arrests of individuals who later were to prove, themselves 

prominent in the weavers' industrial and political struggles. l05 

Trade remained bad in the region despite the repeal of the Orders 

in CounCil. l06 Even the iron making and coal industries which were 

the region's strongest growth points were affected. 107 Inflation in 

the market place reached new heights later in 1812 as the following 

table illustrates: 

Table 4:10 Monthly averages of wheat prices in Sheffield markets 
in 1812. 108 

shillings shillings 
per load per load 

January 38 Juy 60 
February 40 August 63 
March 42 September 61 
April 47 October 48 
May 46 November 36 
June 55 December 42 
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In August disturbances took place in Sheffield market. On 18 and 19 

August meal sellers were attacked by angry crowds who enforced the 

sale of meal at three shillings per stone. Meal had been selling 

previously at seven shillings per stone. The Riot Act was read and 

the militia had to be called in to disperse the crowd. A section of 

this body had stoned the magistrates, including Lord Milton the son 

of Fitzwilliam. They threatened to come and burn Wentworth. Despite 

the 'traditional' methods used to enforce the collective notion of 

'fair price' using a list of prices purporting to come from the 

magistrates, the holding of night meetings (as in 1800) suggested 

politically motivated activists organizing collective action. 109 

Some of the antagonism was siphoned off by elite paternalism 

as subscriptions for the poor were hurriedly raised. 110 Other energies 

were channelled into more constructive direct political action. The 

renegade members of Sheffield's elite and men of similar political 

sympathies in the region, having successfully agitated for the repeal 

of the Orders in Council, returned to agitating for political reform. 

The progress of radical politics was boosted by the veteran reformer 

Major Cartwright's arrival in Sheffield on his nation tourlll to 

urge renewed organization in association with the newly formed London 

Hamden Club. 112 Cartwright was a 'thorough' reformer whose presence 

alienated the 'partial' reformers among the ranks of the respectable 

Sheffield Friends of Freedom. The only true friends the working 

people had here were John Payne (a small landowner) and Thomas Rawson 

(a wealthy brewer). They were the only advocates of annual parlia

ments and universal suffrage among the group. They were able to 

exploit Cartwright's visit to gain wider popular support and involve

ment. The journeymen and small manufacturers of little property who 

were the backbone of the Sheffield 'Sansculotterie' of the early 

1790's and of the United organization of 1797-1802, together with 

similarly moved weavers, ironworkers and colliers outside Sheffield 

in the rising small industrial towns and villages, all looked to the 



'violent men' like Rawson for leadership.113 However, the uneasy 

alliance of 'thorough' and 'partial' reformers within the Friends 

of Freedom was not broken. Men like Rawson realized the undivided 

213 

support of respectable reformers was needed to prevent a repeat of 

the loyalist intimidation of democrats in previous years and they 

did not force a division in their body. This inhibited the progress 

of radical re-birth. 

The new channel of popular expression provided short-term outlets 

for the political frustrations expressed in Luddism. In Barnsley the 

arrest of several weavers heavily implicated in the illegal industrial 

and political ventures of the Luddites served as a warning on others 

involved. 114 By November it was felt Luddism was spent in the West 

Riding. 115 Its energies had found new expression in open political 

agitation and probably more secret industrial agitation. The meaning

less ritual of the October elections for the county's parliamentary 

representatives served to reinforce the heightened sense of political 

grievance. 116 Cartwright's visit prompted the collection of local 

petitions for reform throughout the region. It brought in groups of 

workers who had never had the chance to make a significant political 

gesture before. 117 Feelings still ran high. The patriotic currents 

which had run so strongly in earlier years during the war against the 

Empire were reduced to a trickle. 118 A chance encounter in a public 

house between a leading 'partial' reformer (Thomas Asline Ward, a 

member of a local merchant family) and a group of Sheffield workers 

allows the historian to penetrate the opaqueness of early nineteenth 

century social relationships. Ward debated the political issues of 

the day with them, recalling: 

It is their opinion that the kingdom cannot exist, without 
a change, until Christmas, and they seem scarcely startled 
at the idea of a revolution. Everything, they say, is 
wrong in this country, from the King to the Constable, and 
Bonaparte is an honest fellow. I insisted upon the despo
tic nature of the French Government, and the great freedom 
we enjoyed. They would not believe me. Speaking of Lord 
Wellington, they said he was driven from Madrid. I told 
them that he was in advance of it and pursueing the 



retreating enemy. They said the rich always pretended to 
know better than the poor, who had, or ought to have, 
equal rights with them, - but George Foster (I suppose 
some alehouse demagogue) told them it would soon be 'all 
over' with Lord Wellington. 

One of the men was recognized by Ward as being one of the 'Freemen 
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of Lincoln' who had been active in the disturbances of August. 119 

This again reiterates the point that local popular. disturbances in 

1812 were much more than 'of the belly'. This is further justified 

by events in the Sheffield theatre in the last week of November. 

The officers of the garrison insisted on the audience singing 'God 

Save the King'. Those in the gallery objected. A guard had to be 

placed among them to maintain order. For his part in the proceedings, , 
John Blackwell, the radical tailor who had led the insurgency of April, 

earned the title 'King of the Gallery' .120 

The new-found aggression was partly rooted in desperation. The 

promise of Cartwright's visit was not fulfilled. The 'violent men' 

among the leadership group of respectable political reformers were not 

strong enough to act alone. They had needed the support of moderates. 

They chose to act with them in a very ineffective partnership. Dis-

illusion and feelings of betrayal were voiced amongst old Jacobins. 

William Broomhead, the former SSCI secretary and physical force 

advocate who had lost himself in later religious enthusiasm, now had 

tried to resume major political activity. His exclusion from a 

Friends of Freedom dinner in September hinted at the "respectables'" 

attitude to 'Old Jacks' and others who championed the working people's 

real political interests. 121 Understandably the re-awakening of the 

spirit of 'sans-culotte' co-operation was short-lived in 1812. 

Through 1813 and 1814 there was a turning away from political 

towards industrial action. Anticipation of the end of the war gener

ated a speculative boom which gave organized labour a stronger hand in 

bargaining for better wages. There were signs of this in the wage 

demands of Sheffield journeyman tailors in May 1813.122 Similar 
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demands followed from branches of the town's cutlery trade early in 

1814. Master manufacturers and merchants in some trades, seeking to 

capitalize on the opening of markets following the expected peace, 

made concessions after a strike in their branches of the trades. 123 

A local correspondent told the Home Office in April 1814: 

•.. three bodies of workmen had struck, and their employers 
have complied with the terms they demanded: another body 
called the filemakers demanded an increase in wages to 
take place 2nd May next: and they have set out to the 
masters the terms they will work in future after that 
period ...• These filemakers get at present in six short 
days 25-35s per week: the enclosed paper is fifteen per 
cent above that price.124 

The main body of master manufacturers and merchants, angry at the way 

this capitulation was occurring, had in late March formed the Sheffield 

Mercantile and Manufacturing Union. This was an employers' association 

to prosecute trade combinations of the journeymen. 125 The Union was 

short-lived and relatively unsuccessful, despite some successful 

prosecutions early on. 126 It managed to damage the long term security 

of labour by getting an act passed to abolish the remaining protective 

powers of the Cutlers' Company. This 1814 Act removed apprenticeship 

and entry limitations in the cutlery trades. It stripped away the 

last vestiges of protection for qualified workers in the trades. The 

trades' committees or unions of the journeymen fought the passing of 

the bill through their legal agents in London. 127 They drew on the 

moral and material support of other groups of workers. A Nottingham 

magistrate talked of 'regular communication with these people of 

Sheffield where workmen have struck' .128 Their protests were to no 

avail and the bill passed in law in September. 129 Organized labour 

in Sheffield lost an important battle in this fight against employing 

interests at this high point of success in raising wages, a high point 

shared by the weavers. 

The spring tide of free market enterprise which followed, drasti

cally hit the economic position of labour in Sheffield. Speculative 

over-production was more apparent throughout 1814 and early 1815 as 
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a result of the expectations of and arrival of peace. It was worsened 

by an increase in the number of 'small masters' producing goods at 

below market price, and selling to new 'pirate' factors and merchants 

who were encouraging them by 'putting out' raw materials in the town 

as well as the country. The system of 'truck' or non-monetary payment 

increased in the trades. Locally known as 'stuffing', this had been 
130 

seen earlier in the town's trades. After 1814 it became more blatant. 

The region's other industrial work groups, also beneficiaries of 

successful wage demands made during the later stages of the war, were 

about to see the long term erosion of these gains commence. The post-

war boom of 1815 was short-lived. Conditions for labour in all the 

region's industries were deteriorating. The re-opening of the American 

market, blocked by war between 1812-1814, gave the cutlery trades only 

a temporary boost. The linen weavers faced reductions and in the heavy 

trades there was stagnation after the ending of ordnance contracts. 131 

Labour's potential to organize was thus severely weakened. 

Working people emerged from the war with no real gains. Their 

economic organizations were weak. Sick and friendly clubs concerned 

only a small minority. They protected members of a minute 'aristo

cracy' of skilled workers. Trade clubs or unions protected growing 

numbers. Their existence was weakened by oncoming economic depression 

in the immediate post-war years, the aggression of capitalists faCing 

falling profits and the viciousness of the law. Notions of 'labour 

value', primitive comprehension of capitalist market laws and some 

critical ideas on alternative means of organizing production existed, 

but were not sufficiently developed for a growing 'labour interest' 

to provide a fundamental critique of an increasingly exploitative 

capitalist system of production. This system was still in flux. 

Politically, the organization of working people did not advance, 

despite the renewed mass political involvement of 1809-13. Working 

people were too dependent on their social betters for leadership. 

Despite the activity of veteran ultra-radicals in Sheffield and in 
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other centres and the transmission of elementary ideas about popular 

democracy through the survival of Jacobin songs in popular culture, 

working people were not yet able to conceive of themselves as an 

independent political force. 

(d) Social-cultural exploitation c. 1790-1815. 

Working people were the weakest in the face of continued cultural 

exploitation. The assault on their leisure culture by evangelists and 

organized religious groups continued. These auxiliaries of the elite, 

having failed with adults,132 redirected their struggle against the 

mass culture to the minds of the children. The extension of Sunday 

schools was important here. Begun in the late 1780's, these were 

developed by all religious denominations in following decades. The 

Methodists showed the greatest energy of all. In Sheffield in 1812 

they joined together with Dissenting groups to form a Sunday School 

Union. This body's annual reports provide some evidence of the scale 

of provision. 

Table 4:11 Number of schools z scholars and teachers in 

Sheffield Sunday School Union. 133 

Year Schools Adult Scholars Teachers Children 

1812-13 8 397 3186 

1813-14 17 217 702 4330 

1814-15 18 289 987 5446 

1815-16 29 1243 6114 

Within the Sheffield parish there was a child population of something 

like 11,000 of the age 4-15. An adjusted SSSU schools total added to 

a crude but generous estimate of 3000 other scholars suggeste.d in 1815 

that about 70% of eligible children in Sheffield parish attended 

Sunday schools. This high proportion suggests that at this stage 

Sunday schools were an agency of social control not to be under

estimated. 

In other ways the popular leisure culture was attacked at its 

roots. Continued enclosure of wastes, common land and particularly 



218 

village greens, limited the physical margins of leisure. Noisy 

evangelicals and rational dissenters alike, continued their propa

ganda war while the enclosure commissioner did his work. l34 Tradit-

ional blood sports began to recede into folk memory in some localities. 

In places like Barnsley a robust tradition survived. l35 The emphasis 

on 'rational amusement' among certain groups challenging the tradit

ional patterns of popular leisure did not yet produce positive coll

ective responses in terms of organized labour class self-education. 

Any attempts in this direction were minimized by childhood indoctrin

ation in Sunday schools which emphasized fatalism as the most real

istic perception of the human situation for working people. 136 

In following chapters dealing with periods when a more positive 

class reaction from working people can be seen, this aspect of 

exploitation is more fully explored. 
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1802-2 

1803-2 
1804-3 
1805-6 
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1808-3 
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The 'experiential' or 'casebook' approach reveals something of 
the stresses involved: 
Local suicides of 1805: (these include old age, poverty and 

the loss (to the war) of menfolk). 
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60. (cont.) 

61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 

65. 
66. 

67. 
68. 
69. 

70. 
71. 
72. 

73. 

74. 
75. 

September, Mr Bridges, of St. James Street, for a 'long time 
in low spirits' hung himself in woods at Crookes. 

October, a grinder, suffering 'from domestic uneasiness and 
apprehension of want' cut his throat, 'in a fit 
of despondency' at a house in Edward Street. 

October, George Lee, parish officer at Kimberworth, hung himself 
in an out-building while 'mentally deranged' . 

November, shopkeeper at Attercliffe hung himself in a fit of 
despair. 

December, George Machon, razormaker, hung himself in his house 
in Hawley Croft after 'being in a low way for 
several years'. 

Local suicides in 1807: 
January, Francis Hallam, retired butcher, 'troubled late in his 

mind', cut his throat with a knife. 
March, Mary Callensoe, 'in a fit of despair' smashed her head 

against the floor because her son was taken for 
a soldier to fight in the war. 

June, Lydia Kirk, because her husband was sent to Ireland as a 
soldier, cut her throat at her daughter's house 
in Orchard Street. 

July, William Longden, grinder, two attempts to throw himself 
to his death off Lady's Bridge. 

July, Abraham Phoenix, a 60 yr. old shoemaker with destitute 
family hung himself in his house at Wadsley. 

Sheffield Iris, 4 April 1805. 
J.H. Turner, op.cit., 176. 
As in 1803-4, see statistics in f.n.132. 
The 1807 election is given detailed treatment in B.A. Smith, 
'The Yorkshire Elections of 1806 and 1807; a study in electoral 
management', Northern History II, (1967), 66-71. My account is 
based on Sheffield Iris, 19,26 May, 9,16 June and Leeds 
Inte11igencer, 11 May 1807. 
Sheffield Iris, 29 March 1808. 
James Montgomery to S.T. Coleridge, 16 Dec. 1808, among papers 
in possession of the Wordsworth Trust, Dove Cottage Mss., 
Grasmere. My thanks are due to Mr. B.P. Thompson for this 
reference. 
Sheffield Iris, 13 Dec. 1808 and 10 Jan. 1809. 
ibid., 17,24,31 Jan., 7 Feb. and 15 March 1803. 
ibid., 4 and 11 July 1809 (tailors), 5 Dec. 1809 (cutlers); 
Clayton thesis,C?P_.ci~., 37 (Blsecar); Machin, op.cit., 30 
(Thorncliffe). 
Prices published weekly in Sheffield Iris. 
ibid., 5 Dec. 1809, 10 April 1810. 
ibid., 14 Aug. 1810 (spring knife trade dinner to celebrate 
victory); 30 Oct., 18 Dec. 1810 and 29 Jan. 1811 (violence 
lingering in file trade). 
Rev. T. Sutton to Rev. Stuart Corbett, n.d. April, in Effingham 
to Beckett, 14 April 1810, HO 42/106. 
Sheffield IriS, 18 April 1809. 

ibid., 30 Jan. and 6 Feb. 1810. 



76. Sheffield Iris, 5,12 June 1810. 
77. ibid., 3,10 July, 7 Aug. 1810. An intimate account of these 

events is provided by Thomas Asline Ward, a young 'partial' 
reformer who was associated with the renegade group, among 
extracts from his diaries published in A' Bell, Peeps into 
the Past (Sheffield, 1909), 162-3. 

78. Sheffield Mercury, 6 June 1810; Ward, op.cit., 163. 
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79. The first public reportings of 'rattening' appear to be in the 
Iris of 1810. 

80. ibid., 29 Jan. 1811, 4 filesmiths prosecuted. 
81. ibid., 2,9 June 1812, reprints of testimonies of local 

manufacturers in London. 
82. For statistics see f.n.132. For account of the revival, 

T. Harrison, Memoirs of William Bramwell (n.d.), 87. 
83. Sheffield Iris, 2 June 1810 - testimony of Bbenezer Rhodes. 
84. ibid., weekly prices for the year 1812. 
85. Apart from increasing comment in the local press, the statistics 

of prosecutions entered into by the Sheffield Association for 
the Prosecution of Felons suggests the increase in local crime. 
The figures were extracted from the Sheffield Iris columns which 
contained the annual reports of the Association: 

1804 - 3 1807 - 4 1810 - 12 
1805 - 7 1808 - 3 1811 - 4 
1806 - 9 1809 - 8 1812 - 14 

Turner, op.cit., 176 provides the figures of committals to 
Wakefield House of Correction, the 'lock-up' for prisoners 
awaiting trial at Quarter Sessions. 

86. Bell, op.cit., 168, describes the proceedings at a public meeting 
concerning the mundane issue of local government. He noted the 
forwardness of Samuel Cartilidge, an old Derbyshire democrat who 
was involved in an incident with some connection with the militia 
rioting there and had come to live in Sheffield in 1800. 
Cartilidge was a member of the Scotland Street Kilhamite con
gregation in which were found the Wolstenholme family (provided 
a DE activist in 1801-2 and Union Society revolutionaries in 
1816-17). Both the Cartilidges and the Wolstenholmes gave their 
children political names. 

87. Annual Register, 1812, 56; Sheffield Iris, 21 April and Sheffield 
Mercury, 18 April 1812. 

88. Detail provided by letters in WWM. F.45(f), particularly Parker 
to Fitzwilliam, 15 April and Fenton to Fitzwilliam, 16 April 
1812; letters in HO 42/122, particularly W. Cochrane, Captain 
of Hussars, 17 April, Parker, 16 April, both to Secretary of 
State; letters in HO 50/291, particularly Fenton and Lt.Col. 
Standle to Secretary of State, 18 April 1812; Assize 45/46 pt.l -
includes depositions of onlookers. 

89. J. Stuart Wortley to Home Office, 15 April 1812, HO 42/122. 
90. Depositions of Thomas Wilson and John Poynton 14 April, William 

Denton and Thomas Smith 15 April, 1812, Assize 45/45 pt.l. 
91. Leeds Mercury, 2 May 1812. 
92. Depositions of Wilson and Poynton n.d. among informations and 

examinations of April 1812, Quarter Sessions Rolls, WYCRO. 
From all the available sources some of the activists in the 
affair of 14 April 1812 can be pOinted to: 
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92. (cont. ) 
John Blackwell (tailor) 
Mary Gibbons (wife of a 'labourer') 
William Rod~er ('labourer') 

William Groom (edge tool maker) 
Thomas Wilson (optician) 

John Rowan ('labourer') 
Joseph Wolstenholme ('labourer') 
William Shirt ley/Shire cliffe ( ? ) 

John Savage (sawmaker?) 
William Denton (servant) 

93. J. Holland and J. Everett, II, op.cit., 133. 
94. Grey to Sidmouth, 18 April 1812, HO 42/122. 
95. F. Wood and Lt.Col. Standle to Home Office, 15 April 1812, 

HO 42/122. 
96. Sheffield Iris, 21 April 1812; Leeds Mercury, 18 April 1812, 

both describe the Barnsley incident as a mild affair. 
97. Burland, ~nals I, op.cit., 329, noted the arrival in Barnsley 

of Thomas Pharimonde(Farrimond), a weaver who also worked as a 
barber. He was a significant influence in Barnsley popular 
radicalism until 1820. 

98. Leeds Mercury, 24 April, 16 May 1812, J.S. Wortley to Beckett, 
20 April 1812, F. Wood to Perceval, 21 April 1812, HO 42/122; 
handbill circular demanding all weavers meet on the Common on 
20 April, written copy in WWM. F.45(f). 

99. Barnsley 'Luddites' had attacked threshing machines and stacks 
had been set alight in April, F. Wood to Perceval, 21 April 1812, 
loe.cit.; examination of William Clegg, private in 33rd Regt. of 
Foot before G.W. Wentworth, 19 April 1812, WWM. F.45(f). The 
attackers blackened their faces for the attack, hence they were 
associated with Luddite machine breakers. The authorities, like 
many contemporary historians, were wrong to divorce forms of 
industrial, agricultural and political protest. The Luddite 
organizations provided pOints of contact between all these forms. 

100. Thompson, op.cit., 569-659, for a fuller understanding of 1812. 
101. F. Wood to Perceval, 19 April 1812, HO 42/122. 
102. The West Riding magistrates met in special sessions at Barnsley 

on 18 April and also at a general meeting in May at Wakefield. 
They discussed the cost of the Watch and Ward Act being implem
ented in all parishes to tighten up on law and order, papers 
and correspondence relating to this in WWM. F.45(f), particularly 
Fitzwilliam to Rt.Hon. Richard Ryder, 16 May 1812, claiming the 
cost would be too great but that voluntary associations might 
do the job cheaply. Documents in WWM. F.45(g) dated 24 June 
1812, list the size of troop concentrations in the Riding. 
Locally there were 443 troops in Sheffield, 168 in Barnsley, 
101 in Penistone and 398 in nearby Wakefield. At least two thirds 
were South Devon Militia. 

103. Letters scattered in HO 42 from 42/122-128. The worst case was 
that of 'Lawson' who kept the authorities interested until 
October 1812 when his wild talk was discredited. 

104. Maj. Searle to Sidmouth, 30 June 1812, printed in G. Pellew, 
Life of Lord Sidmouth, 3 vols. (1847), III, 86-7. 

105. See below and following chapter. 
106. Sheffield Mercury, 27 June 1812, celebrations of this fact. 
107. J. Biram to Fitzwilliam, 14 June 1812, WWM. St 4, on conditions 

at Blsecar; G. to T. Newton, 1 July 1812, Box I, Newton Papers, 
loc.cit., for situation at Thorncliffe. 
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108. Sheffield Iris, weekly price returns. 
109. ibid., 18 Aug., Sheffield Mercury, 22 Aug. 1812; Maj. Searle 

to Sidmouth, 30 June 1812, Pellew, op.cit., 86-7; Bell, op.cit., 
189-90; Maitland to Sidmouth, 22 Aug. 1812, T. Beckett to 
Sidmouth, 20 Aug. 1812, HO 42/126. 

110. Sheffield Mercury, 15 Aug., 12,26 Sept. 1812. 
Ill. For the importance of this tour, Thompson, op.cit., 665-68. 
112. Sheffield Iris, 15 and 22 Sept. 1812; Cartwright to Payne, 

29 Aug. 1812, Burland, ~n~ls, I, op#cit., 337, 'For Heaven's 
sake John, bestir youself for a Sherfield meeting - Ay, a public 
meeting - not withstanding the pusillanimity of men who sought 
to set a better example' . 

113. Bell, op.cit., 191, Ward's epithet. 
114. Sheffield Iris, 8 Sept. and Sheffield Mercury, 5 Sept. 1812, 

both recorded the committal of Craven Cookson and John Badon 
(both weavers) to York. They were tried at a special sessions 
in York during January 1813. Also indicted were William Thompson 
and Stephen Kitchenman (weavers). Material on the affair is found 
in J.S. Wortley to Sidmouth, 6 Sept. 1812 (with enclosures), 
HO 42/127, various depositions also in TS 11/813/2676. An account 
of the trial is found in Howell, State Trials, XXXI, 959-1170. 
On the 'Judas price' of betrayal, Parker to Beckett, 30 Oct. 
1813, HO 42/135. . 

115. Fitzwilliam to Maitland, 2 Nov. 1812, HO 42/199. 
116. Sheffield Iris, 6 Oct. and Sheffield Mercuxy, 10,17 Oct. 1812, 

~axton addressed a crowd of 8,000. 
117. Sheffield Iris, 24 Nov. 1812, petitions from Sheffield, Rotherham, 

Barnsley, Wath and Bcc1esfie1d in the region. 
118. Loyalism was found in Orange Lodges and True Blue clubs. 

Sheffield Mercury, 7 Nov. 1812, the 4th anniversary of the 
local Orange Lodge, 14 Nov. 1812, True Blue meeting. 

119. Bell, op.cit., 192. 
120. ibid., 196, who described the antics of the 'mobility' in the 

gallery. 
121. Sheffield Mercury, 19 Sept. 1812. 
122. ibid., 8 and 15 May 1813. 
123. Bell, op.cit., 218-19; the newspapers give only the slightest 

hint of trouble among the tilters, table knife and scissor 
grinders and filemakers, Sheffield Mercury, 21,28 May 1812 and 
Sheffield Iris, 5 July 1812. 

124. J. Spencer to Sidmouth, 14 March 1814, HO 42/138. 
125. Sheffield Mercury, 21 May (prosecution of ti1ters), 28 May 1812 

(prosecution of scissor grinders). 
126. ibid., 26 March and 3 April 1812. 
127. Bell, op.cit., 217. 
128. L. Alsop to J. Beckett, 22 April 1814, HO 42/138. 
129. Sheffield Mercury, 24 Sept. 1814. 
130. Bell, op.cit., 217, on the prevalence of stuffing during this 

period. He gives examples of coffee exchanged at three times 
its value for labour and cloth at twice its value. 
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131. Mrs. Newton to Thomas, 3 Feb. 1815, concerning stagnation at 
Thorncliffe, 'There is nothing stirring in the church nor the 
work', George to Thomas, 30 Oct. 1815, ' ... our business is 
uncommonly slack and money very scarce. We are likely to be 
considerable sufferers by the old cannon at Phoenix foundry 
••.. We have blown out a furnace and must do less till better 
times', both in Box I, Newton Papers, loc.cit. 

132. 

133. 

134. 

135. 

136. 

Methodism continued to exert 
Wesleyan Circuits 1800-1815: 

1800 1801 1802 
Sheffield 2200 2175 2040 
Rotherham 498 490 495 

influence: 

1803 1804 1805 1806 1807 
1780 

680 
680 
412 

Barnsley 
Doncaster 

Sheffield 
Rotherham 
Barnsley 
Doncaster 

500 493 

1808 1809 
1900 1950 

700 770 
664 660 
408 465 

500 
560 

1810 
1850 

870 
670 

530 

2010 

505 
550 
431 

1811 
2100 
1300 

820 

560 

Kilhamite Circuits 1800-1815: 
1800 1801 1802 1803 

Sheffield 750 524 575 
Barnsley 

Sheffield 
Barnsley 

1808 1809 1810 1811 
1046 842 818 801 

2232 

548 
620 

424 

1812 
2300 
1245 

900 
630 

2110 
561 
598 
438 

2230 
1150 

916 
690 

2300 
650 
600 

430 

2350 
1140 

485 
640 

2228 
1041 

470 
620 

1804 1805 1806 
618 590 750 

1807 
810 

1812 

841 
274 

1813 1814 1815 
827 500 480 
225 230 230 

Reports of the Sheffield Sunday School Union (Sheffield, 1812 
onwards), passim. 
Third Annual Report of the SSSU, op.cit., 25-6, a speaker, 
Rev. J. Gilbert developed the following interesting analogy, 
'How many wastes and commons of mind have in past ages been 
allowed to lie in desolation? How has the fresh and vigourous 
ground of the youthful heart been suffered to cover itself 
with deletarious produce? You enclose these wastes, you culti
vate these commons of immorality.' 
Sheffield Iris, 11 July 1815, bear-bait at Mexborough; Burland, 
Annal~, I, 126-7. 
See last section of following chapter and those of following 
chapters for fuller eValuation of this process. 



CHAPTER 5 Tomorrow shall be our day : Economy and Society 
in South Yorkshire c. 1815-20. 
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The immediate post-war years witnessed significant checks in 

growth in both the light and heavy sectors of the region's industrial 

economy. Accelerated capitalist accumulation continued creating con

centrations of capital and available labour. The end of the war pro

duced a demobilization of soldiers who further swelled the ranks of a 

'reserve army' of unemployed men and underemployed men being created 

by enclosure, changing industrial organization and commercial fluctu-

ation. Only in the trough-bottom of the commercial stagnation of 

these years (particularly in 1816 and 1819-20) was the presence of 

such a 'reserve army' made obvious. For so long the war had concealed 

its existence. These years witnessed major economic and social crises 

in which working people began to achieve, through struggle, a more 

critical awareness of the political, economic and social-cultural 

arrangements of an evolving capitalist economic and social order. 

Their radical consciousness was rediscovered in a period when the 

term 'working class' first came into use. 

Section A. Economy - organization and dynamics c. 1815-20. 

(a) Organization. 

1) The Cutlery trades. l 

Without the protection of the Cutlers' Company the organization 

of production underwent major alteration. Control of marketing and 

production fell more and more into the hands of 'factors' and 'factor-

manufacturers'. By selling raw materials or putting them out to the , 
swollen numbers of 'small' or 'journeymen masters', these took control 

from established merchants who traditionally bought from established 

master manufacturers. This transference of power to small commercial 

men was accompanied by the 'lemming rush' of 'journeymen masters' 

which was most marked during the slumps of 1816 and 1819;20. 

The interloping small commercial men damaged the trades in good 



228 

times and bad. They devalued the price of products, profits and the 

price of labour by speculative over-production in good times and bad 

alike. They exploited labour more blatantly by 'stuffing' or 'truck'. 

These methods were employed defensively by respectable manufacturers 

and merchants. In a period when traditional business morality was 

breaking down, labour began to adopt a more definite position. The 

journeymen, realizing a common 'labour class' interest, fought the 

various forms of economic exploitation with trade union organization 

where possible. Organization was by trade and further limited by 

skill (i.e. in any trade there might be separate unions of forge:rs, 

cutlers, hafters and grinders). In some trades all sections might be 

organized. Usually only the grinders were in permanent union. Solid

arity among the other groups was still however undermined by the 

facility with which journeymen could set up as masters and for a short 

period improve their position. 

2) Silver, silver plate, Britannia metal and steel. 2 

In all these trades there were signs of health not seen in the 

cutlery trades. In Silver, silver plate and newer, Britannia metal 

working, production continued in the hands of large manufacturers, 

operating in large workshops or small factories. These employed wage 

labour, the most skilled of which was organized. There were wide 

skill differentials, especially in silver plate where large numbers of 

women and children were employed in finishing. In steel, the other of 

these smaller trades, the scale of operation continued increasing but 

production and employment conditions were little different from those 

in the cutlery workshops which they were often attached to. 

3) Iron. 3 

The region's iron industry was badly hit in the immediate post

war years. War-time demand had artificially stimulated production 

and in the early years of peace domestic demand did not expand suffic

iently to compensate. Technical problems relating to raw material 
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supply also began to appear. Consequently there were no new units 

appearing in this heavy sector industry and production and employment 

contracted in existing units. The severe depression in the industry 

was especially felt at Milton, Blsecar, Worsbrough and Thorncliffe 

(the middle zone ironworks). This was registered in the 50% fall in 

pig iron tonnage carried on the Dove and Dearne Canal between 1814-15 

and 1819-20. Under such conditions labour'S position appeared weak 

and its level of organization low. 

4) Coal. 4 

Coal mining expanded steadily in these years. The Dearne and 

Dove Canal carried 22% more coal (from Elsecar, Worsbrough and Wath 

on its own route and Silkstone and Gawber on the Barnsley Canal) in 

1819-20 than in 1814-15. Increased production, employment and 

capitalization reflected the development of industrial capitalist 

organization. Larger scale operations concentrated labour and with 

this there were signs that labour was beginning to organize, especially 

in 1819. 

5) Linen. 5 

The trade continued the expansion begun during the war years. 

Migrants from Lancashire (including many Irish) and returning soldiers 

found work in the trade. Employers overcame the general stagnation of 

the period by stock-piling and also by the reduction of wages. Large 

capitals were being built up and labour (masters, journeymen and 

apprentice weavers) was increasingly organized and in 1818 carried out 

a strike to try to maintain piece rates. 

(b) Dynamics. 

Despite the impact of commercial depression on both the region's 

light and heavy sectors, ongoing capitalist accumulation in primary 

industries still provided a crucial driving force to the momentum of 

economic growth in the region's industrial economy. Enclosure con-
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tinued at the high level established in the last five years of war. 

Table 5:1 Average number of enclosure acts in progress annually 
in five-year periods in South Yorkshire within a 
20 mile radius of Sheffield, 1801-20. 6 

acts 

1801-5 4.8 
1806-10 5 
1811-15 9.4 
1816-20 10.4 

New acts were introduced in everyone of the years 1815-20. Enclosure 

aided the process of capital accumulation and created a pool of cheap 

wage labour. Rural depopulation was significant in the eastern agri

cultural margins of the area.? The 'pull' provided by higher wage 

industrial employment figured only slightly in explaining it. It was 

enclosure, displacing those at the rural agricultural margins, that 

created the significant 'push' for rural workers. 

Transport improvement continued with the Don Navigation's western 

terminus being extended to Tinsley, within easy reach of Sheffield. 8 

This added to the potential for long term growth despite the immediate 

stagnation in both sectors of the industrial economy. The general 

level of economic activity in the region appeared to be steadily 

increasing as data on water borne traffic suggests: 

Table 5:2 Bxpansion of traffiC on the region's waterways.9 
(£s average p.a.) 

1812-14 1812-17 1818-20 

Total tolls - Barnsley Canal 5808 6908 6873 
Total tolls - Dearne & Dove Canal 6998 7110 7630 
Dividend to be distributed to 

Don NaVigation shareholders 12,748 12,735 15,139 

Growth reflected the expansion in the region's ppimary industries. 

The Don Navigation series reflect the dominant pattern of fluctuation 

in the regional and national economy. 
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Table 5:3 Profit on Don Navigation. 10 

1814 13,462 1818 14,969 
1815 13,954 1819 15,543 
1816 12,420 1820 14,905 
1817 11,833 

In the cutlery trades, the largest of the light sector trades, 

the troughs in the business cycle of 1816 and 1819 were marked by 

falling employment and production levels. The deterioration was 

concealed by speculative production which was partly counter-cyclical. 

This was especially true during part of 1815 and during 1817-18. 

Table 5:4 Wage bill and number of reciEients of payout from the 
firm of Thomas Nowi11 and CO' ll 

BmE1o;lees Wage bill (£s) EmElo;lees W~e bill (£s) 

1814 18.8 1204 1818 30 1913 

1815 22.5 1783 1819 20 1166 

1816 20 1647 1820 15 954 
1817 38 2562 

Speculative production and facing stagnant export markets forced down 

the price of cutlery wares further. Low prices kept the quantity of 

exports up but undermined profits and wages. 

Table 5:5 ExEorts of cut1er;l (£s mi11ion)12 

1814 
1815 
1816 

0.8 
2.2 
1.9 

1817 1.1 

1818 
1819 
1820 

1.6 
1.2 
0.8 

The town's silver trade, in a more healthy condition, also appeared to 

suffer in these periods of depression. 

Table 5:6 Quanti t;l of silver marked at Sheffield Assa;l Office.13 

(troy pounds) 
1814 4366 1818 6845 
1815 4903 1819 5410 
1816 3325 1820 5336 
1817 4845 

The deteriorating condition of the town's trades was also reflected 
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in the mounting level of poor relief expenditure. 

Table 5:7 Sheffield Poor Easter to Easter fi es)14 

1814-15 16,714 1817-18 30,102 
1815-16 17,865 1818-19 20,206 
1816-17 23,662 1819-20 35,166 

The level of money wages in the cutlery trades fell drastically 

from the levels established by the 1814 list. This fall reflected 

not only the depression of markets but also dilution of labour after 

the passing of the 1814 Act which abolished apprenticeship controls 

in the cutlery trades. For those in work there was less pressure on 

real wages because prices were steadier than in the war years. The 

market levels of 1812 were nowhere near approached even though in the 

peak years of 1816, 1817 and 1820 the levels of 1795-6 were reached. 15 

The deterioration of money wages was more severe than the Nowill data 

suggests. 16 These represent the experience of a relatively successful 

firm not excessively 'stuffing' its workforce. Prices for work 

deteriorated rapidly. The 1814 lists were savagely discounted then 

abandoned. New lists were established especially in the cheaper ware 

trades. This was the case with the spring knife branch in which 

Nowill operated. This major branch, employing over a quarter of the 

8000 workers in the cutlery trade, had two thirds of its members out 

of work throughout 1819-20.17 

18 
Table 5:8 Prices of work in the sEring knife trade ~Erice Eer dozen) 

Een knives slit sEring knife 4 Eiece slit 6 Eiece slit 
sEring sEring 

1800 1/6 2/7 6/3 
1814 2/- 3/3 5/6 7/6 
1823 8d-9d 10d 1/3 1/9 

Other 'trades were less severely hit in terms of employment but suffered 

the same fall in prices. 1819 was the main year in which the 1814 listf 

were re-negotiated throughout the trades. Prices for forging, hafting 

and cutlering were more vulnerable than those for grinding because of 
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the weak organization of labour among all but the grinding sections. 

The grinders in several trades began to earn a reputation for their 

aggressive defiance to the employers. 19 The hardening of relations 

between labour and capital undermined the traditional pattern of 

elite paternalism in Sheffield. In 1816-17 general public subscript

ions 20 were opened to help the distressed but during 1819-20 there 

was a tighter utilitarianism about public benevolence which suggested 

new, less conciliatory social orientations among the elite. 2l 

Among the other light trades outside Sheffield there appeared to 

be less severe dislocation. Only for linen is there any strong evid-

ence. Here the weavers were cushioned from the initial post-war 

slump by the stock-piling of the manufacturers. They had faced 

reductions since 1814. During the short-lived boom of 1817-18 the 

weavers struck unsuccessfully to maintain prices. 22 Their decline 

then continued into the 1820's.23 

In the heavy sector, the iron workers and colliers were badly hit 

by the immediate post-war slumps. The pig iron sales figures for the 

Thorncliffe ironworks (one of the middle zone ironworks) illustrate 

this: 

Table 5:9 Sales of pig iron from Thornc1iffe ironworks (£s).24 

1814 
1815 
1816 

1817 

44,755 
37,489 
23,633 
18,601 

1818 
1819 
1820 

26,152 
36,342 
25,725 

The middle zone ironworks were all in trouble throughout late 1815, 

1816 and 1817. At Thorncliffe the firm reduced production, employment 

and wages. The pressure appears to have been severest during the 

winter of 1816-17. After this trade improved and during 1818 the firm 

had three furnaces in blast. This expansion sustained itself into 

1819. By 1820 the firm again had to contract production. 25 At 

Blsecar and Milton the experience was similar. At Elsecar no furnaces 

were in blast in 1816-17 but production was renewed in 1819. At Milton 
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the depression of the post-war years was so severe that the partners 

were forced to sellout in 1821. 26 The general malaise in these 

newer units in the middle zone (including Worsbrough) was reflected 

in the iron tonnages carried on the Dearne and Dove Canal during the 

period: 

Table 5:10 Tonnage of Eig iron carried on Dearne and Dove Canal. 27 

1814 7601 1818 2554 
1815 8847 1819 4298 
1816 4647 1820 3639 
1817 2015 

There was possibly greater room for adaptation in the smaller units 

in the industry found in Sheffield. The industry as a whole was 

depressed, severely undermining the position of labour it employed. 

Because of its scattered nature, the power of employers and the 

divisive status structure of those employed there were no signs of 

labour organization in the ironworks. 

In coal mining economic progress was temporarily checked by the 

general stagnation of the period. The coal tonnage carried on the 

Dearne and Dove Canal and data showing coal sales on the Fitzwilliam 

estate illustrate this: 

Table 5:11 Coal Tonnage on the Dearne and Dove Canal and Fitzwilliam 
Estate coal sa1es. 28 

(a) Dearne & Dove tonnage 

(b) 

1814 89,937 
1815 83,018 
1816 99,258 
1817 100,044 

Fitzwilliam sales 

1814 
1815 
1816 

75,417 
85,662 

76,324 
1817 51,879 

(tons) 

1818 
1819 
1820 

1818 
1819 
1820 

107,000 
89,270 

122,740 

63,621 

88,313 
90,612 

Miners were as equally dispersed as ironworks' labour. Growth in their 

industry gave them greater potential power in bargaining for better 

wages. In 1819 a strike of colliers in the north of the West Riding 
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found support from several other groups of miners in the region, 

especially those in the northern Barnsley area. Their attempts at 

organization as yet amounted to no more than such sporadic efforts. 



Section B. 

(a) Summary 

Society: Working People and the Post-war DepresSion 
1815-20. 
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Economic crisis gave an impetus to the renewal of mass political 

activity during these years. In old and new centres, embracing a 

wide range of occupational groups, two phases of political agitation 

occurred: that associated with Hampden Clubs, Union societies and 

Spencean revolutionaries during 1816-17 and that with the more wide

spread and more socially aggressive popular Union societies of 1819-20. 

The marked feature of both phases was the turning from constitutional

ist agitation to revolutionary violence accompanied by a growth of 

participation and control by wage earners at the expense of respect

able and petty bourgeois leadership. In Sheffield, where there was 

a persistence of small workshop employment, there were conditions 

which preserved a generally higher level of economic independence 

or semi-independence. Here the strength of the 'sans culotte' alliance 

of the 1790's still influenced the nature of popular politics. More 

proletarian. characteristics of popular struggle were however appearing 

in Sheffield and particularly in Barnsley during these years of 

struggle. In the latter, workshop independence was fast disappearing. 

As a nascent labour class began to see its identity through 

political struggle, its social manifestation through economic struggle 

became more obvious with continued signs of industrial organization 

among cutlery workers (particularly grinders), weavers and miners. 

Industrial unions were vulnerable and often short-lived but their 

organization began creating a confidence that the entire hegemonic 

might of the ruling elite could not crush. Industrial struggle 

paralleled the political struggle. At various points there were 

inter-relationships of activists and organization. In the main, the 

industrial struggle was limited to short-term 'economistic' goals. 

Given the realities of the power of the ruling elite, such a pursuit 

was more likely to be successful than political action. 
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(b) 'Bread or Blood' - the second echo 1815-18. 

The end of hostilities in 1815 severely weakened the position 

of the region's industrial workers. The stagnation of markets that 

followed the end of the short-lived post-war boom and the flooding 

of the labour market with demobilized men created great hardship for 

the majority of the region's workgroups throughout 1816 and 1817. 

The short-lived boom of 1818 was to relieve some of the pressure. 

The economic organizations of the nascent labour class were thrown 

on to the defensive from the start. Industrial organization was of 

little use when labour had so little bargaining power. In the 

Sheffield cutlery trades there was a continuous resort to violent 

sanctions in industrial disputes. Unions who employed them were in 

the main weak, short-lived sectional craft unions. Among the grinders' 

unions such sanctions were used effectively. Already in 1817 the 

respectable Iris was attacking their power as a 'reign of terror' • 

It acknowledged a justification for their activity in the disruption 

caused by the evil doings of the opportunist factors. Other groups 

of workers in the cutlery and related trades may have been organized 

and using sick and benefit societies as cover for their activities. 30 

Of the other workgroups only amongst the weavers was there evidence 

of industrial organization. This built on the organization established 

in 'Ludding' times. 31 

Only the expensive system of poor relief and charity prevented 

a complete social breakdown in the years following the war. 32 In the 

West Riding indicted crime n&arly doubled between 1814-1815 and 1816-

1817. 33 The ruling elite had less powerful physical and moral 

resources for dealing with social disorder than in war time. In p&ace 

time it no longer had a standing army of auxiliaries to back up regular 

troops. Now the licensed magic of religion was continually being 

challenged as fraudulent. In this context there was a renewal of the 

popular struggle which had begun heSitantly in the 1790's and flickered 

all too briefly into life in 1812. The impetus was provided by the 



spreading disillusion among all ranks of society with the burden of 

taxation and the state of agriculture and industry and the general 

absence of commercial prosperity in the immediate post-war years. 
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A more respectable leadership than the 'sans-culotte' form appeared 

in intermittent, partly-related separate agitations over the Corn 

Bill,34 taxation on property and import duties. 35 Mass support of a 

similar depth to that the 'sans-culotte' alliance had evoked was again 

encouraged. Throughout 1815 and early 1816 this agitation served to 

sharpen popular political perceptions. During this agitation the 

platform was jointly taken by radically-mindad speakers including 

renegades from the respectable ranks of the town's growing middle 

class of larger industrial and commercial employers, radical intelli-

gentzia from the ranks of the petty bourgeoisie or lesser middle class 

and more plebeian orators from the awakening labour class. 

The political potential of this alliance of universal suffrage 

and annual parliament advocates and their discussion of economic 

issues was realized in the autumn. Amid signs of significant economic 

deterioration, political solutions were increasingly looked to. There 

was a national re-birth of popular radical politics. Major Cartwright 

and his allies among the various London-based radical reformers 

attempted to reactivate the campaign for radical political reform. 

The widespread national appearance of Hampden Clubs, political Union 

Societies and Spence an groups during the winter of 1816-17, represented 

a positive response to this call. 36 Locally, Sheffield and Barnsley 

formed Union Societies. These drew in smaller groups in the villages 

in their immediate hinterlands. 37 In Sheffield a small group of 

Spenceans also operated on the fringe of popular constitutionalist 

radical politiCS. 38 

The Sheffield Union Society was formed in October 1816. Its 

leaders included Thomas Rawson, a radical brewer who was first drawn 

into popular radical activity in 1812, John Payne, a local landowner 

who had been involved with the SSCI in the 1790's and John Manners , 
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a small master who through his association with the Kilhamite 

Methodists was linked with a section of the petty bourgeois radical 

intelligentzia. Their supporters came in the main from the mass of 

journeymen and other wage earners towards whom democratic propaganda 

was directed by means of public meetings and pamphlet literature. The 

leaders sought to use local meetings called to deal with the local 

problems of unemployment and poverty as they became more serious 

throughout the autumn and winter months of 1816. 39 There was an 

attempt to argue that only political reform could provide the cure 

for economic ills. The mass were told to organize themselves through 

the Hampden Club and Union Society networks because, as Payne told 

several thousand Sheffield artisans at a September meeting, 'the rich 

could not be relied upon for they never cared about what the poor 

suffered' .40 The theme of popular sovereignty was hammered home 

repeatedly at public meetings. The message was accompanied by Jacobin 

battle cries that echoed through the empty war years from Castle Hill 

in 1794. John Manners told a 10,OOO-strong crowd in Paradise Square 

in October: 

The voice of a people is as the voice of God; and when 
universally lifted up, it is as impossible to be 
successfully reSisted, as the lightnings of heaven~ 
The voice of the oppressed poor is a sound, of which all 
others the most terrific for the conscience of the 
oppressor; for that conscience forced him to feel, that 
it calls most loudly for the cause of that Author of 
their mutual existence, who can crush the mightiest of 
the earth into the dust, as easily as man can crush the 
worm that crawls beneath his feet' 41 

Constitutionalism appeared to be making too slow a progress for 

an aggressive minority who foresaw the harsh winter ahead. In London 

the Spence an ultra-radicals had taken a lead in popular agitation. 

They had called a mass meeting in Spa Fields for 15 November. This 

led to a second mass meeting on 2 December. In London the Spenceans 

appeared to be engaged in revolutionary action to force political 

reform which would be accompanied by wider economic and social 

re-organization on a socialistic-communitarian basis. The Spenceans' 
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views were not widely shared or known but groups existed in the 

provinces. These were all a party to the Spencean plans for 2 Dec

ember. Like the remainder of the popular radical movement who agreed 

on the need for physical force being employed, they were only prepared 

to act if the London Spenceans were initially successful. On 2 Dec

ember the second Spa Fields meeting was held and was accompanied by 

Spencean inspired insurgency. They lacked the support of the body of 

the radical movement and were not able to carry enough of the London 

crowd. In the provinces it appears that Spencean and other groups of 

radicals awaited the outcome of the Spa Fields meeting, some simply 

because it was a major meeting for the constitutionalist mainstream 

of the movement nationally.42 

In Sheffield on 3 December43 some highly significant events took 

place. The day (a Tuesday market day) began with a public assembly 

of radicals and their supporters in open fields on the edge of the 

town. Later in the day a public meeting addressed by radical activists ! 

took place in the market place. The radicals urged the crowd to dis

perse until Thursday when they said the outcome of the Spa Fields 

meeting (the constitutionalist one) would be known. A group of men 

detached themselves from the meeting. Led by John Blackwell, the 

crowd manipulator of 1812, a ragged 'army' of several hundred men 

formed up and marched through the town led by a symbolically blood

stained loaf held aloft on a pole. Scratched out on a banner suspended 

from the pole were the words 'Bread or Blood'. The insurgent group 

broke the windows of a flour dealer to emphasize the traditional asp

ects of crowd ritual they were engaged upon. Their timing, in relation: , 
1'\ 

to what had happened the day before in London and earlier in the day in . 

Sheffield, suggested the political dimension in their action. Black

well may have been the tool of local Spenceans or he may have been one 

of this small sect who were said to meet regularly at Saxton's shop. 

Saxton, a bookseller, was known to the London Spenceans. Blackwell's 

significance in the action was emphasized as it came to a close. The 
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insurgents had called a halt and were returning to the market place 

to disperse in orderly fashion. They arranged to join in the resumed 

political meeting on Thursday. By now the magistrates had assembled 

enough special constables to challenge them. The Riot Act having 

been read earlier, the authorities forcefully hurried the insurgents 

and their sympathizers off the streets. One obstinate character stood 

his ground and was promptly arrested. Blackwell shouted out from his 

supporters, 'Never mind, my lads, tomorrow shall be our day'. He was 

promptly arrested and amid angry scenes was sent off to York to await 

trial. 

The political dimensions of the affair were again hinted at the 

following day when 60 persons were claimed to have attended (as 

delegates?) a secret meeting at the 'old' meeting place in the Park. 

This was addressed by an orator who; 

••• recommended a perseverance in meeting with a view of 
keeping the Military as much dispersed as possible and 
stated that similar meetings were held in Birmingham, 
Manchester and other places' 44 

On Thursday the Dragoons from the barracks were used to supplement 

the special constables and local Yeomen cavalry in a systematic 

harassment of the radical attempt at meeting. Both constitutionalist 

and more violent elements among the local radicals wanted to hold a 

public meeting on the 'new burying ground' on the western edge of the 

town. This was packed with special constables long before the planned 

10 a.m. start of the meeting. The radicals re-grouped later in the day 

but not till 5 p.m. were they able to hold a formal meeting. This took 

place in fields near the Wicker and drew only a few more hardy activ

ists. That night another secret meeting was held in the Park. 45 

Nothing more came to light regarding the local plotting until 

the following year. The authorities had treated the activity of 

3-5 December very seriously. Fitzwilliam wrote to the Home Office 

that what happened was, 'not the consequence of distress - not the 

want of employment - not the scarCity and dearness of provisions, 
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but that it had been the offspring of a Revolutionary spirit' .46 

Elsewhere in the region things were quiet, at least on the surface. 

However, in Barnsley the radicals amongst the local weaving population 

began to come into the open and local constitutionalist activity 

gathered momentum. 47 

In December 1816 the more moderate elements in London radicalism 

called for a convention for January 1817. Major Cartwright directed 

this appeal to the attention of the provinces. 48 Everywhere, including 

South Yorkshire, meetings were called to organize support for it. 

Sheffield and Barnsley radicals gave the convention plan their appro

val. On 30 December 1816 John Manners of the Sheffield Union Society 

and Joseph Mitchell, an itinerant political missionary from Liverpool, 

shared the same platform at a 3000 strong Barnsley meeting. Mitchell 

was to prove himself a physical force activist by his later actions. 

Manners showed himself more a moderate or a characteristic petty 

bourgeois democrat produced by the sans-culotte tradition of popular 

politics in Sheffield. In his speech, a reflected concern for, 'the 

Capital of the master manufacturers' which would soon be 'undermined 

and eventually destroyed by the mounting burden of taxation', betrayed 

concern for petty property among the existing radical leadership.49 

Furthermore, his emphasis on robust individualism and his attack on 

'the Power of the Pope and the Inquisition over the Protestant religion' 

might seem ill-chosen in a community where workers were far from being 

as economically independent as in Sheffield's trades and where also 

there was a growing Irish immigrant weaver population. 

The constitutionalist impetus for all its marked petty bourgeois 

leadership pushed the popular radical cause forward. The Hampden Club 

convention in London dissolved in late January and its plan for nation-
50 

al petitioning for parliamentary reform began to be put into operation. 

Various towns collected signatures. Sheffield, the most forward place 

in the region, had 21,000 by early February.51 Such constitutionalist 

activity was made irrelevant by political repression. The Government 
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re-enacted the Seditious Meetings Act and suspended the Habeas Corpus 

Act. The Hampden Clubs and Union societies went 'underground' immed

iately.52 In their councils physical force idaas ousted moderate ones 

and more plebeian leadership came to the fore in a 'left-ward' shift 

of policy. Throughout February and March rumours from several quarters 

hinted to the Government that a general rising on a national scale was \ 

imminent. 53 The Government went onto the offensive arresting large 

numbers of known radicals, particularly in Lancashire which appeared 

to be the most active region. In late March a Sheffield magistrate, 

Parker, informed Lord Sidmouth of a local connection with Manchester 

in plans for a proposed 'simultaneous rising' .54 About this time a 

Sheffield silver plater named Bradley was drawn into a Sheffield 

organization with revolutionary intentions. This body centred around 

William Wolstenholme, a working joiner by trade and a man with a strong 

political pedigree which included the SSCI and United EngliShmen. 55 

Bradley became an informer for magistrate Parker and the activities 

of 'old Wolstenholme' and his son James were particularly noted. 56 

Their group, the 'underground' survivors of the short-lived Union 

Society with a few Spencean associates, had no more than 200-300 a..ctive 

members. They probably saw their potential support in thousands. In 

the region they were now no longer the only significant ultra-radical 

group. In Barnsley, through the weavers' political and industrial 

organization, Thomas Farrimond was building a similar group.57 Other 

groupS in smaller communities were springing up under the inspiration 

of these two. The existence of these was to be proved in subsequent 

action throughout the immediate post-war years up to 1820. 58 

More insight into the revolutionary 'underground' of 1817 was 

provided by the spring tour of Joseph Mitchell, the Lancashire itiner

ant radical who played a key role in linking the movement on a nation

al scale. At the same time he destroyed it by unwittingly introducing 

the radicals of the North and Midlands to the notorious 'Oliver'. 

Mitchell was in Sheffield on 26 April with Oliver. 59 Who they saw 

, 



and what was arranged can only be guessed at. Nearly a fortnight 

later Oliver returned alone to the region, saying he represented 
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'London'. He visited Barnsley on 9 May and recalled, 'I found the 

people generally of the same disposition (as at Wakefield) and they 

talked of being so well prepared, but seem'd very poor' .60 He may 

also have contacted Sheffield again. The reports of Oliver and 

Bradley, supported by later confessions,61 show that throughout May 

revolutionary groups connected with the seemingly defunct Union soc

ieties were active in Sheffield and Barnsley. They suggest that these 

groups acted together and that they acted with similar groups in the 

West Riding, the Midlands and Lancashire. Their aim now was to 

engineer a radical political reform by the traditional reversion to 

the use of armed force when all constitutional approaches were wil-

fully blocked. 

Professional historians in the bourgeois mould have always lacked 

appreciation of the logic of revolutionary violence. In the case of 

the English revolutionaries of 1817 (just as in 1795, 1802 and perhaps 

1812, as well as 1820, 1839-40 and 1848) the decision was rooted in 

the last sequence of constitutionalist logic. A similar lack of 

appreciation of the revolutionary challenge has led historians to 

overlook the inter-regional level of organization, particularly in 

1817. Similarly the nature and role of the revolutionary 'tradition' 

in assessment of the strength and nature of the revolutionary challenge 

has been neglected. 62 The activists of 1817 in South Yorkshire and 

elsewhere were veterans of illegal political and industrial activity 

taking place since the early 1790's. They were acting in the strength 

of this experience. 

Throughout May 1817 there was a great deal of planning and 

organization being carried out along various North-Midland axes. The 

most accepted plan for a riSing appeared to be for 26 May. This was 
63 

postponed to 9 June, allegedly because the Sheffield committee objected. 

Oliver, known by the radicals of the North and Midlands as the 'London 

'l" 
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delegate', played an important role in encouraging the radicals with 

promises of London support. His power as an agent provocateur has 

been too fully developed in the imaginations of Whig historians. 64 

The plans for rising were in motion before he arrived and his views 

did not dominate inter-regional discussion. Some radicals were sus

picious of him65 and others possibly remembered London's failures in 

1802 and 1816. The Sheffield committee were thoroughly convinced by II' 
t' 

him but they were exceptional. In the event Oliver's attempts to 

lead the Sheffield men into a trap were short-circuited by the inde

pendent initiative of Bradley and Parker. The Sheffield magistrates, 

knowing nothing of Oliver's employment by the Government, had become 

anxious with the intensification of local activity during the last 

week of May. On the night of 28-29 May they moved on a midnight 

meeting of local delegates held at a grinding wheel at Owlerton (a 

village just outside the north-west boundary of the town). About 

thirty delegates ran out into the darkness to escape the magistrates' 

encirclement. William Wolstenholme and three others were immediately 

arrested. Within a few days warrants were issued for several others 

and three more delegates were taken. 66 The names of the seven arrested 

are listed below with other details of relevance: 

Table 5:12 IndividualS arrested for involvement in revolutionary 
activity May-June 1817°67 

Name Age OccuEation 
William Bradwell 35 grinder 
Rowland Hartle 46 hatter 
George Robinson 36 cutler 
James Rowan 48 cutler 
James Wolstenholme 36 grinder 
Thomas Wolstenholme 30 mason 
William Wolstenholme 60 joiner 

JE Key as for earlier tables and appendices relating to 
activists. 

StatusJE 

J 
M/J 
M/J 
M/J 

M 
M/J 

J 

Those who escaped detection waited for action from more determined 

districts on the night of 9-10 June. Bradley remained at liberty and 

acted for Sheffield in the continued co-ordination of action between 
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the various groups involved. He probably falsified Sheffield's 

strength and contributed to the further downfall of the plan. He was 

present at Thornhill Lees when several of the important West Riding 

leaders were taken on 6 June. 68 This destroyed any remaining hopes 

of success that the revolutionary groups still clung on to. The hope

less gestures of the Derbyshire and West Riding radicals, who acted on 

the night of 9 June, came as the last act in the revolutionary tragedy 

of 1817. 69 

Locally, as elsewhere, the activists of 1817 followed in the path 

of the United men of 1798-1802. There were some direct points of con

tact. William Wolstenholme openly boasted on his arrest that he 'was 

a Despard's man and had been twenty-eight years in the cause' .70 He, 

and possibly several others in both Sheffield and Barnsley, had been 

active during the heroic days of the SSeI. Many of Barnsley's violent 

men had served their political apprenticeship in the more illicit 

Lancashire democratic societies and had been more fully initiated into 

the mysteries of the United movement. The Irish and Scottish immig

rants among them had even more bitter memories of political repression. 

Nationalism gave their reactions more colour. There were few clear-

cut social incendiaries among the activists of 1817. All had arrived 

at the decision to arm and rise by travelling the well-worn path of 

constitutionalist logic. Like Wolstenholme, many had arrived at the 

same decision in the same way during the 1790's. Seeing in the winter 

of 1816-17 the accepted constitutional means of formulating political 

demands being aggressively challenged by the Government, he turned 

(as he had done in the 1790's) towards revolutionary maans. The right 

to carry arms was well established in radical mythology. The 'Glorious 

Revolution' of 1688 and the fifth clause of the Bill of Rights provided 

justifications for using them to resist oppression. Their actions ware 

defended by James Wolstenholme, William's eldest son: 

Our purpose for forming ourselves into a body in this 
manner, is to endeavour by force to effect the deliverance 



of our common country from the greatest Slavery and 
Despotism that ever was suffered to exist in it. We 
have no representative Body who care for our interests 
in any way - and if we meet to petition we are pronounced 
traitorous and seditious. Our Commerce is gone, our Agri
culture ruined, and our bodies liable to be thrown into 
prison. Where is the Briton that can or will endure this 
system of Tyranny and Taxation?71 
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The Wolstenholmes' ideas were influenced by the democratic 

egalitarian strain in Methodism. They were members of the Scotland 

Street Kilhamite congregation. 72 Their notions of equality concerned 

political rather than wider notions of economic and social equality. 

Other eviden~e suggests that they were republicans who believed in 

the maxim, 'No King,.73 Possibly the journeyman element among the 

ranks of their co-activists asked important social questions about 

the distribution of wealth and power. The master and journeyman 

elements found in the Wolstenholme family were not divided by social 

questions. Presumably all of them had faith that political justice 

would bring with it a measure of social and economic justice. In all 

likelihood they looked at the young American republic for ~. confirm

ation of this process. They did not however appear attracted by 

social ownership and the consequent development of economic and social 

equality. They clung onto individualist values in relation to the 

political, economic and social systems they idealized. It was under

standable that, given the perSistence of shared 'craft consciousness' 

between small masters and journeymen, the ideal of economic individual-

ism should be strong. They may have been confronted by alternative 

thinking from Spenceans found locally and also among their immediate 

contacts. 'Tommy' Bacon, their respected Derbyshire correspondent, 

was a Spencean. 74 However until the emerging large scale capitalism 

ousted the small scale one and the myth of eventual masterhood for the 

persevering journeyman was totally discredited, the idealization of 

petty capitalism would continue. The surviving literature of popular 

radical groups from the SSCI, through the United men to the Hampden 

clubs and Union societies had showed this reliance on political 
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equality as the ultimate panacea for various degrees of economic and 

social justice. 75 Spence's thinking about social ownership did not 

appear to be appreciated to any significant degree. 76 How much the 

radicals had in common with organized labour is not known. Despite 

suggestions of their adherence to economic individualism as against 

organized labour'S developing sense of collective survival and the 

impression of their political preoccupation as against labour'S 

economic preoccupations, there were possible points of contact where 

the two shadows of illegality overlapped. 77 Among the weavers, far 

less trapped by the false logic that upheld 'craft consciousness', 

this was certainly the case already and it should not be ruled out 

with regard to the Sheffield metalworkers. 

The arrests of May 1817 fundamentally weakened the physical force 

or revolutionary wing of the popular radical movement in Sheffield. 

In Barnsley and the northern weaving districts, where the authorities 

had not penetrated, armed preparation and democratic propagandizing 

continued. Through their influence on the weavers' industrial organ

ization in these districts the radicals were able to build up their 

strength. Everywhere outside this area, the politically active lost 

the earlier momentum which the political platform had given them in 

the earlier post-war years. Throughout the remainder of 1817 and 1818 

the cheap newspaper and pamphlet press enabled the radicals to keep up 

a slow but steady campaign of political conversion. 78 

During the quieter periods of 1817 and 1818 there were few of the 

signs of the sort of mass political withdrawal that had taken place in 

the middle and later 1790's after similar checks to popular expectat

ions. In spite of revivalist activity taking place on a significant 

scale in one saall part of the region,79 the 'quiet years' of post-war , 

radicalism did not prompt any general outbreak of religious enthUSiasm 

in the region. SO Methodist groups, including even the democratic 

Kilhamites, were becoming more removed from the popular experience. 

They were becoming exclUSive religious associations as against the 
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'unlimited' communities of former years. Millennarian excitement 

was missing. No new messiah was there to be sprung up in the popular 

imagination as Brothers and Joanna had during the war years. Possibly 

the radical agitation had created a more rational temper among the 

people. The absence of a mass revivalist response could also be 

explained by the relative absence of material hardship. In these years 

the hand of necessity pressed less hard on the people because the har

vests of 1817 and 1818 were satisfactory.81 However, trade and employ

ment prospects did not improve rapidly.82 

If there was no search for security in the 'other world' through 

religion, the rise in criminal activity (as measured by indicted crime 

throughout the West Riding generally as well as in the specific comm

unities of the region) showed the alternative directions being taken 

to seek security: 

Table 5:13 Crime 1815-1820 
(a) Number of persons committed to Wakefield House of 83 

Correction for trial at West Riding Quarter Sessions. 

1815 920 1818 1998 
1816 1310 1819 2206 
1817 lSS0 1820 2169 

(b) Number of ~rosecutions entered into bl Sheffield 
Issociation for the Prosecution of Felons·S4 

lS15 S lS1S 22 
lS16 11 1819 15 • 
1817 22 1820 10 • 

• a local police force was operating during these 
years. 

There was a strong association between the immediate economic stimuli 

provided by stagnant trade and crime. The more remote pressures on 

individuals created by economic re-organization of production was also 

significant. Those dispossessed by enclosure joined the already 

exploited members of the urban 'reserve army' of unemployed and under

employed workers facing material and spiritual destitution. 

Minor acts which the larger property owning classes defined as 

criminal became in times like these a necessary part of the new social 

f' , 



existence of the town and village poor. Their petty thefts and 

vandalism represented 'social crime' when they were directed con-
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sciously at genuine oppressors. Such acts as taking waste materials 

from a grasping employer, cutting a 'blackleg' grinder's wheelbands, 

removing the tools of the 'knobstick' collier or cutler, cutting the 

'black sheep' weaver's warps, stealing grain from a forestaller's 

warehouse or upsetting his market stall, killing game on the encloser's I 

fenced section of common land or breaking his boundary markers and 

physically abusing Methodist moralizers and vandalizing their chapels, 

all fitted the pattern. These were ways in which individuals could 

seek personal redress in a way that usually the majority of the commun

ity, particularly the most productive section or the labouring strata, 

could accept as morally justifiable. This is why the authorities 

found it so hard to eradicate varied organizations like trade unions, 

political societies and poaching gangs. It explained why they had not 

unravelled the secrets of Luddism in 1812. 

(c) Liberty or Death - the third echo 1818-20. 

Britons arise and yet be free, 
Defend your rights and liberty~ 
Borough mongers long have shared the spoil, 
The working class shares all the toil; 
Now or never strike the blow, 
Exert youselves and crush the foe~t 

political rhyme 'Liberty or Death' c. 1819 85 

The political hopes of the region's working people did not revive 

much throughout 1818. The insult offered by the ritual of parliament

ary election passed by unnoticed from the empty tribunes of Paradise 
86 Square, Sky Edge and May Day Green. The weavers, at least, found 

new strength through industrial organization during the short-lived 

prosperity of 1818. Better trade prompted the weavers to make demands 

for a restoration of prices for work achieved between 1810-14. The 

masters' refusal prompted a 'turn out' which began in September and 

lasted eleven weeks. 87 Some concessions were made in the new list 
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prices that were offered to the weavers in October. 88 The Weavers' 

Union, with a strong fund built up from years of prosperity, refused 

to accept these terms and kept the strike going. Increasingly it had 

to employ violent sanctions to maintain solidarity. During the turn 

out at least 30 weavers were arrested for various acts of intimidation 

and neglect of work. 89 A dialogue was kept up between the forces of 

labour and those of capital. This suggested there was more at stake 

than the price of labour and it must be looked at in detail for it 

tells us much about the consciousness of the working people of the 

weaving districts. 

The debate began with accusations that the linen manufacturers 

had tried to insist on new lengths of completed work for the old 

prices. The 'Weavers' Defence', printed in the Leeds Mercury, argued 

that many weavers worked for less than 12 shillings per week under 

the present conditions despite the improved state of trade. 90 The 

voice of the linen manufacturers91 talked of average wages of 16-25 

shillings per week and of 31-41 shillings as the family earnings of 

a master, two apprentices and one journeyman. The manufacturers 

argued that although trade had been relatively sluggish in the immed

iate post-war years they had stockpiled. When trade improved as it 

had done recently, they argued, there was less need for additional 

production. High prices of Barnsley wares relative to those in other 

centres in England and the rest of the United Kingdom as well as the 

continent, could not be sustained, they continued. The manufacturers 

accused the weavers of ingratitude. They saw political objectives 

behind the weavers' resistance. The Union's leaders were attacked as 

being, 'totally subversive of all social order'. The leaders included 

among their numbers men who had been active in the quasi-political 

industrial organization of 1812 and the more explicit political organ

ization of 1816-17. It was not surprising that the manufacturers 

should make such inferences. 'A Manufacturer', writing in the Leeds 

Intel1igencer after having seen men with such pedigrees among those 

l' 



in the 'ring' at the centre of a May Day Green weavers' rally, 

expressed his fullest fears: 

But what appears to me to be the mainspring of the 
present unpleasant disposition manifested in the 
labouring classes is the revolutionary spirit which 
was so plentifully infused into their minds at the 
time of the meetings of the self-styled Reformers. 
Ever since that time to the great grief of all well 
wishers to their country, symptoms of insubordination 
and impatience of control have been manifested by them, 
both against their employers, and also against every 
person who had authority over them whether church or 
state. 

He further commented that; 

the present turn out is combined with certain political 
purposes, though disguised as much as possible from the 
public eye. For it is pretty generally circulated 
through this town, that various subjects are discussed 
in the ring totally irrelevant to the ostensible purport 
of the meeting. 92 

Later reflections of weavers, who had for the first time become 
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involved in political debate during the months of the strike, showed 

that such fears had real substance. 93 

The strike ended in late November with a partial victory for the 

Union with a compromise offer being made by the linen manufacturers. 94 

This gave the leaders of the adolescent weaving labour class greater 

power. Their concentration on limited economic goals and on a wider 

political goal put them in the van of the region's emerging labour 

class. 

Other workgroups in the region hardly stirred. Sheffield's 

cutlers and associated metal workers were organizing defensively 

against the disintegration of traditional relationships brought about 

by the 1814 Act and against wage reductions. Where labour was organ

ized in the cutlery trades it tended to look back to the past for 

solutions. Many cutlers participated in the further disintegration 

of the once stable balance in the trades by setting up as small 

masters. Only the grinders' unions and those of workers in local 

trades like silver and plated ware were used to confronting the 

I" 



economic force of the free market and were able to act firmly in a 

forward looking way. They accepted the reality of the free market 

and ruthlessly used their power to restrict the supply of labour, the 

one factor of production over which they had any control. In this 

way if their trade could be organized they could keep the price of 

labour up. Their use of violence to control labour supply appeared 

to hostile employers to have become an end in itself. 95 The leaders 

of the organized trades did not ignore the political struggle taking 

place, as later recollections of the years 1818-19 suggested. 96 

However, much of the activity of organized labour was clothed in 

secrecy and hidden from magistrate and historian alike. 

Looking at the region's other important industrial workgroups, 

it can be seen that the colliers were better placed than many work

groups in 1818. Like the various forms of ironworks' labour they were 

in a more proletarian, less independent work situation. The ironworks' 

labour force, who had experienced the post-war depression more directly 

than the col~iers, were glad to be in full work again in 1818. 97 In 

the villages producing labour for Thorncliffe ironworks (Bcclesfield 

and Chapel town) Methodist revival on a significant scale greeted the 

renewal of industrial expansion during 1818 and continued well into 

1819. 98 Local factors produced this revival. It was highly signific

ant that here the employers, their foremen and other key workers were 

all members of the Methodist body. Through their employing and wider 

power they were able to mould the workforce and dependants in a model 

community where employers could maintain cultural dominance without 

challenge. This was still the case, although possibly to a lesser 

degree, in many other isolated ironworks and mining communities in 

the region. 

The signs of returning industrial depression in the early months 

of 1819 marked the end of any strength organized labour had begun to 

feel. There appeared to be a turning away from industrial towards 

political action during the winter months of 1818-19. The political 

r 
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Union society was re-organized among the weavers in Barnsley with 

the immediate aim of intensifying popular discussion and circulating 

pamphlets and periodicals. There was already a commitment to arm in 

preparation for revolution if all constitutional means should fail. 

Not only weavers were claimed to be involved in the Barnsley SOCiety. 

Other groups in the town and villages of the weaving districts, shoe

makers, colliers and quarrymen all appeared to be drawn in. The 

political mobilization of this district had begun as early as January 

1819. The Barnsley leadership managed the whole northern area. Other 

Union societies were said to be organized at Ecclesfield (a large 

nail making, 'weaving and filemaking village in the middle zone adjac

ent to the ironworks' communities of Elsecar, Thorncliffe and Chapel

town), at Rotherham (a small town with a dominant ironworks' labour 

and collier population), at Greasbrough (a colliery village on the 

eastern edge of the region) and at Sheffield. 99 Evidence of a network 

of organization outside the Barnsley area was only partly confirmed by 

subsequent events. The limited information the magistrates obtained 

was the result of a tight rein held by the political leadership upon 

the membership. Most of the secrets of this last phase of early nine

teenth century popular radicalism were carried to their graves by 

their possessors. Its progress can be re-created from fragmented 

recollections. 

In the summer of 1819 the radicals in Lancashire, the West 

Riding, Midlands and London began to co-ordinate their forces. Their 

leadership sought to hold to constitutional means. Increasingly their 

actions and demands implied a more aggressive challenge. Ideas of 

withholding taxation and the practice of electing 'legislative attor

neys' as true representatives of the people with the idea of having a 

new representative body ready when the old withered away through lack 

of finance, suggested a shifting towards more aggressive approaches 

including the use of force. lOO In the West Riding large meetings were 

held in the clothing districts in June. lOl These inspired smaller 



local meetings throughout the area in the following weeks. The 

radical press, particularly the widely read Manchester Observer 

which was helping to create a national awareness of the radical 

movement in a way the Northern Star was to do twenty years later, 
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urged political organization and increased mass agitation.102 As a 

response to this, and in imitation of the larger meetings held earlier, 

the Barnsley radicals called a mass meeting for 12 July. The local 

Union Society was active in mobilizing support for this with printed 

handbills. l03 The Sheffield radicals appeared backward by comparison. 

A Sheffield correspondent of the Manchester Observer commented on 

10 July that, 'the people are wanting a rallying point whereby they 

can draw their sentiments into one common focus'. The Observer's 

reply suggested that a Union SOCiety had survived from the agitation 

of 1816-17. It was too weak to exert great influence as is explained 

later.104 

The Barnsley meeting on May Day Green attracted 6,000 people. l05 

It marked a very important stage in the second phase of post-war 

popular radicalism. Popular political societies in communities where 

labour was semi or wholly proletarian could no longer keep in step 

with the constitutionalist leadership of the radical movement. 

Suddenly the Union Societies in places like Barnsley had aggressively 

pushed themselves forward. They disavowed moderate means and drew 

sharp social contrasts between their increasingly pauperized existence 

and the wealth of the politically powerful. Below we examine the 

spelling out of this contrast in Barnsley to see how the local images 

of class were shaping. 

The chair at the Barnsley meeting was taken by Thomas Farrimond, 

a self-confessed 'zealous reformer for twenty years' who had been at 

the centre of the weavers' industrial and political struggles since 

his arrival in the town in 1810. His speech attacked 'taxation', 

'ministerial corruption' and 'borough mongering influence' in familiar 

terms. His and successive .peeches drew in sharp outline the contrast 

!' 
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between 'the landed interests' and 'labouring interest'. There was 

an implicit understanding that the 'labouring interest' could no 

longer find support from the radical middle class of commercial, 

minor landed and industrial wealth. The use of the language of class 

by the speakers suggested stronger notions of a 'labour class' of 

wage earners than had been heard before. The idea that all wealth 

was ultimately 'derived from the circulation of the product of labour', , 

was linked by Brayshaw (a visitor from the clothing districts) to the 

contrasted existence of the beneficiaries of this 'circulation' - the 

merchants and manufacturers - and the creators of the means of circu-

lation - the 'working classes who were now deprived of the means of 

obtaining bread'. 

The employment of plural sociological categories like 'working' 

and 'labouring classes' reflected persisting objective realities of 

economic status differentials within the groups or strata tradition

ally referred to as the 'industrious classes' or 'labouring poor' • 

The new plural categories now incorporated elements of a more aggress

ive, more positive and less fatalistic definition of social existence 

amongst groups containing a potential labour class of wage workers. 

The progress of self definition in public debate in part reflected 

new spokesmen from lower levels of existence within the traditional 

categories. It also reflected an objective reality in which a major

ity of those in these traditional categories were lOSing their econ

omic independence as more exploitative capitalist relations of prod

uction were imposed on their trades. The physical actions of the 

employers and their definitions of themselves and their workforce 

was reinforcing this process. The term 'working class' was locally 

recorded for the first time in 1819 in a Barnsley linen manufacturer's 

description of what was becoming an increaSingly homogeneaaswage labour 

workforce in the weaving district. 106 Given the inadequacy of sources 

relating to the lan~ of class, it is difficult to see how repre

sentative this usage was. In other communities in the region it may 
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not have been so precise. Objective rea1ities were s1ightly different 

in most other communities in the region. Sheffield's labour force in 

1819 was far from being homogeneous because of the persistence of 

great diversity in the nature and the scale of operation within a 

variety of contrasting trades. In the ironworks' and collier commun

ities there were significant concentrations of wage labour and the 

objective conditions for 1abour class realization were there. This 

realization did not take place as yet because of the power of the 

10ca1 gentry and employers to check the spread of political or indus

trial insurgency into their spheres of 10cal dominance. This form of 

inhibition applied to some small weaving villages in the north of the 

region where objective conditions were beginning to take shape. In 

the meta1 working villages around Sheffield and 1acking like the town 

the development of objective conditions, there was also this local 

dominance. This control was to be cha11enged as a major climax moment 

in local labour class history approached. The narrative of the events 

of 1819-20 must be rejoined to arrive at this climax. 

The sharper social perspectives articulated from the Barns1ey 

platform in July 1819 were prompted by the drastic deterioration of 

working conditions among the weavers. William Leake, a weaver, had 

stated at the meeting that in the prosperous pre-war years of the 

early 1790's they had expected to work eleven hours a day for a weekly 

wage of sixteen shilli~. He claimed that now they worked fifteen to 

sixteen hours for ten to eleven shi1lings per w.eek. Prices of baSic 

foodstuffs had meanwhile doubled - flour had risen from 1/6 to 3/- per 

stone, meal from 1/2 to 2/6 per stone and potatoes from 3d to 8d per 

peck. The Corn Laws had, he claimed, kept prices artificia1ly high 

and the Combination Laws had prevented them ,from bargaining effectively 

for better wages. The pressing hand of necessity was becoming a 

politicizing force of significant1y increased importance. 'The road 

is not long to that respectab1e walk in which the 1abouring class ought 

to tread; but we must confess it is extreme1y rugged', commented Leake 
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obscurely in preparing his audience for more direct political instruc

tion. 'If you do not attempt to recover it', he continued, 'you will 

be trodden into the dust'. A more explicit message came from the 

Union Society's leading orators. Eighteen year old Richard Jackson 

and his mentor Thomas Farrimond provided the vital call for action. 

The younger man spoke: 

I see you have been deluded by those who said the war 
was commenced to preserve our country; you have found 
it quite the contrary. They further deceived you by 
saying, let peace come and you shall have plenty. You 
bore your sufferings with patience till patience was 
exhausted. You believed your wicked and deceitful 
minister till a voice sounded, the Time is come~ but 
you see Taxes are increased, and we are reduced to a 
state of Slavery that never before was witnessed. We 
have to work fifteen or sixteen hours a day for ten 
or twelve shillings per week. Parliament respected 
gentlemen no more than weavers; the late petition was 
a proof of right. I call upon you to raise your voice 
as it is the sound of justice, and I wish success to 
the cause of reform. In its aid I will lend my hand 
and my heart, either in public or private. 

Farrimond, aware that little was needed in the way of persuasion to 

turn men away from bankrupt constitutional means to revolutionary ones, 

concluded the meeting with carefully chosen words: 

The voice of reason and justice will unite us together 
as one man. We shall then make a lasting demand for 
our rights; we do not mean by bloodshed but by manly 
perseverence·107 

This use of the words 'lasting demand' echoed the sentiments of schemes 

for 'legislative attorneys', 'conventions' and 'anti-parliaments' that 

the national leadership and regional groups began to contemplate in 

more than theoretical terms during the summer months of 1819. 

There were no other reports of local meetings in the region during 

the remainder of July and early August.1819. The local focus was on 

the large meetings held in the clothing districts of the West Riding 

and in Lancashire. The monster Hunslet Moor meeting of 19 July adopted 

the principle of electing a 'legislative attorney' established by the 

Birmingham radicals' election of Sir Charles WOlseley.108 It advocated 

a 'National Union' accompanied by a 'national petition'. Similarly a 
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Manchester meeting was planned for 9 August to adopt the same proced

ure. In panic the Government arrested the leading Birmingham radicals. 

The Manchester meeting was postponed and a mass meeting held there on 

16 August to protest about the arrests was dispersed in the bloody 

disorder of St Peter's Fields. 

'Peterloo' accelerated the radioals' progress towards open 

violenoe. Reports from local people who had gone to Manohester 

filtered baok to the radioals in the region. At 'Peterloo' had been 

several Barnsley weavers and misoellaneous groups of Sheffield people, 

including the 'nine men ••• from one workshop in Sheffield' reported to 

Lord Lonsdale by a local correspondent. 109 In Sheffield the outrage 

had prompted daily gatherings of several thousand workmen on the burial 

ground. These meetings had begun before the 'Peterloo' affair. They 

were ended abru,tly after the magistrates and their auxiliary army of 

special constables made their presence felt. 110 The Sheffield Mercury 

reported that, 'the fatal results of the meeting at Manchester have 

exoited strong sensations of alarm in the public mind' .111 Other 

immediate local protest escaped the notice of the press. Mass meet

ings were held throughout the country. In the West Riding huge meet

ings on Hunslet Moor in late August and September were dominated by 
112 

moderates. A respectable county meeting at York condemned the affair. 

Following the county meeting on 14 October, a large scale local pro

test was organized in Sheffield for 18 October. This was under the 

licence of Barl Fitzwilliam and progressive members of the Sheffield 

elite. Between 20-50,000 people, II, most of them from Sheffield and 

the immediate out-villages, but also with a '00 8trong oontingent 

marching in from Bcolesfield and from Barnsley, gathered in the Brocco, 

an open place on the northern edge of the central area of the town. 

The rich pageantry of the arriving radioals must have been impressive. 

With men in the procession wearing white hats with green sashes or 

cockade., the women with green ribbons in ths,ir hair as they marohed 

in under the various divisions of their own recently formed Female 
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Reformers section,114 the radical procession to the ground expressed 

the ordered strength more associated with Chartism twenty years later. 

Bands of music (reed bands rather than the brass bands of a generation 

later) were in the procession playing such popular political airs as 

'The Downfall of Paris', 'Scots, wha ha wi Wallace bled', 'Erin go 

Bragh', 'A man'a a man for a that', 'Ca-ira', 'Mary Ie More' and the 

tune of the 'Dead march in Saul'. Hundreds of banners and flags 

fluttered on the slopes of the Brocco. Their wide ranging inscriptions 

read: 'Order, Order, Hold to the Laws', 'Englishmen, demand your 

rights', 'The Rights of Man - Liberty, Truth and Justice', to 'The 

immortal memory of the Reformers massacred at Manchester', 'Hunt and 

Liberty', 'Innocent blood criethaloud for Vengeance', 'From Battle, 

Murder and Sudden Death, Good Lord deliver us', 'Britons unite and be 

free', 'The land i8 full of bloody crimes, and the City full of 

Tyrants', 'A gift to the Burial Ground Men', 'Civil and Religious 

Liberty is our Birthright' and 'Thou shalt do no murder' (accompanied 

by a design of 'the figure of Justice weeping at the tomb of departed' 

and reverse 'a Yeoman sabring a poor woman, in the attitude of implor

ing mercy - a child lying on the ground, which she had dropped from 

her arms'). 

From the platform Thomas Rawson, the former Sheffield Union 

society president of 1816-17, warned the assembled masses of minister

ial repression. Rawson was accompanied on the platform by Fitz

william's son, Lord Milton, and several moderate reformers from the 

town's respectable commercial and industrial middle class. They were 

there to affirm their polite but reserved disapproval of 'Peterloo' 

and also to give the meeting a sense of security that the events would 

not be repeated in their town. RawBon was careful to restrain his 

language. The gesture of Milton and the others was well received, 

but Milton did not please the 'thorough' radicals on the platform 

when he argued that visitors from the woollen districts should not be 
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allowed to speak. These included familiar speakers at more radical 

earlier public meetings in Sheffield and Bamsley - Willan, the 

Dewsbury Quaker, Mason of Leeds and Wooler, the editor of the 

radical periodical Black Dwarf. Most of these were not 'respectable' 

enough to be 'recognized' from the platform, although Payne and Rawson 

would have been willing to acknowledge them as equals. While the 

meeting drew to a close, Milton and several of the other platform 

speakers left. Willan, Mason, Wooler and Jackson of Barnsley took 

the platform. None spoke explicitly of using force. Mason and Wooler 

particularly, urged continuous struggle and called on those assembled 

to 'bury dissentions and unite as common soldiers in a common cause'. 

The crowd stirred anxiously during the remaining minutes of the meet

ing. Their respectable 'hostages' had gone and, as 'Peterloo' had 

shown, the right of public assembly was threatened. Consequently the 

crowd rapidly hurried away fearful for their safety. 

The meeting added to the important lesson which the town and the 

region's emerging labowr class were learning. In Sheffield there had 

been hidden depths to the organization of the meeting. A well organ

ized Union society appeared to have been lacking, although one that 

had sections of Female Reformers was in existence. The meeting never

theless had been well attended by ordered groups of working people. 

The new source of disciplined public activity was provided by young 

industrial activists. This was not revealed by any of the current 

reports of the meeting. The banner inscriptions did not appear to 

contain any belonging to trade union bodies, yet trade unionists par

ticipated. Twenty years later, two trade union veterans, Joseph Kirk 

of the filesmiths and Thomas Booth of the Britannia metalsmiths, 

recalled how as young trade unionists they had defied the threats of 

their employers and led the members of their trades and others to take 

part in the meeting. 115 On what scale this took place is not possible 

to discover but it did happen and helped to explain the filling of 

some of the gap in labour class political leadership vacated by a weak 
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Union society. Possibly the Union Society radicals were organized 

in a more clandestine body. Key figures in the Barnsley Union society, 

itself going 'underground' during these months, testified to links 

with a shadowy Sheffield group at this time. 116 Rumours of arms 

dealers in Sheffieldl17 and the return of John Blackwell and his sub

sequent re-embarkation on a revolutionary career,118 provide additional 

fragments of evidence that a radical organization of some sort was in 

existence in the town during the last months of 1819 and the early 

months of 1820. The Barnsley radicals and their mass of supporters 

in the weaving districts of the north of the region now took the 

initiative. Their mass protest on 8 November was attended by 8,000 

people. These participated in a similar sort of pageantry as was 

indulged in in Sheffield. Contingents from nearby villages, Dodworth, 

Barugh, Mapplewe11, Kexbrough and Cawthorne, as well as parties from 

as far south as Sheffield, joined the procession to the Fair field. 

Chaired by a dissenting minister, Rev. Bllis, the platform speakers 

at the meeting included Mason of Leeds, John Payne, Thomas Farrimond 

and Richard Jackson.1l9 

Behind a facade of constitutionalism in Bamsley, a 'Secret 

Acting Committee' was preparing to fight. This committee included:120 

Table 5:1j Hams1ey's Revolutionary Command 

Richard Addy - weaver of Bamsley - probably a United veteran from 
Lancashire. 

Thomas Ashurst - weaver of Bams1ey - ditto 
Arthur Co11ina - weaver of Bams1ey - ditto 
Craven Cookson - weaver of Hams1ey - ditto and 'Luddite' leader of 

weavers' industrial struggle 
of 1812. 

Thomas Farrimond - weaver of Bamsley - ditto and secretary of Union 
society 1816-17 and probably 
similar role in the organization 
after. 

Richard Jackson - weaver of Bamsley - too young to have a history but 
one of the orators at Union 
society public meetings. 

Stephen Kitchenman - weaver of Dodworth - perhaps United veteran but 
certainly a 'Luddite' leader of 
the weavers' industrial struggle 
of 1812. 



Table 5:~A (cont.) 

James Lowe - weaver of Bamsley - perhaps a United veteran from 
Lancashire. 

Benjamin Rodgers - weaver of Bamsley - ditto 
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This group co-ordinated the various local branches of the Union Society 

which was now made up of 40-50 small 'classes' of 12-36 members. These 

'classes' operated on two levels121 - that of the 'penny reading club' 

which purchased ,eriodicals, and that of the 'two penny club' which 

financed travelling delegates and arms purchases.122 The 'Secret Acting 

Committee' had met since J~uary 1819 in weekly Monday sessions which 

drew in delegates from the 'classes' at Farrimond's and other houses. 

They had discussed the national movement and worked out their own 

position among themselves and with corresponding groups in the region 

and outside of it. Since midsummer, and before 'Peterloo', they and 

other groups had been fully committed to arming. They seemed to accept 

the inevitability of an insurrection. The events of 16 August pushed 

them very firmly onto this path.123 

In the weeks following the constitutionalists' last throw at the 

Bamsley Church Field meeting, mass 'simultaneous' meetings were held 

throughout the West Riding. 124 These took place in the face of the 

re-organization of the apparatus of repression which had even respect-
125 

able people claiming the Government was 'substituting Power for Law'. 

In the textile districts of the West Riding the magistrates urged the 

Government to send military aid and they asked for permission to form 

volunteer corps of cavalry to cover the large areas of moorland vill

ages. Here radicals were active and the current disposition of civil 

and military power could not check them. 126 In contrast, the magis

trates in the southern part of the Riding, except around Bamsley, 

appeared quietly confident. Their confidence was partly based on 

ignorance. In the textile districts there were signs of a growing 

,hysical force radical strength represented by arming, drilling and 

a general disregard for authority which included the 'hidden' challenge 
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of 'church going' and 'exclusive dealing' .127 These last two aspects 

of post-war radicalism illustrate its fuller dimensions which are 

often underestimated by historians who expect to find only such depth 

in the following Chartist political generation. In Barnsley the 

'Secret Acting Committee' ordered its rank and file to bring their 

weapons from hiding and take part in drilling. They procured more 

arms from dealers, particularly at Birmingham and Sheffield. 128 

Drilling began during the last week of November. Several groups, 

including an Irish group, met nightly and, under the watchful eyes 

of ex-military instructors in moonlit fields and isolated wasteland, 

began to learn their military drill. 129 This commitment to physical 

force was matched elsewhere in the West Riding, in Lancashire, in the 

west Midlands and in London. 130 In Sheffield and in nearby Nottingham 

and other east Midland towns which were well forward in revolutionary 

activity in 1817, the absence of reports might suggest weak organ

ization or lack of real revolutionary commitment after the disappoint

ments of the past. Something of what happened in Sheffield in 1820 

confirmed this. 

In Sheffield in 1819 much energy was being directed by ·the 

cutlery workers into a struggle going on to maintain the traditional 

pattern of organization in the once protected or regulated trades. 

The commercial men, factors, merchants and some large manufacturers, 

bad exploited the post-war flood of labour into the trades. The huge 

number of small or 'journeyman' masters, making wares for often as 

little as one third the old (1810-1814 list prices) price, had pulled 

down the price of labour in many of the trades, particularly the large 

spring knife trade. Those journeymen working for established masters 

who sold their wares to accredited merchants and dealers were tempted 

to join the ranks of the small masters and pull the price down even 

further. In the spring knife trade work was being done for 30-50% 

of the 1814 list prices. In the file trade alone of all the once 
131 regulated trades were prices set during 1810-1814 in any way held onto. 



265 

This better placed trade was the trade most likely to have been 

politically active at the time of the 'Peterloo' protest. Other 

non-corporate trades were industrially organized like the Britannia 

metal, silver and silver plated trades. In these the level of wages 

was kept up and organized labour had a more secure economic base from 

which to launch itself into radical politics. Such strength and 

breadth of involvement were exceptional. 

More trades in Sheffield and elsewhere were becoming industrially 

organized. The grinders in all branches of the Sheffield cutlery and 

related tool trades were also well organized. They had fought the 

attempts to reduce the levels for prices for work established between 

1810-14. They used industrial violence to fight 'blacklegs' working 

under the price and the employers who encouraged them. The violence 

was intense throughout the winter months of 1819-20. In February 1820 

there was an incident which recaptured the intensity of 'Ludding' times 

when fifty 'black faced' armed men attacked a large grinding wheel and 

smashed the driving mechanism under cover of night. 132 Locally the 

other cutlery workers talked of the grinders as 'the champions,.133 

In the trades there were partly counter-active attempts by employers 

to try and get the workmen to engage in co-operating with the estab

lished merchants and master manufacturers to bring the trades back 

to the guild-ordered pattern of the past. 134 This looking backwards 

was a perSistent element in the thinking of sections of organized 

labour at the time. Organized labour had begun to wake up to free 

market realities. However much workers were distracted at this time 

from popular radical politics by such schemes, they increasingly 

shared in this industrial awakening. It was an awakening taking place 

as trade worsened in Sheffield. 135 Trade had begun to deteriorate 

again in the autumn and winter of 1819 and the effects of past specu

lative over-production and stockpiling were felt even more keenly. 

The industrial prospects of the region's growing wage labour 

force. at the collieries and iron works were better than for other 
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groups in 1819. Here, as against the weavers, cutlery and related 

workshop metal workers, the workforces had faced more impediments to 

industrial organization imposed by the organization of their work and 

domestic situations. The employer'S control of their lives through a 

control of hOUSing, religion, retail credit as well as employment had 

worked with geographical isolation to impede the industrial and polit-

ical organization of the ironworks' workers and the colliers. Never

theless, the larger concentrations made it inevitable they would come 

into contact with those with some experience of industrial and polit

ical struggle. It would be foolish to forget that radical weavers, 

shoemakers and tailors shared the community life of some of them in 

the northern and central districts of the region and that in the east 

and southern part of the region some such workers lived in or close to 

urban centres like Sheffield and Rotherham. Whatever the real situ-

ation, colliers in the north of the region became involved in the 

short-lived 'Miners' Union Club' whose strength was in the Wakefield, 

Dewsbury and Leeds districts of the coalfield. 136 The miners' limited 

involvement in a strike taking place mainly in the northerly part of 

the coalfield was short lived. The strike appeared to have little or 

no relationship to political activity. If miners or other groups 

working in the 'heavy' sector had any political views, these were 

channelled through the organizations dominated by politically more 

advanced workgroups. 

For most workers in the region the winter of 1819 offered little 

hope of better prospects. The economic reality hardened the resolve 

of the politically active minority now rapidly advanCing down the road 

to insurrection. Events in the last week of November throughout the 

northern weaving districts of the region thoroughly disturbed the 

authorities. Sheffield and the southern districts, Rotherham and the 

eastern districts and the central area. were quiet on the surface. 

In Barnsley, open drilling was taking place. This had magnified in 

the eye. of the authoritie. even the modest and" limited industrial 
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activity of the colliers. Viscount Lasce11es, the new Lord Lieutenant 

replacing the 'liberal' Fitzwilliam in an hour of crisis, received the 

following description of the situation in Bams1ey: 

••• no neighbourhood is more infected than this. We abound 
with Weavers, Colliers and Ironstone getters, who are very 
violent in their menaces; and we have no protection. They 
are ripe for any mischief which they may be set upon. 
There are many pikes and pistols amongst them. We cannot 
be said to be in the King's peace ••• Now pray can you 
afford in any assistance?137 

General Byng, the northern commander-in-chief, was aware of the 

situation. He had already been warned of various groups in the country 

trying to organize a 'simultaneous rising' for 13 December involving 

the radicals of England and Scotland. He was prepared. l38 

In Barnsley the Union Society called a public meeting for 

13 December,139 possibly to deflect attention from a more violent 

purpose. Drilling continued throughout the first week of December, 

despite the loss of secrecy for which inquisitive spectators and 

watchful loyalists had been responsible.140 On 7 December the magis

trates were assembled at Bamsley to take action regarding the dril1-

ing. l41 In this they were supported by the promise of the bill for 

the first of the 'Six Acts' being rushed through Parliament. Dealing 

with military training, rights of search, size of public meetings, 

the stamp duty on periodicals and sedition and libels, these were 

hastily passed throughout the month. l42 There appeared to be a lull 

in the drilling. December 13 passed quietly, despite the heightened 

sense of popular expectation expressed generally throughout the West 

Riding. At Barn.ley the authorities were prepared and the public 

meeting and any other planned action was forestalled. 143 Reports of 

a body of 700 men exercising in Stainborough Park suggested the 

Bamsley Union SOCiety's 'Secret Acting Committee' were still ready 

to initiate revolutionary action.144 They kept up communication with 

other groups, especially with organizations in Lancashire through 

their direct communication with Manchester. 145 Throughout the radical 

L 
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movement in the West Riding there were reoriminations towards moder-

ates whose loss of nerve had prevented action on 13 December. Some 

'penny clubs' were abandoned in the woollen districts. 146 In Barnsley 

the revolutionaries held firm. 

In Scotland, Cumberland, Northumberland, Durham and Lancashire 

and in the west Midlands and London, the strength of radioal organ

ization held and the momentum towards revolutionary action was sus

tained.147 Throughout the remainder of December 1819 and January 

1820, despite the lull in aotivity, delegates were passing between 

districts carrying out 'negotiations' to co-ordinate revolutionary 

action. l48 Regional meetings were being held, including meetings in 

the West Riding and east Midlands where organization appeared to be 

backward. Significant co-ordinating regional meetings were held in 

the central areas suoh as at Manchester and at Nottingham. 149 Arthur 

Thistlewood, speaking for London's 'physical force' men, travelled 

widely afield in December.150 His voice was only one of several 

dictating the pattern of events. The voices of Scottish and other 

English provincial leaders were equally important. 

South Yorkshire's radioals were mainly cast in a subordinate 

role. Throughout the West Riding and east Midlands there was a lasting 

distrust of revolutionary initiatives after the experienoes of 1817. 

South Yorkshire was less well organized than the woollen districts. 

Later reports testified to widespread organization in tha r&gion, with 

main centres in Barns ley , Rotherham and Sheffield and with smaller 

centres in villages like Bcclesfield, Dodworth and Greasbrough.151 

The Barnsley leadership, controlling the northern part of the region, 

appeared very forward in comparison with that at Sheffield. Sheffield's 

radicals' recollections of the disaster of 1817 and a current consensus 

in the town maintained by a community approach to solVing the economic 

ills of the town's staple cutlery trade combined to weaken the local 

leadership and the potential for mass support. 

In a national framework political and military leaders showed a 
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steadiness based on a knowledge of real strength despite signs of 

local hesitation among lesser representatives of the ruling class. 152 

This confidence was somehow transmitted to the revolutionaries and 

consequently 1, December became the first of several discarded dates 

given for the 'general rising'. The arrest of leaders in Lancashire 

in late December pushed hopes for 1 January aSide. 15' Any realistic 

hopes were deferred until the spring. Thistlewood and his personal 

followers' hopes of murdering the Cabinet to provide the 'spark' for 

revolution were nurtured on frustration at this deferment as much as 

in the rich imagination of Bdwards, the spy.154 It is likely that 

provincial leaders knew of Thistlewood's intentions for 2, February. 

They were not confidant of being able to match his enterprise. 

General Byng, the northern commander whose professional detachment 

well qualified him to size up the vast quantity of conflicting inform

ation provided by frantic spies, enthusiastic informers, hysterical 

magistrates and contrastingly collected Lords Lieutenant, noted: 

I cannot but think that what occurred on the 2,rd in 
London was expected by the leaders of the Disaffected 
in the Country, and as there was no preparation for 
any general commotion, if the plot had succeeded, 155 
assassination of marked persons would have followed. 

More realistic preparations were being made throughout February 

and March 1820. Delegates from the English provincial centres were 

attending almost permanently convened 'national meetings' in various 

centres. Delegates from Scotland attended these and agreed to a 

'general rising' for the night of 31 March. 156 For reasons that have 

remained obscure the events of that night were a fiasco. In Scotland 

there had been arrests in the previous week which may have held them 

back. 157 In Lancashire however, the weavers stopped work in several 

districts in anticipation of the rising. Only in one area (Wigan) 

was there an assembly of armed men on the chosen night. In Lancashire 

there was an expectation that Scotland would act first. 158 In the 

Vest Riding several thousand radicals from the woollen districts 
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assembled for a moonlit attack on Huddersfield. This was the 'spark' 

intended to ignite both Yorkshire and Lancashire. Conflicting mess

ages provided by the arrival of the Manchester delegate to set them 

in motion and another warning them to hold back, led to the attack 

being abandoned. 159 

The Barnsley radicals and those in the Sheffield area were told 

to hold themselves in reserve and come forward only after the initial 

phase of the rising had been successful. When it failed they continued 

discussions with the West Riding leadership.160 During the following 

week the 'Scottish insurrection' began.161 It had hardly flickered 

into life when the English provincial leaders decided to re-take the 

initiative. It was decided to use the 'reserve troops', such as 

those from Barnsley, to join a second attack on Huddersfield on the 

night of 11/12 April. This would be supported by a limited rising in 

the northern part of Lancashire and the two combined would serve to 

deflect the military's attention from a rising in Manchester. 162 

The events of 11-12 April in South Yorkshire demonstrated the 

existence of a significant revolutionary organization which had been 

effectively concealed from the authorities. In Sheffield163 through

out the earlier part of 11 April, a group of several hundred men led 

by John Blackwell (the manipulator of crowds in 1812 and 1816) charged 

around the town firing guns. In the evening they marched into the 

centre of the town from several directions and assembled in military 

formation. An eye-witness recalled: 

The mob that was with him (Blackwell) then fell into 
order, and one division marched down King Street, and 
another down Apple-market, and both met in the Hay-market. 

Another recalled that: 

••• he heard a pistol fired, and ••• saw the assembled 
crowd fall into regular rank, perhaps there might 
be five abreast. 

Members of a gathering crowd called out admiringly, 'that's Jacky 

Blacker, the King'. With cries of 'Hunt and Liberty', 'the Revolution, 



271 

the Revolution' and 'when we have stopped the mail we shall do', they 

marched off to attack the barracks. Somewhere along the route they 

abandoned their plans with cries of 'we must adjourn to the 14th' . 

While Blackwell and his men seemed to be creating a diversion164 

(if this was his intent or that of his manipulators we will never 

know), fifteen miles away at Bank-top outside Bamsley the main force 

of the region's radical army was being assembled for a march to 

Grange-moor. 165 Here they planned to meet a promised 40,000 men from 

the woollen districts for the attack on Huddersfield. The Barnsley 

leadership organized the muster. All week they had been uncertain of 

the rising. Only that afternoon had they received final confirmation 

from a Huddersfield directing committee with the return of two dele

gates, ex-Luddites Craven Cookson and Stephen Kitchenman. At Bank-top 

their lingering uncertainty was increased by the poor support which 

the Bcclesfield contingent provided. The beat of a drum and the 

confidence of two 'white hatted' military commanders (ex-soldiers 

Richard Addy and William Comstive) boosted their morale. The march 

began at midnight aa the 'ragged army' and its banners and flags 

marched through Bamsley. Its numbers swelled to 400 when the 

Dodworth contingent joined them. All along the route they raided 

houses for arms. At 2 a.m. they reached Darton, at dawn they passed 

through Flockton and at 5.30 a.m. they arrived at their rendezvous. 

Instead of the promised 40,000 they were met by only a handful of 

Huddersfield men who wamed them to go home. The authorities had 

expected an attack on Hudderafield from one direction or another on 

11 April and their alert had deterred local radicals from acting. 166 

The insurgents scattered, leaving pikes, guns and flags on the moor. 

Troops and yeomanry who had watched the last stage of the march arrived 

a little later and arrested 17 stragglers, including Addy and Comstive 

who were returning from a visit to Huddersfield to find out the reason 

for the lack of support. 167 

While the Sheffield constables were arresting Blackwell in his 
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garret workshop on 12 April,168 over a hundred warrants were being 

issued for the arrests of Barnsley, Dodworth, Ardsley, Silkestone 

and Cawthorne men. 169 Many went into hiding. A faw days later it 

was reported that over 100 men were missing from home. 170 Several 

key leaders evaded capture but thirty subsequent arrests were made. 171 

Despite the flickering signs of revolutionary action, often kept 

alive by the vested interest of spies and informers rather than by 

real activists, the 'English insurreotion' of 11/12 April was the 

last real revolutionary moment of post-war radicalism. Almost as an 

epilogue to the region's revolutionary tradition of the pre-Chartist 

years, the following notice was posted on walls and doors in Sheffield 

shortly after the intended rising: 

BE ON THE .ALERT ~ ~ ~ ~ 

THE BUTCHBRS ABE RBADY FOR HUMAN SLAUGHTER 

The Committee for Organisation for this district make 
this unusual oommunioation to their patriot fellow 
citizens, in oonsequenoe of our enemies having reoeived 
information, from some traitor, of our intention to 
assert our rights forthwith, the grand oentral oommittee 
have thought it advisable to defer the period till the 
7th day of the 5th term, at which time prepare your 
bodkins, tellers and feelers for axecution of duties 
necessary for every good subject to perform. 

4 term 20 J.G. Secretary.172 

In the aftermath of the rising the authorities reinforced the 

military by oalling out the militia.173 The prisoners in York Castle, 

including twenty-five of the Barnsley insurgents and John Blackwell, 

served as 'hostage. , for the good behaviour of the unsettled districts 

of the West Riding. In the face of these realities, radioals were 

foroed back towards using more moderate constitutionalist means of 

agitation. The Queen Caroline affair provided one suoh opportunity 

to carryon the democratic challenge. In Sheffield the radicals 

organized a mass meeting. This was ohaired by Rawson, the brewer , 
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who was still forward in the popular oonstitutionalist struggle for 

universal suffrage. At the meeting 8,000 signatures were collected 

on behalf of the Queen. 174 This activity illustrated a reformist 

drift with important consequenoes. 

The final nails were driven into the coffin of post-war insurr

ectionism with the sentencing of 22 of the Barnsley men to transport

ation for life. 175 By contrast, John Blackwell received only thirty 

months imprisonment in York Castle.176 Still some wilder inoendiaries 

clung onto hopes of revolution. As late as December 1820 General Byng 

was still seriously contemplating some of the reports coming to him 

from the main centres of earlier activity.177 When radical culture 

.urvived it was now because there was a broadening out to embraoe 

those moderates who had deserted the oause in earlier more intense 

moments. Gentler, reformist social criticism crept in with the 

involvement of sections of the petty bourgeoiSie.178 The radical 

democratic ideology that an emergent labour olass was poised to reach 

for in lS19 was snatched away. 

The checking of popular political aspirations may have been 

marked again during lS19-21by an explosion in 'social crime' .179 

This i8 suggested by the crude criminal statistics shown below: 

Table 5:1§ Prisoners committed to Wakefield House of Correction 
lS12-21 

1812 S18 1817 lS80 
lS13 945 lSl8 1948 
1814 799 1819 2706 
lS15 920 1820 2169 
1816 1360 1821 1712 

There was also a suggestion of a surge of positive mass responses to 

Methodist revivalist180 approaches. This is examined in the following 

section. 



(d) Social-cultural struggle c. lSOO-20 

1) Leisure 

The attack on popular culture continued through these years. 
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Controlled by the magistrates, big employers, evangelicals and other 

species of moralist, it sought to further eliminate the irrational 

and excessive elements in popular recreation and to replace them 

with rational ones. This particularly involved restricting the 

quantity of leisure and more significantly changing its quality. 

Apart from the regular keeping of Saint Mondays in the bulk of 

pre-factory trades the local holiday calendar was supplemented by a 

multitude of feast, wake and market days which presented excuses 

for petty carnival. Many of these celebrations survived from pre

industrial days and were largely rural. There was as yet no clearly 

defined urban popular culture and rural traditions were still 

observed by town workers. Often town workers returned to their 

villages for seasonal rural festivities. lSl There was no actual 

attempt to restrict the number of these holidays but there was an 

attempt to restrict what happened during them. Thus through control 

of licensing the magistrates restricted drinking habits. They also 

tried to stamp out 'irrational' leisure expression like blood sports. 

The communities of the region had strong resilient traditions 

regarding blood sports. Barnsley had a reputation for its bull, 

bear, dog and cock fighting in this period.1S2 Sheffield had not 

kept up its traditions as well. Bear-baiting and dog-fighting con

tinued but cock-fighting and bull-baiting were claimed to have dis

appeared. lS3 Village traditions were kept up in Mexborough where a 

bear-bait was recorded in 1815184 and in Bcclesfield where the war 

between Methodists and blood sports continued unabated. lS5 Enclosure 

and the power of the magistrates served to restrict this form of 

leisure expression. Sheffield's traditions were under great pressure 

because of the loss of common land. In the villages to the south-east 

of Sheffield a similar pattern emerged. The village of Woodhouse aav 
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its last bull-bait in 1800 and its last cock-fight in 1806. Here 

bear-baiting was ended when all the 'bull land' was finally enclosed 

in 1816.186 Signs of public suppression demonstrated the conscious 

attempts at cultural re-making by the authorities. It is difficult 

to measure their success as we know little of the illegal underworld 

of blood sports and related popular leisure. 

In the place of such 'irrationality' the authorities and their 

moral auxiliaries sought to encourage forms of restrained rational 

pleasure seeking. Their main emphasis was on the restriction and 

destruction of the irrational on the grounds that they offended public 

decency and encouraged wider social insubordination. Only later when 

changes in the economic base demanded different forms of labour dis

cipline and also when the limits of negative cultural control were 

shown up was a positive attempt made to mould working people. This 

was done by creating a counter culture of respectability. 

2) Religion 

Organized religion continued to serve the seemingly contradictory 

ends of forcing class identities into the open while at the same time 

its ideology was used to mask inequalities or to sublimate their 

recognition. The identification of Church and Chapel with 'respect-

able' upper and emerging middle class styles of life, and the con

sequent reactive alienation of working people from religion, sharpened 

the lines of social demarcation. At the same time organize' religion 

maintained a hold on some working people, not only 'deferentials' 

(especially in the Church of England), but also 'seculars' - those 

identifying with groups (particularly the Methodists) by reasoning 

rather than blind inertia. 187 It was the child-world that organized 

religion had the most impact upon. Sunday schools were powerful 

institutions of control in the child-world. They sublimated social 

consciousness through childhood and youth and produced mutated per

ceptions in adulthood. The following attempted'calculation of Sunday 
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school attendance must be treated with caution. 

Table 5:16 The child population of Sheffield as Sunday school 
attenders, 1811-41 188 

1 2 3 4 5 
Child population Labour class Sunda;y: Attendances Labour class 
aged 4-15 ;y:ears children school as ~ of 1. attendances 

aged 4-12 'member- as ~ of 2. 
years ship' 

1811 11,000 8250 5550 50% 34% 
1821 13,000 9750 9500 73% 64% 
1831 20,000 15,000 10,500 50% 37% 
1841 18,250 13,686 12,904 70% 60% 

We know little about the regularity of attendance or duration of 

stay. Later evidence suggests irregular attendance and short stays. 

There is a danger of overestimating the impact of the Sunday school 

scholar on his family. The evangelical propagandist might claim 

that he had a big influence on his family. More realistically the 

family and later the work environment undid much of the indoctrin-

ation. 

There was a significant expansion of Sunday school provision 

in the first two decades of the nineteenth century in the region. 

Expansion was particularly concentrated in the immediate post-war 

years. Figures relating to the Sheffield Sunday School Union suggest 

this: 

Table 5:1~ The Sheffield Sundal School Union's S!owth 1812-21 189 

No. of No. of adult Child scholars Teachers PuEil-teacher 
schools scholars ratio 

1813 8 3186 397 8:1 
1814 17 217 4330 702 6.4:1 
1815 18 289 5446 987 5.6:1 
1816 29 6114 1243 4.9:1 
1817 32 154 7291 1541 4.1:1 
1818 33 107 7450 1551 4.4:1 
1819 40 36 8252 1783 4.6:1 
1820 44 8521 1859 4.5:1 

The propagandistic claims of the SSSU and other such bodies 

that the schools were combatting the social diseases of crime, idleness, 
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drunkenness and political agitation were inflated to encourage 

gentry and industrial employers to support them. Their functions 

regarding economic and social indoctrination were heavily stressed. 

A typical recommendation as to their function in creating work

discipline came from Sheffield's Manor coal pits in 1819: 

Numbers of the children employed in the pits are paying 
considerable attention to the instructions given them. 
Instead of employing their breath in cursing and 
swearing and singing profane songs when in the bowels 
of the earth, they are frequently heard singing 
Immanuel with apparent heart-felt joy and likewise 
evince the reality of moral change in their conver
sation and practice.190 

Other reports stressed the improvement in social discipline during 

leisure time. In Wadsley, a small cutlery making community five 

miles north of Sheffield, a report of 1816 observed: 

The moral conduct of our boys, who are chiefly grinders' 
apprentices is much altered, that the inhabitants of 
the village and neighbourhood acknowledge the change. 
Formerly they were notorious for blaspheming the name 
of God, singing profane songs, breaking the Sabbath 
day, strolling in the fields, breaking fences and 
robbing gardens. Instead they spend Sunday frequently 
in the companies of them met in the fields and woods 
to sing hymns and spiritual songs, making the country 
resound with the praises of the Redeemer. 191 

At Ecclesfield in 1818 a similar transformation had occurred: 

In the streets of this village, which a short time 
ago were thronged with disorderly children on the 
Sabbath day, there is peace. There is a cheering 
prospect of increased blessedness from year to year 
when all was waste and profitless before.192 

The Sunday school educators were locked in fierce combat with popular 

culture. The Wesleyans were particularly aware of the way popular 

pleasure reclaimed the young as their focus on the growing problem 

of juvenile 'criminals' showed. Their separate Sunday school organ

ization in Sheffield claimed in 1818 that this problem, 'deplorably 

prevails, occasioned ••• by depraved examples of parents and the vast 

numbers of alehouses and dram shops in this town and neighbourhood 

open on a Sunday,.193 
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The rote learning of scriptural texts and Bible reading, 

prompted by the 'carrot' of trivial gifts and the 'stick' of religious 

terrorism, were the limits of educational practice amongst most of the 

educators. 194 Only a small minority of progressives were interested 

in the teaching of writing and developing other basic skills. Such 

people were found among the Kilhamite Methodists and more plebeian 

dissenting groups like the Baptists. Social indoctrination, emphas

izing to the children the caste-like determinacy of their present 

social situation, was carried out using the organic metaphors of 

class which relied on the words 'orders' and 'ranks'. These emphas-

ized the pre-arranged nature of social positions while at the same 

time they stressed the mutualism of unequal classes in the total 

social body. The language was underwritten with a strong 'other

worldly' emphasis which encouraged fatalism concerning life chances 

in the 'this world'. It also stressed the compensatory rewards of 

'after life'. The literary colouring is provided by a poem 'Upon 

Life', the epitaph for a model pupil who died in 1817: 

Lord what is life, tis like the bow 
That glistens in the sky 
We love to see its colours glow 
But while we look they die 
Life fails as soon, today is here 
Tonight perhaps will disappear 

Six thousand years have passed away 
Since life first began 
And millions once alive and gay 
Have found their time a span 
For life in all its health and pride 
Has death still waiting at its side 

And yet this short uncertain space 
So foolishly we prize 
That heaven, that lasting dwelling place 
Seems nothing in our eyes 
The worlds of sorrow and of bliss 
We disregard compared with this 

Lord, what is life if spent with thee 
In duty, praise and prayer 
However long and short it can be 
We need but little care 
Because eternity will last 
When life and even death are past. 195 
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It is important not to forget that the Sunday schools failed with 

adults. Nevertheless a host of adult lay educators acquired skills 

and confidence which, in the main they used to become more effective 

crusaders in the 'holy war' against the 'excesses' of the working 

people. 

In this period a new dimenSion was introduced into the 'holy 

war'. The Primitive Methodists who returned to the aggressive street 

and field evangelism of the founder really established themselves for 

the first time in the region in the summer of 1819. They re-lived 

the sufferings of the early Methodists as victims of both the 'official' 

prosecution of the magistrates and the 'unofficial' action of the 

populace. Jeremiah Gilbert, a Primitive preacher working in the 

southern part of the region during the years 1819-1821, was prosecuted 

seven times in fifteen months for preaching on unlicensed premises. 196 

The preachers were subject to all sorts of personal violence and the 

Sheffield chapel was flattened by an angry mob in 1821.197 Signifi

cant progress was still made. Throughout the latter part of 1820 and 

early 1821 a small scale religious revival was taking place throughout 

the region. Its origin could be traced to the energetiC Primitives, 

but it spread to the parent Wesleyan body. It had begun among the 

Primitives in 1819 and had gained momentum through 1820. In 1821 

it climaxed with the huge 3 June camp meeting on Mexborough Common 

which was attended by 10-20,000 people from allover the region. 198 

This revival showed up only slightly in the membership figures for 

the various Methodist connexions. 

Table 5:1e Membershi:E of all Methodist bodies in the region 
1815-1822 199 

Weslelans 1815 1816 1817 1818 1819 1820 1821 1822 
circuit 
Sheffield 2228 2300 2370 2450 2550 2515 2500 2600 
Barns ley 470 520 565 558 501 486 560 621 
Rotherham 928 966 1000 1020 950 930 930 1060 
Doncaster 620 660 650 670 710 756 1020 1106 
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Table 5:18 (contd.) 

1815 1816 1817 1818 1819 1820 1821 1822 

Primitives 

Sheffield No data until 1822 although 1129 
Barnsley activity begins in 1819. 704 

Kilhamites 
Sheffield 480 500 519 512 550 526 503 522 
Barnsley 230 300 304 264 265 378 300 326 

The Wesleyans appeared to share in the Primitives' advance in 1819-21. 

Such movements in the 'spiritual barometer' partly reflected a chili

astic response to the failed promise of post-war radicalism. Primit

ive Methodism and more democratic Methodism were not entirely unpro

ductive forces in the development of articulative class consciousness 

among the region's labouring mass. In smaller towns and villages, 

where the Squire and the Parson had for too long dominated and where 

the Wesleyans had not yet established themselves, a new bridgehead 

for religious dissent (and thereby a solvent of traditionalism) was 

created. 

3 ) Summary on cultural struggle 

There were many other aspects to this residual area of social-

cultural struggle. Some of these are picked up in later chapters. 

What can be established at this stage is limited by the availability 

of sources. In the absence of information it would be easy to see 

working people and the emerging class conscious sections within their 

ranks as passive. They plainly were not but what they really thought 

about these areas of social existence is elusive. Was a sense of 

cultural separateness developing in parallel with the political and 

industrial awakening of vanguard sections? What for example did 

popular music contribute to this? The post-war radicals inherited 

Mather's Jacobin ballads, new political anthems had been acquired and 

the local reed bands had been hired to play them at local mass meet

ings. 200 What did this represent in terms of an emergent labour 
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class's cultural consciousness? Similarly the post-war radicals, 

like those of an earlier generation, made some progress regarding 

self-education outside institutions dominated by the authorities. 

This did not appear to extend as far as creating separate Sunday 

school organizations as in Stockport in Lancashire,201 but in the 

radical 'classes' at least some adults strove to educate themselves 

individually and collectively outside institutions dominated by the 

elite. Their's were strivings towards forms of cultural independence 

which must be seen as a vital part of class realization. As will be 

seen in later sections this aspect of development was often an after

thought to statements of political and industrial intent. Neverthe

less it was being considered and we must follow it through. 
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1. Section based on R.E. Leader, History of the Cutlers' Company 
etc. op.cit.; Lloyd, op.cit.; J. Holland, A Treatise on the 
progressive improvement etc. II and III, op.cit.; Bell, op.cit. 
and Garlick thesiS, op.cit. passim. 

2. Section based on A.T. Watson, op.cit.; R.E. Wilson, op.cit.; 
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3. Newton Papers Boxes I and II, loc.cit.; Clayton theSiS, op.cit.; 
Annual Reports of Dearne and Dove Canal, Blmhurst MWliments, 
772 in SCL. 

4. Goodchild Coal Mss., loc.cit.; Hadfield II, op.cit., 287; 
Machin, op.cit., 31-4. 

5. Goodchild, art.cit., passim. 
6. English (ed.) op.cit., passim. 
7. Villages like Orgreave, Treeton, Bramley, Ulley, Dalton, all 

south and east of Rotherham all experienced a net loss of 
population during the years 1811-21. In at least three of 
these examples, Orgreave, Ulley and Dalton, enclosure had been 
completed within twelve years of this period of marked decline. 
The Orgreave enclosure lSOS-lO suggested the most blatant 
association of enclosure and depopulation. 

S. Hadfield II, op.cit., 271-272. 
9. Hadfield I, op.cit., 178, Hadfield II, op.cit., 278 and Don 

Navigation Minute books, loc.cit. 
10. ibid. 
11. Wage books of Thomas Nowill and Co., loc.cit. 
12. Lloyd, op.cit., 4Sl 
13. Day books, Sheffield Assay Office, loc.cit. 
14. Sheffield Local Register, op.cit., various entries. 
15. See Appendix 5:2 
16. The Nowill wage books contain entries for workers at weekly 

to two-weekly intervals of payment. A Christmas bonus was also 
paid. By adding all the payments for the year including the 
bonus payment the wage bill can be calculated. The number of 
different workers employed during the year can be calculated 
by USing monthly averages related in terms of numbers and actual 
names with the list of those receiving a Christmas payment. 
Possibly some workers were not full members of the Nowill 
workforce, i.e. grinders and other out-workers which would 
deflate the 'average' money wage payments. The Gayer, Rostow 
and Schwartz wholesale index (vol. p.46S) provides some 
indication of relative price movement. 
Year money wage index G.R.S. 

lS14 
lS15 
lS16 
lS17 
lSlS 
lS19 
lS20 

Average of 1790- wholesale prices 
92 - 100 1790-92 = 100 

192 
213 
216 
175 
165 
153 
165 

See full index in Appendix 5:3 

176 
144 
137 
156 
165 
155 
141 
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21. 
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27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 

31. 

32. 

33. 
34. 

35. 

36. 

37. 
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H. Parker to Hobhouse, 1 May 1820, HO 40/13 - in the penknife 
trade 450 of 1451 adults had work and 200 of the 700 
apprentices. 
P.P.1823(5l) Fifth Report of Select Committee on Artisans and 
Machinery, 405, Adams testimony. 
Sheffield Iris, 24 Dec. 1816, 7 Dec. 1819; Parker to Sidmouth, 
11 Feb. 1820, HO 64/1 described the grinders as 'a class of 
workmen at all times unmanageable'; Parker to Fitzwilliam, 
5 Dec. 1816, WWM. F.45(h) for earlier expression of such 
sentiments. 
Sheffield Mercury, 1 Oct. 1816; Sheffield Iris, 7,14 Jan. 1817. 
Sheffield Mercury, 15,22 and 29 Jan. 1820 - suggestions of this 
at public meetings called to produce community solutions to 
problem of mounting unemployment. 
See below. 
This reduction process was already in motion before the strike. 
Ten items for which prices were given in P.P.1840(43-l1) XXIII, 
Assistant Commissioners' Report on Handloom Weavers, 282, 
average a 20% fall during the years 1811-14 (the high point) 
and 1818. 
Figures from Newton Chambers letters, loc.cit. 
Letters in Newton Papers, loc.cit., boxes I and II. 
Clayton theSiS, op.cit., 36 
Annual Reports of Dearne and Dove Canal, loc.cit. 
ibid. 
Machin, op.cit., 31-4. 
Sheffield Iris, 17 Dec. 1816; Sheffield Mercury, 21 Dec. 1816, 
a court case concerning the scissor grinders revealed a two 
tier organization, an outward facade of a Sick club and behind 
this a trade union. 
Report on Handloom Weavers loc.cit. 480, Weavers successfully 
resisted attempt to reduce wages by taking fent away in June 
1816. 
Sheffield Mercury, 1 Oct. 1816; Sheffield Iris, 7,14 Jan. 1817. 
See figures in text below included in Table 5:13 
The Corn Bill agitation was confined to 1815, reports being 
found in Sheffield Mercury, 25 Feb., 25 March and 1 April 1815 
and Sheffield Iris, 7 March 1815 - 19,000 signatures collected 
in Sheffield against the Corn Bill. In other centres, parti
cularly London and Norwich, there was rioting associated with 
this agitation in March as correspondence in HO 42/143,144 
illustrates. Political activists played a role in the agitation 
locally as the presence of Saxton, the Spencean printer, and 
Alcock, the SSCI veteran, on the public platform suggested. 
The agitation concerning property and income tax, as well as 
on the import duties, were more continuous subjects of discussion, 
Sheffield IriS, 31 Jan. 1815, 5,26 March 1816. The issues were 
incorporated into the radical political meetings of the autumn. 
Thompson, op.cit., 665-711 passim; information on the formation 
of Hampden Clubs in HO 40/3 and 42/153-156. 
Parliamentary Debates, vol. XXXV, 415-417 and 532-533, mentions 
of the Sheffield society. The d!te of formation of the Barnsley 
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37. (contd.) society cannot be discovered but must have emerged 
around the time of the radical meetings of December 1816. 

38. 

39. 

40. 
41. 
42. 

43. 

44. 
45. 

46. 
47. 

48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 

52. 

53. 
54. 

55. 

56. 

57. 

58. 

Confirmation of this in the information of 'G.R.', an agent 
in London, 29 Jan. 1817, HO 42/158. 
Sheffield Iris, 15 Oct., 10 Dec. 1816, 7 Jan. 1817; Sheffield 
Mercury, 7 Sept., 12 Oct. and 7 Dec. 1816; letters and 
enclosures in WWM. F.45 (g,h); similar in HO 42/153-156. 
Sheffield Mercury, 7 Sept. 1816. 
Sheffield Iris, 15 Oct. 1816. 
The following factual detail is contained in Thompson, op.cit., 
672-697; T. Parssinen, 'The Revolutionary Party in London, 
1816-1820', Bulletin of the Institute for Historical Research, 
xlv (1972), 266-82 passim. My interpretation has been 
influenced by existing interpretations but has also been 
extended by examining some of the original material contained 
in HO 42/156-158. 
Sheffield Iris, 10 Dec. 1816; Sheffield Mercury, 7 Dec. 1816; 
The Times, 9 and 10 Dec. 1816; Wortley to Sidmouth, 3 and 12 
Dec. 1816, Fitzwilliam to Sidmouth, 7 Dec. 1816, HO 42/156; 
H.J. Milner and Wortley to Fitzwilliam, 3 Dec. 1816, WWM. F.45 
(h); Assize 45/50. 
Fitzwilliam to Sidmouth, 7 Dec. 1816, HO 42/156. 
Sheffield Iris, 10 Dec. 1816; Sheffield Mercury, 7 Dec. 1816; 
Fitzwilliam to Sidmouth, 7 Dec. 1816, and Wortley to Sidmouth, 
12 Dec. 1816, HO 42/156; Parker to Fitzwilliam, 7 and 9 Dec. 
1816, WWM. F.45(h). 
Fitzwilliam to Sidmouth, 7 Dec. 1816, HO 42/156. 
Wortley to Fitzwilliam, 30 Dec. 1816, HO 42/157; Sheffield Iris, 

7 Jan. 1817, for reports of meeting on 30 Dec. 
Thompson, op.cit., 691 
Sheffield Iris, 7 Jan. 1817. 
Thompson, op.cit., 699 
Sheffield Iris, 14 and 21 Jan. and 4 Feb. 1817, meetings and 
petitions collected. 
Thompson, op.cit., 700-702; local repression of meetin~s 
recorded in F. Fenton to Sidmouth, 27 Feb. 1817, HO 42/160. 
Various letters in HO 42/160-162. 
Parker to Sidmouth, 30 March 1817, HO 42/162; the connection 
that existed between local radicals and those in Derbyshire 
was hinted at earlier, Rawlinson (Matlock) to Sidmouth, 
8 Feb. 1817, HO 42/159. 
Information of Thomas Bradley, 21 May 1817, HO 42/165, 3 June 
1817, HO 42/164 and 29 June 1817, HO 42/167 for details of 
Bradley's infiltration. 
Bradley information loc.cit.; summaries in HO 40/9 (4). 
'Narrative of Oliver', HO 40/9 (2), in his May entries Oliver 
listed Thomas Ferrymont or Ferrystone (Farrimond) as the 
Barnsley leader; actual information contained in letter of 
W.J. Richards (Oliver) to Home Office 8 May 1817, HO 40/10 (2). 
These included the weaving villages around Barnsley aa far 
south as Ecclesfield. The events of 1819 give some justification 
to this 'speculative' interpretation. 
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60. 
61. 

62. 

63. 
64. 

65. 

66. 

67. 

68. 

69. 

70. 

71. 
72. 

73. 

Thompson, op.cit., 716 fn. Oliver's itinerar~ can also be 
worked out from the 'narrative' in HO 40/9 (2) and letters 
in HO 40/10 (2). 
'Narrative', loc.cit., entry for 9 May 1817. 
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Examinations of various Sheffield radicals in HO 42/165 include 
the confession of William Bradwell who throws much light on 
Sheffield activity. 
J.L. Baxter and F.K. Donnelly, 'Sheffield and the English 
Revolutionary Tradition 1791-1820', art.cit. for a preliminary 
discussion of the nature of the 'tradition'. 
Information of Thomas Bradley, 21 May 1817, HO 42/165. 
The classical argument that Oliver was an agent provocateur 
is found in J.L. and B. Hammond, The Skilled Labourer, (1919), 
353-357. Their main critic A. Freemantle, 'The Truth about 
Oliver the Spy', English Historical Review, vol.xlvii (1932), 
601-616 diminishes this argument but does not sufficiently 
deflate it. 
The Nottingham radicals eventually saw through Oliver but the 
damage had been done. 
Newspaper reports did not appear until after the later Thornhill 
Lees arrests. The first of these was found in the Sheffield 
Mercury, 14 June 1817. The actual manoeuvering of the magis
trates following Bradley's information can be traced in Parker 
to Fitzwilliam, 28 and 29 May 1817 and 2 June 1817, WWM. F.45(i) 
and Parker to Sidmouth, 29 and 31 May in HO 42/165. 
Various sources including Sheffield Iris, Sheffield Mercury, 
HO 40/6(4), 40/5(7), 40/9(2), 4079(4), 40/10(1). 
Wood to Fitzwilliam, 6 June 1817, WWM.F.45(i), lists all those 
taken and notes the fresence of a 'Sheffield delegate' (Bradley 
who was not arrested). 
The Pentridge rising and the 'Fol1r.yHall' affair are described 
in some detail by Thompson, op.cit., 723-726. I have consulted 
TS 11/1014/4134 which contains details of the prosecutions of 
the Folley Hall activists. This evidence and the various 
depositions concerning the Pentridge affair I have seen, part
icularly depositions in HO 42/167, all reinforce the picture 
of inter-regional relationships which the evidence of Oliver, 
Bradley and Bradwell all sketches out. A study at a regional 
level makes it possible to corroborate some of the reports. 
Thompson appears to be less confident about inter-regional 
contacts although he undoubtedly thinks they exist. 
J. Baxter and F.K. Donnelly, art.cit. looking at a limited 
region and its contacts with adjacent regions are able to be 
a little more confident. 
These words appear as the marginal notation of some official 
on the 'Information of Thomas Bradley', 21 May 1817, HO 42/165. 
ibid. 
Birth and baptism registers of Scotland Street Chapel, 1797-
1837, R.G. 472018 in PRO. 
A paper read by the Pent ridge radicals before their rise, 
'The Constitution and People and NO King' was printed at 
Sheffield and presumably reflected the opinions of the radicals 
locally. Information in 'draft brief of the defence for the 
Pentridge prisoners', photocopy in Derbyshire Record Office 
and passed to me by Mick Thomas. 
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Thompson, op.cit., 719 
A ~reat deal of Hampden Club literature can be found in HO 40/3 
(2) • 

Thompson, op.cit., 178 (Thomas Evans, the post-war voice of 
the Spenceans), 886, Spence's socialism. 
We must not make a deliberate effort to exclude this possibility. 
Thompson, op.cit., 739-744 Cobbett's Register and Wooler's 
Black Dwarf were the most important locally in the early stages. 
Through a period of general stagnation in Methodist society 
membership in the region the growth of the Thorncliffe and 
Bcclesfield societies stood out. Fisures from Sheffield circuit 
class books in Carver Street Chapel lnow SCL) 

1817 1818 1819 1820 
Ecclesfield 38 51 126 126 
Thorncliffe 114 134 186 161 

For discussion of this see Thompson, op.cit., 427-431,919-923; 
Baxter, art.cit., 46-48. 
Gayer, Rostow and Schwartz I, op.cit., 140-1. 
ibid., 151 
Turner, op.cit., 176 
Figures reprinted annually in Sheffield Iris. 
Extract included among Union Society literature from Birmingham 
in HO 40/11. 
Sheffield Iris, 23 June and 7 July 1818. 
First hand account by John Vallance in Report on Handloom 
Weavers,loc.cit., 480-1 recalls the strike began on 8 Sept. 
and ended on 28 Oct. The Leeds Mercury account, particularly 
in 21 Nov. 1818 edition shows the strike continued till late 
November. 
Report on Handloom Weavers, loc.cit., 480-1. 
Sheffield Iris, 13 Sept., 10 and 24 Nov. 1818; Leeds Mercury, 
31 Oct., 7,14 and 21 Nov. 1818; Leeds Intelligencer, 2,9,16,23 
Nov. 1818. 
Leeds Mercury, 31 Oct. 1818. 
Leeds Intelligencer, 2,9 Nov. 1818. 
ibid., 2 Nov. 1818. 
Examination of Thomas Morgan (Grange Moor insurgent in 1820) 
n.d. April 1820, TS 11/1013/4133, 'before the turn I was not 
in the habit of reading many Books but the Bible. After I 
began to read political pamphlets and newspapers such as 
Cobbett, the Black Dwarf and the Cap of Liberty, the Blanketeer 
and other bad books ••• ' 

94. Leeds Mercury, 21 Nov. 1818; Leeds Intelligencer, 23 Nov. 1818. 
95. See footnote 19. 
96. For the activities of young workers, Joseph Kirk, fi1esmith and 

Thomas Booth see below narrative dealing with local reaction to 
Peterloo. These individuals were life-long activists in labour 
class economic and political struggle whose pedigrees were 
discussed during commemorative dinners twenty-eight years later -
Sheffield Independent, 11 Jan. 1846. 
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97. Various letters in Newton Papers Boxes I and II, loc.cit. 
98. Figures quoted in footnote 79. 
99. Evidence of Michael Downing, weaver of Monk Bretton, near 

Barnsley, n.d. April 1820, TS 11/4134; in 1817 there were 
suggestions of support for the Barnsley and Sheffield activists 
in the middle zone of the region, Corbett to Sidmouth, 25 May 
1817, HO 40/10 (2) noted the involvement of 'Saxby of High 
Green' as well as 'Mr Dickinson of Bramley' (possibly the 
village east of Rotherham). As later narrative concerning 
the Peterloo protests and the Grange Moor affair, the central 
district around Ecclesfield contained radical activists. 

100. The best account of these months is contained in Thompson, 
op.cit., 734-768. The idea of legislative attornies is 
examined in T. Parssinen, 'Association, Convention, Anti Parlia
ment etc.',art.cit., 516-517. 

101. Leeds Mercury, 12,19,26 July 1819. 
102. On the emerging radical press of these years see Thompson, 

op.cit., 739-744, who rightly points to the Manchester 
Observer's Significance in 1819. This is fully explored in 
W.W. Kinsey, 'Some aspects of Lancashire Radicalism 1816-1821' 
(unpublished Manchester University MA, 1927) where particular 
emphasis on the paper's role in directing the movement to the 
left. 

103. Printed handbills enclosed in Ripley (Wakefield) to Beckett, 
16 July 1819, HO 42/198, printed by Willan of Dewsbury and 
signed by George Watson (on the platform at the Dec. 1816 
meeting), William Hoadley, Edward Birkhil1, George Rogerson, 
Samuel Atherton, James Barber (mason) and James Mason. The 
majority were weavers described as 'very low men' by the 
writer. A detailed account of the organizational history 
of the Union society through 1816-1820 is contained in the 
'Voluntary confession of Thomas Farrimond made at York' 
enclosed in W. Mence to Sidmouth, 8 March 1821, HO 40/16. 

104. Manchester Observer, 10 July 1819. 
105. The following account is based on reports in the Leeds Mercury, 

17 July 1819; Sheffield Mercury, 24 July 1819; Burland, Annals 
I etc., op.cit., 388-389. 

106. E. Taylor to Ld. Lascelles, 9 Nov. 1819, Harewood Lieutenancy 
Papers, 2 boxes held in Leeds Public Library Archives, 
Sheepscar, Leeds, this letter comes from Box I. 

107. Burland, Annals I etc., op.cit., 388. 
108. The proposals of this meeting are reprinted in G.D.H. Cole and 

A.W. Filson, British Working Class Movements - Selected 
Documents 1789-1875 (1965), 160-163. 

109. Examination of John Balls, n.d. April 1820, TS 11/1013/4133, 
who recalled being in Manchester on the day and who returned 
home to Barnsley with the news; J. Butler to Ld. Lonsdale, 
5 Oct. 1819, Lonsdale Mss, Cumberland, Westmorland and City of 
Carlisle Record Office. I am grateful to my colleague 
Mr Donnelly for this extract. 

110. Sheffield Mercury, 28 Aug. 1819. 
Ill. ibid., 28 Aug. 1819. 
112. ibid., 28 Aug., 4 and 25 Sept., 2,9,16 Oct. 1819. 
113. The following account is based on the reports and information 

in the Sheffield Iris, 26 Oct. 1819, Sheffield Mercury, 30 Oct. 
1819 and Manchester Observer, 30 Oct. 1819. 



114. ibid., 10 July 1819, for comment on widespread nature of 
female participation in the radical movement. 
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115. Sheffield Independent, 11 July 1846, Kirk and Booth were to be 
active labour leaders throughout the rest of their lives. 
See Chs 6 and 7. 

116. Farrimond to Sidmouth 15 Feb. 1821 and 'Voluntary Confession 
of Farrimond etc.', 8 March 1821, both in HO 40/16. 

117. Arms transactions involving Sheffield were mentioned by a 
Nottingham correspondent of the Home Office, J.H. Barber to 
Sidmouth, 12 May and 29 Oct. 1819, HO 42/189 and 197. 
Michael Downing, an arrested Barnsley insurgent in 1820 
mentioned one Sanderson, a Sheffield arms dealer, Downing 
testimony, n.d. April 1820, TS 11/1014/4134. 

118. Blackwell had received a two year sentence in 1817 for his 
role in the 'Bread or Blood' incident in early December 1816, 
Sheffield IriS, 25 March 1817. 

119. Manchester Observer, 13 Nov. 1819; Burland, Annals I, op.cit., 
391. 

120. Compiled from testimonies and summaries of testimonies of the 
Barnsley insurgents of 11-12 April 1820 found in TS 11/1013/ 
4133, TS 11/1014/4134. The most revealing is that of Thomas 
Morgan, n.d. April 1820, TS 11/1013/4133. Farrimond's 
'Voluntary Confession etc.' in HO 40/16 is even more instructive. 

121. Testimony of Thomas Morgan etc., loc.cit. 
122. Testimony of Michael Downing, n.d. April 1820, TS 11/1014/4134, 

who describes a dual system of organization in his village 
(Monk Bretton). He lists the names of 28 members of the 
'penny club' which purchased Black Dwarf, and the Political 
Register and cheap pamphl&ts. He listed 9 of these as members 
of a 'two pence club' which he claimed collected money to pay 
for delegates. 

123. Morgan's and Farrimond's statements, loc.cit. 
124. On this strategy see Thompson, op.cit., 765-766, Nov.l and 15 

were planned for these. Thistlewood and a group of Spencean 
associates working within the framework of London's Union 
societies were looked to for a lead. 

125. J. Ramsden to Lascelles, 4 Nov. 1819, Harewood Lieutenancy 
Papers, Box I. 

126. J. P1umbe to Lascelles, 24 and 29 Nov. 1819, Harewood Lieu
tenancy Papers, Box I. 

127. W. Prest (Leeds), 5 Nov. 1819 and Anon. (Dewsbury merchant), 
8 Nov. 1819, T. Horton (Halifax), 9 Nov. 1819 and M. Wilson 
(Keighley), 9 Nov. 1819, all to Lasce11es, Harewood Lieutenancy 
Papers, Box I; Lasce11es to Sidmouth, 2 Nov. 1819 and J. Todd 
Naylor (Wakefield) to Hobhouse, 10 Nov. 1819, both on HO 42/198. 

128. Morgan's and Farrimond's testimonies, loc.cit. 
129. J. Beckett to Lasce11es, 1,3,5 Dec. 1819 (including eye-witness 

depositions), Harewood Lieutenancy Papers, Box Ii Lascel1es to 
Sidmouth, 3 Dec. 1819 and Wortley to Sidmouth, 6 Dec. 1819, 
both in HO 42/200. . 

130. Various communications to the Home Office in HO 42/198,199 and 
200; correspondence between General Byng and Lasce11es in 
Harewood Lieutenancy Papers, Box II, particularly letters 
dated 28 Nov. and 2,4,5,10,12 and 15 Dec. 1819. These show 
initial concern about Lancashire and the West Riding but the 
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131. 
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133. 
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135. 

136. 

137. 
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139. 

140. 

141. 

142. 
143. 
144. 
145. 

146. 
147. 

(contd.) fears quickly subside with the anticipation of the 
effects of the Six Acts. Other correspondence in the same 
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box illustrates the fears of the West Ridin~ magistrates, 
particularly strong in J. Beckett (Barnsley) 7 Dec., C. Bolland 
(Leeds) 9 Dec. and J. Maule (Wakefield) 10 Dec., all to 
Lascel1es. 
Sheffield Iris, 23 Nov., 7 and 14 Dec. 1819. 
ibid., 8 Feb. 1820; Parker to Sidmouth (including depositions) 
11 Feb. 1820, HO 64/1. 
Sheffield Iris, 7 Dec. 1819. 
ibid., 21 Dec. 1819, for first stage in this initiative. The 
paper contains the 'Address of the Master Manufacturers and 
Workmen in the Spring Knife Trade to the payers of Poor Rates 
in Hallamshire' . 
ibid., 10,17 Aug. 1819, noted Sheffield's trade was not as 
badly depressed as in 1816. By December, ibid., 14,21,28 Dec. 
1819, distress was being severely felt. 
Little can be discovered about this strike, various accounts 
including ibid., 21 Dec. 1819 and 11 Jan. 1820; Leeds Intelli
gencer, 29 Nov., 6 Dec. 1819, tell us a little. The involve
ment of colliers in the Barnsley area is noted in letters in 
Harewood Lieutenancy Papers, Box I, particularly J. Beckett 
to Lascelles, 30 Nov. and 3 Dec. 1819. 
J. Beckett to Harewood, 24 Nov. 1819, Harewood Lieutenancy 
Papers, Box I. 
Gen. Byng to Harewood, 28 Nov., 2,4,5,10 Dec. 1819, Harewood 
Lieutenancy Papers, Box II. Harewood (Lascelles after father's 
death) was warned by a correspondent too, J. Maule (Wakefield) 
10,11 Dec. 1819, Harewood, Box I. 
Gen. Byng to Harewood, 5 Dec. 1819, Harewood Box II. Byng 
observed on the Barnsley meeting, tby so doing it appears as 
if they did not act in concert with other places, as our 
information names that day as intended for Simultaneous 
Meetings'; for similar observation, Corbett to Harewood, 7 Dec. 
1819, Harewood Box I. 
J. Beckett to Harewood, 1,3,5 Dec. 1819 and J. Haigh, B.H. Allen 
and J. Horsfall to Harewood (including Barnsley depositions), 
7 Dec. 1819, Harewood Box I; Lascelles to Sidmouth, 3 Dec. 1819, 
HO 42/200. 
J. Haigh, B.H. Allen and J. Horsfall to Harewood, and Beckett 
to Harewood, both 7 Dec. 1819, Harewood Box I. 
Cole and Filson, op.cit., 167-170; Thompson, op.cit., 767-768. 
E. Taylor to Lascelles, 13 Dec. 1819, Harewood Box I. 
B. Taylor 13 Dec. etc., Harewood Box I. 
Corbett to Wortley, 13 Dec. 1819, HO 42/201, B. Taylor 13 Dec. 
etc., Harewood Box I, 'but I feel confident that they have it 
still in contemplation and are only wiating to know how their 
Association in Manchester mean to proceed as I find there is 
a regular correspondence carried on by messengers' • 
J. Maule to Lascel1es, 18 Dec. 1819, Harewood Papers I. 
My assessment of the disturbances correspondence between the 
magistrates and the Home Office contained in HO 42/200,201, 
202,203,44/1 and 'private and secret' correspondence in 79/4. 
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Reports in bundles HO 42/201,203 and 44/1. These suggest a 
great deal of activity throughout the remainder of December 
with a significant lull thereafter. 
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A Nottingham meeting on 20 Dec. was attended by three delegates 
from the 'North of Ensland' and also by a Scottish delegate, 
report in Carteledge (Nottingham) to Sidmouth, 21 Dec. 1819, 
HO 42/201 and corroborated by G. Palmer (Carlisle shoemaker) 
when examined before Carlisle magistrates, in W. Hodgeson 
(Carlisle) to Sidmouth, 5 Jan. 1820, HO 42/203. A Manchester 
meeting on 23 Dec. which had similar planning functions was 
interrupted by the magistrates who arrested several delegates 
(including William Toothill, the Nottingham delegate). This 
is reported in J. Norris (Manchester) to Sidmouth, 30 Dec. 
1819, HO 42/201. 
There was wild talk of Thistlewood going as far afield as 
Glasgow and Dublin. See Durham County Advertiser, 2 April 1820. 
He was without doubt in Lancashire where he 'negotiated' for 
action, Byng to Lascelles, 2,4,5 Dec. 1819, Harewood Box II. 
Testimony of Michael Downing (B~nsley weaver), n.d. April 1820, 
TS 11/1014/4134. 
The contrast of Viscount Lascelles' (Lord Harewood) 'in
correspondence' from magistrates and his 'out' letters to 
Byng amply illustrate this, Harewood Boxes I and II. 
J. Norris (Manchester) to Sidmouth, 29 and 30 Dec. 1819, 
HO 42/201. There had been earlier arrests in Bury, Norris to 
Sidmouth, 16 Dec. 1819, HO 42/201. 
For critical comment on Edwards role see Thompson, op.cit., 
772-773. 
Byng to Lascelles, 2 March 1820, Harewood Box II; letters in 
bundle HO 40/11 from several localities suggest a provincial 
foreknowledge of Cato Street, particularly B.H. Allen (Hudders
field) to HobhoUBe, 28 Feb., J. Lyon (Manchester) to Byng, 
29 Feb., and J. Sanderbrook (Birmingham) to Sidmouth, 29 Feb. 
1820. Recriminations against Thistlewood are recorded in 
Carteledge to Alsop (also Nottingham) in Alsop to Sidmouth, 
2 March 1820, also HO 40/11. 
An early 'national meeting' is mentioned as being held in 
Nottingham in late December by Farrimond in his 'Voluntary 
Confession etc.' in HO 40/16. A Leeds meeting sitting every 
fortnight there 'until two months since (April 1820) when they 
removed it either to Huddersfield' was recalled in Thomas 
Morgan's (Barnsley weaver) n.d. April 1820 testimony, TS 11/1013/ 
4133. This is supported in part by George Palmer (Carlisle 
radical) in his statement of 30 April 1820, enclosed in Hodgeson 
to B.R. Allen, 4 May 1820, HO 40/12 who claimed a 'Provisional 
Government was held at Huddersfield since their dispersal at 
Nottingham'. The existence of a 'provisional Government' is 
commented on by B.H. Allen in correspondence with HobhoUBe, 
8 May 1820, HO 40/13. T. Sharpe (Manchester) to Sidmouth, 
19 March 1820, HO 40/13, 30 delegates had left Glasgow; 
B.H. Allen and J. Haigh to Lascelles, 5 April 1820, noted 
Glasgow delegate in Huddersfield on 30 March on his return from 
Birmingham and Manchester, Harewood Box I. 
Durham County Advertiser, 2 April 1820. 
Information on Lancashire, particularly bundle HO 40/12 J. Lyon 
(Manchester) to Byng, W. Chippendale (Oldham) to Byng and 
T. Sharpe (Manchester) to Sidmouth, all 1 April 1820. Both 
Manchester letters comment on the radicals waiting for the 
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158. (contd.) non-arrival of the northern mail, the signal the Scots 
were up in arms. On the Wigan affair when 300-1000 men met and 
then hurriedly dispersed, deposition of J. Smith (Warrington 
weaver) 5 April 1820, enclosed in Nicholson to Sidmouth, 
5 April 1820, HO 40/12. 

159. Material on Huddersfield affair mainly summarized in 'Brief for 
the Crown' TS 11/1013/4132; correspondence and enclosures in 
B.H. Allen to Sidmouth, 2,3 April 1820, HO 40/12, evidence of 
the initiative and the recall of the activists. 

160. Testimony of Thomas Morgan, n.d. April 1820, TS 11/1013/4133. 
161. Significant events took place in Scotland between 3-6 April. 
162. Insight into the thinking of the English prOVincial radical 

leadership comes from agents (Alpha, Ben and others) employed 
by various magistrates in Lancashire and the West Riding, 
particularly HO 40/12. There seems to have been anticipation 
of a second attack on Huddersfield, B.H. Allen to Hobhouse, 
8 April 1820, HO 40/12, Allen was warned of in a letter from 
Manchester, Sharpe to Allen, 11 April 1820,also in HO 40/12. 
Similar anticipation is registered in Huddersfield Magistrates 
to Lascelles, 5,6,10,11 April 1820, Harewood Box I. 

163. The following account is based on depositions in Assize 45/53(2) 
(particularly those of Marshall and Waterfall, constables); 
Sheffield Iris, 18 April 1820 and reports of Blackwell trial, 
Sheffield Mercury, 22 July and Sheffield IriS, 25 July 1820. 

164. This I regard as a piece of 'constructive speculation' given 
the interesting information that a Nottingham agent with a 
message to deliver arrived in Sheffield early on the 11th, 
this information is recorded in Hobhouse to Rev. Alderson 
(Sheffield magistrate) in 'private and secret' bundle HO 79/4. 
Several Barnsley men testified to Sheffield's role in providing 
guns and to contact with violent men interested in assassination 
as a strategy more realistic than an open rising, Downing etc., 
TS 11/1013/4134 and Farrimond 'Voluntary Confession' etc., 
HO 40/16. 

165. The following account of the preliminaries and the march is 
based on summaries of evidence and statements in 'Brief for 
the Crown', TS 11/1013/4132, 4133, 4134. Banners and flags 
from the post-Peterloo meetin~s were used. They included a 
green flag (with black fringe) inscribed, 'he that smiteth a 
man so that he die, shall surely be put to death', a red flag 
inscribed, 'Hunt the intrepid champion of the Rights and 
Liberties of the People' and a white flag 'You have condemned 
and killed the just', 'he that hath no sword let him sell his 
garment and buy one'. See Appendix 5:1 for list of marchers 
named in source material. 

166. Magistrates in Manchester and Huddersfield as well as General 
Byng, the northern commander, all suspected an attack on 
Huddersfield. This is borne out in Allen to Laacelles, 5,6,10 
and 11 April 1820, Harewood Box II. Hia letter of 6 April noted, 
'the disaffected are very active in endeavouring to bring about 
another rising, chiefly in connection with Manchester and 
Bamsley'. 

167. One explanation for the failure was given by Palmer, the turn
coat Carlisle radical in his 30 April deposition etc. HO 40/12 
who said Brayshaw of Leeds had told the Editor of the Leeds 
Mercury of the rising and the Government tipped off. An account 
of the military manoeuvres is found in Allen to Sidmouth, 
12 April 1820, HO 40/12. 



168. Assize 45/53(2), depositions of constables Marshall and 
Waterfall particularly. 
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169. List of names (27 Dodworth, 2 Silkestone, 7 Ardsley, 2 Cawthorne 
and 76 Bamsley) in Corbett to Hobhouse, 16 April 1820, HO 42/ 
12. 

170. Corbett to Sidmouth, 17 April 1820, HO 40/12. 
171. Farrimond was eventually captured in September in Cumberland, 

Major Heywood to Corbett, 16 Sept. 1820, HO 40/14. After being 
held in York Castle he was tried and then transported like the 
rest of the leading insurgents. During his captivity at York 
he expended much energy in confessing in order to obtain his 
freedom, W. Mence to Sidmouth, 8 March 1820 contains a long 
'voluntary confession' and two letters, Farrimond to Sidmouth, 
15 Feb. 1821 also HO 40/16 and Farrimond to Sidmouth, 10 March 
1820, HO 44/7 also contain detail. 

172. Copy enclosed in Byng to Hobhouse, 17 April 1820, HO 40/12; 
Sheffield Mercury, 22 April 1820. 

173. Col. of 1st West Yorkshire Militia to Lascelles, 3 May 1820, 
Harewood Box I. 

174. Sheffield Iris, 15 Aug. 1820. 
175. The fullest account of their trials is contained in the 

Annual Register (1820). A list of the names of the 25 tried 
for high treason and those among them transported is found 
in the Criminal Registers, HO 27/20: 

Name Charge Conseguence 
John Johnson High Treason No prosecution 
Abraham Jackson " " " II 

William Comstive " tI Death - commuted to trans-
portation 

Richard Addy " II " " 
Charles Stansfield " " " " 
Benjamin Hanson " " " " 
Joseph Chapiel tI " " " 
James Flowers " " tI tI 

Benjamin Rodgers " " " " 
William Price " " " " 
John Burkinshaw " " II " 
William Holland " " " " 
Michael Downing " tI" " tI 

John Lindley " " " " 
Joseph Firth " " " " 
John Vallance " " " " 
John Farrimond " " " " 
Abraham Ingham " " " " 
George Brien " " " " 
John Hobson " " " " 
George Burkinshaw " " " " 
Nathaniel Buckley " " " " 
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175. (contd.) 

N~e Consequence Comment 
Thomas Blackburn 

Charge 
High Treason Death - commuted to transport

ation. 

John Peacock 
Thomas Morgan 

» 

» 

II 

II 

» » 

II Admitted evidence 

176. Sheffield Iris, 25 July 1820. 
177. Byng to Harewood, 3 Dec. 1820, Harewood Box II, continuous 

reports in bundles HO 40/12-16. 
178. As illustrated by names attached to an address to the Queen, 

Sheffield IriS, 18 August 1820. 
179. Turner, o!.cit., 176, the post-war surge in indicted crime 

began to slacken in the early l820s. 

180. 

181. 
182. 
183. 

184. 
185. 

186. 

187. 

188. 

189. 

190. 
191. 
192. 

Commitals to Wakefield 
1818 1998 
1819 2206 
1820 2169 

House of Correction 
1821 1713 
1822 1649 
1823 1776 

Primitive Methodism was making its appearance in the region. 
Spedding, the local Methodist historian, notes in his 'Primitive 
Methodism in Sheffield and District', unpublished Mss. in SCL 
that it made its first appearance in May 1819 when preachers 
from Nottingh~ arrived in the area. 
Sheffield Times, 20 Sept. 1851; Sheffield Iris, 1 Nov. 1873. 
Bamsley Chronicle, 24 May 1879; Burland, Annals I etc., 126-128. 
R.B. Leader, Reminiscences of Old Sheffield (Sheffield, 1876), 
209-212, describes the atrocities of Runcorn, a local 'bear
ward', who took his bear to local feasts and wakes until the 
bear killed him in 1824; Sh&ffield Iris, 9 May 1820, a bear
bait at the small village of Crookes on the north-west edge 
of Sheffield; Burland, Annals I etc., op.cit., 126, for 
Bamsley. 
Sheffield Iris, 11 July 1815. 
T. Winder (ed.), An Old Ecclesfield Diar 17 
1924), 47,60; A. Gatty, Life at One Living 
Sheffield Independent, 23 June 1900. 
The distinction between 'deferentials' and 'seculars' is 
developed in relation to the problem of political identification 
in R. MacKenzie and A. Silver, Angels in Marble (1968), passim. 
Calculations based on data of SSSU membership from annual 
conference reports in SOL, estimates for non-SSSU membership 
supplemented by actual data for 1838 and 1840-1 in G.O. Holland, 
The Vital Statistics of Sheffield (1843), 219-229 which also 
provides information on age and class distribution upon which 
the calculations are base'. 
Annual Re orts of the Sheffield Sunda School Union 181 
onwardS, She ie1d passim. 

ibid., 1819, 5. 
ibid., 1816, 4. 
ibid., 1818, 6. 



193. 
194. 

195. 

196. 

197. 
198. 
199. 

200. 

201. 

ibid., 1818, 3. 
On educational practice, ibid., 1819-1829 inclusive; Annual 
Reports of The Methodist Sunday Schools in Sheffield, 1816-
1822 (Sheffield); J. Salt, 'Early Sunday Schools and their 
educational importance', Trans Hunter Arch.Soc. 196499, 
vol. IX. 
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J. Montgomery and J. Smith, The Life of a Sunday school scholar 
- the memoir of Henry Crookes of Sheffield, (Sheffield, 1817), 
5. 
'Primitive Methodism in Sheffield and District', Spedding Mss., 
loc.cit., 67-8. 
ibid., 21. 
Sheffield Iris, 5 June 1821. 
Printed and bound Conference Reports (annual) of the respective 
groups held in Methodist Central Archives, City Road, London. 
On local reed-brass transition, see J.L. Scott, 'The evolution of 
the brass band and its repertoire in Northern England', unpub. 
Sheffield University Ph.D., 1910, passim. 
Thompson, op.cit. 
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APPENDIX 5: 1 - Participants on the Grange Moor ~Qrch 

~ Occupation (where known) Place or Residence 

Richard Addy weaver Barns ley 
William Archer weaver Dodworth 
George Arnold Ardsley 
Thoaas Ashurst 
Thomas Ball 
John Balls weaver Barnsley 

- Baner foundryman 
Thoaas Barlow weaver Barnsley 
James Beattie Smithies 
Jonathon Beck Ardsley 
George Beeves weaver Dodworth 
George Benton weaver Barnsley 
George Bisley Barns ley 
George Birton weaver Dodworth 
Thomas Blackburn Barnsley 
Johnathon Booth weaver Burton 
George Brien weaver Dodworth 
William Brooke Ba.rnsley 
Josiah Bruliana Ba.rnsley 
George Burkinshaw weaver Dodworth 
John Burkinshaw weaver Dodworth 
Wid. Burrough Barnsley 
SUluel Burrough Ba.rnsley 
George Carlisle Barnsle;y 
John Charlesworth Ba.rnsley 
Joseph Chapiel cordwainer Barnsley 
Thomas Charryholme Barnsley 
George Colombine weaver Barnsley 
Willis. Coastive weaver Barns ley 
Craven Cookson weaver Barnsley 
Thomas Crossland weaver Barnsley 
George Crowe joiner Dodworth 
Arthur Collins Barnsley 
Michael Downing wea.ver Monk Bretton 
Josiah Ecorsal Barnsley 
Thomas Farnsworth Barns ley 
John Farrimond weaver Barnsley 
Thoaas Farr1mond weaver Barns ley 
J ames Farris 
John Fawcett 
JOM Fenton weaver Barnsley 
George Firth 
James Firth weaver Barnsley 
Will1aa Firth bleacher Monk Bretton 
James Flowers weaver Dodworth 
Robert ]'lowers wea.ver Dodworth 
JOM Glover Barns ley 
Jolla Hall Ba.rnsle,Y 
Benjaain Hanson weaver Barns ley 
William Ha.ynes Silkestone 
JOM Hibbet Barnslwy 
William Hibbet Ardsley 
JOM Hilton Barns ley 
Thoaas Hilton Ardsley 
Amos Hilton Barns ley 
John Hobson joiner Dodworth 



John Hobaon 
W11llaa Holland 
HanrJ' Holt 
W1111aa Holt 
Barthe Hood. 
John Hopk1D 
J o.tm Horton 
::>a:auel Horton 
(;harlea liutcb.1Daan 
(;eor88 Hatch1nson 
Job Hutch1naon 
Johnllu~ 
'l:hOll&8 l:lutlJh1luJon 
Abrahaa Ingh8A1 
J amea lrdng 
A brahaa Jackson:.:: 
Tho-s_ J acltaon 
J8lI.es Jard.-
John .1 ohnaon 
Jcmnea ~ 
.1_8 Kennel' 
Aao Kilton 
Ste~ Ki tchemaan 
'rhoIIIaa lC1 tell.Ulan 

.1 olm IJ.Ddl.q 

.1 ... 8 Love 
Wllllaa Luke -
.1 om 1'1an1tie1d 
J om l'1clCenzie 
.1 .. _ McNichol 
Jolm ~.iohol 
Charles McN.icbol 
J8118a ... land. 
W111i .. }Ucklethwaite 
Wi 1] 1 811 ~L1ller 
W1]]i .. Milner 
J olm l'U. tchell 
ThoBe • .Morgan 
Joim Moas 
Jobn Moas 

- Murrq 
Joae.Ph N1cbola 
John Opkin 
John FN.cock 
W1111 .. J?eech 
Thoaaa l?eDdlebury 
John Pen&e 
R.ichard l?enBe 
ueorp Ficker1.ng 
J obn P:Lckerin6 
Joseph P.1cker.iQg 
Nathev .Pickering 
'rw.M Picker1ng 
Georp Pura'ton 
John Ha1naror1oh 
Joseph l1eneo-e 
Joaeph ~or 
W1111811 ~ 
J &Ilea he1cl 
W.111i .. Rice 
Benj8old.A lioc4>.ra 
.uenjuin !lOllison 

weaver 
weaver 
weaver 

-
collier 
collier 
collier 
collier -weaver 
weaver 

veaver 
weaver 

weaver 
veaver --

-
weaver 
weaver 
lf8&Ye:r 
veanr 
weaver 

-
weaver 
weaver --
weaver --
weaver 
weaver 
weaver 
weaver 
weaver 
weaver 
waver 
weaver -
weaver 

--weaver 
cordwainer 
weaver 
weaver 

-
Doclvorth 
Dodvorth 
Dodvorth 
Ardslel' 
Bamsley --Dodvorth 
JJodvorth 
.Doclworth 
:wclvorth 
llam8ley 
.Dodworth 
.Dodvorth --
--Ba.m.sley 

.Dodworth 
Bamaley -:aarnsley 

Dodworth 
lla.rnsley 
Barnsley 
.Dodworth 
:Ba:m.sle7 
liarnale7 
Dodvorth -
bamale7 
~arnalel' 
HamBley 
A:.n1aley 
Bamslq 
Bams1ey 
Barnalq 

Barnsley 
Barnslel' 
Barnsley 
Dodworth 
Dodvorth 
.Dodworth 
Durton 
Dodvorth 
Barllaley 
f4cmk .Brett.on 
.Barnsley -
JJOdvorth 
JJodvorth 
~le7 
.ua.rnsley 
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Williaa Scott Dodworth 
Joseph Sa.ga.r weaver Ba.rnsley 
Charles Seddon Dodworth 
Isaac Seddon weaver Dodworth 
Williaa Seddon warehouseman Dodworth 
Johnathon Sellers Cawthorne 
John Slater Ba.rnsley 
Charles Stanfield weaver Ba.rnsley 
Saauel SWIIlI.ers Cawthorne 
Joseph Staton Ba.rnsley 
Joseph Swift weaver Dodworth 
George Swift Ba.rnsley 
Joseph Sykes weaver Barns ley 
William Sykes Ardsley 
Samuel Sykes Ba.rnsley 
Robert Sykes Ba.rnsley 
George Taylcar 
Johnathon Taylor weaver Dodworth 
Thomas Taylor weaver Dodworth 
David Tho.pson weaver Barnsley 
Robert Tho.peon weaver Barns ley 
Will1aa Tho.pson Ba.rnsley 
John Vallance weaver Ba.rnsley 
Abraham Wainwright Barns ley 
Amos Wainwright Ba.rnsley 
David Wilkinson weaver Ba.rnsley 
Johnathon Wilson weaver Dodworth 
ThoJlaS Woodhead weaver Dodworth 
Jaaes Wood Barns ley 
Henry Woodcock weaver Ba.rnsiey 

.AP 

1790 27a 1810 1820 32. 
1791 23a 1811 32a 
1792 1812 48. 
1793 208 1813 408 
1794 21a 1814 29_ 
1795 30a 1815 20a 
1796 29_ 1816 30-
1797 188 - 1817 32-
1798 1818 318 
1799 36- 1819 24a 
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CHAPTER 6 Gathering Strength c. 1820-37 

Summary 

The nature and problems of the majority of the manufacturing 

industries in the region's larger 'light' sector held the region's 

industrial economy back from taking a full step forward towards full 

industrial capitalist organization. These industries did not need 

to be in the van of technological change and did not need large 

capital investment. This did not apply to the small but growing 

'heavy' sector represented by coal and iron production. Here large 

units were being created. The scale on which the mines and ironworks 

were operating was beginning to be imitated in some of the lighter 

trades which were now being reorganized in larger workshops and small 

factories under the control of smaller-scale industrial capitalists. 

This was already true in linen manufacture before the introduction 

of the power loom in the late 1830's. It was generally true of 

cutlery and related metal trades in Sheffield. The older merchant 

capitalist control continued side by side with these larger integrated 

units. Even merchant capitalism was taking on new and more aggress

ively capitalistic characteristics. In cutlery and linen commercial 

men controlled large numbers of workshop craftsmen and domestic out

workers who were becoming less independent and more like directly 

employed wage-labour. Merchant capitalists became more involved 

directly in production, finishing and marketing. Throughout the 

region's industrial economy, in a slow but nevertheless perceptible 

way, the transitional process in economic organization was shaping 

industrial capitalist forms. This was accompanied by more definite 

social polarization of economic classes representing labour and 

capital. 

One major economic reality dictated the intensity of this 

polarization. This was the fall in the prices of industrial products 

as a result of increased competition from cheap labour and mechaniz

ation within the regional economy and outside it. The collapse of 



prices also reflected the slower expansion of demand relative to 

supply. This resulted from 'substitution effects' between such 

industrial products as cotton and linen and the relative slowness 
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of demand to advance when mass purchasing power was reduced or held 

by wage cuts necessary to pay for the capitalization of industrial 

progress and to maintain profit levels. A profit crisis was central 

to the explanation of capitalists' behaviour in this phase of 

industrialization within the non-mechanized and some new industries 

of the region. Employers were forced to reduce wages to maintain 

profit levels. In linen and cutlery this process had been going on 

since the victories of organized labour between 1810-14 had carried 

piece rate levels to their highest peak. Later peaks achieved by 

colliers (and perhaps ironworks' labour) were also subject to down

ward pressure from employers during the 1820's and 1830's. There 

was only slight relief during the two mid-decade booms of the 1820's 

and 1830's. Then organized labour clawed back some of its losses. 

The labour class which emerged in these years remained on the 

defensive throughout the majority of the period in its economic, 

political and cultural struggles. Nevertheless, progress was made 

by its vanguard sections towards the creation of exclusive class 

organizations to counteract the exploitation it was subject to. 

At the end of the period the organized labour class was significantly 

stronger and more ready for full-scale class war than in 1820. 

Section A. Economy - organization and dynamics 1820-37. 

(a) Organization. 

1) The Sheffield Cutlery Trades 

The laws of the free market now reigned supreme in the old 

corporate trades as well as in those never under corporate protection. 

Throughout these years, and espeCially after the immediate post-war 

economic anarchy had worked itself out in the early 1820's, a slow 

stabilization of the organization of the trades began. Many of the 
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factor class who had speculatively set up as dealers, putting out 

work to the swarms of small masters and 'journeymen-masters' which 

free market anarchy had called forth, became part of the respectable 

commercial and industrial leadership group. DeSignated 'merchants 

and manufacturers' by the town's directories of the 1830's, through 

commercial control they dominated the bulk of the manufacturers, 

both small and medium sized. Much of the town's trade was still 

'non-respectable' and controlled by small commercial men putting out 

work to heavily dependent outworkers in the town and surrounding 

villages. The 'non-respectable' sector still created instability 

for the more established commercial men and the established manufact-

urers. However, the mingling of old and new blood among a changing 

commercial leadership group in the 'respectable' part,of the trade 

(with the old merchants finding better return for their capital else-

where, retiring or in some cases joining more commercial minded master 

manufacturers and ambitious and successful factors in new partnerships) 

counteracted the existence of the 'non-respectable' sector. The town's 

directories of the 1830's reflect some of these trends. The direct

ories excluded the 'non-respectable' factors contemporaries complained 

about (although one suspects their names are buried among the town's 

'cutlery dealers' and petty shopkeepers) and illustrated the retire

ment of the town's old merchant class: 

Table 6:1 Commercial leadership in the Cutlery trades as suggested 
by Sheffield Directories. l 

1822 (Baines) Merchants 47 
Factor-merchants 66 
Factors 43 

1833 (White) 
1837 (White) 

Merchants and Manufacturers 
Merchants and Manufacturers 

129 
136 

The actual number of prodUCing units went unrecorded by the director

ies, especially the 'non-respectable' small masters working in the 

majority of the trades in the town itself and in the surrounding 

villages where more dependent domestic outwork was concentrated. 
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The following numbers are those of firms significant enough to pay 

for a directory entry: 

Table 6:2 Numbers of firms Eroducing in major cutler~ trades which 
were listed in directories. 

1822 1§22 !§2.1 
(Baines) (White) (White) 

Pen and Pocket Knives 285 288 289 
Table knives and forks 233 236 233 
Files 85 70 80 
Razors 82 57 78 
Scissors 119 130 120 
Saws 64 80 79 
Edge Tools 46 ~ ~ total 914 910 

Estimates of numbers employed in the producing units in these trades 

show a steady growth in employment in most trades: 

Table 6:3 Bstimates~of numbers emEloyed in major cutlery and 2 
related trades in Sheffield for 1824. 1830 and 1833. 

1824 1830 1833 Growth ~ 12er annum 
1824-30 1830-33 

Pen and Pocket Knives 2190 2380 2680 +1.5 +4 
Table Knives and Forks 2720 3199 3689 +2.1 +4 
Files 1284 1458 1768 +2.1 +6 
Razors 478 654 754 +6 +6 
Scissors 866 887 600 +1.4 -10 
Saws 400 463 563 +2.5 +7 
Edge Tools --lli ~..JQl +hl ±2 

total ~ 2§.i! 10817 av.+~ av·+hl 

• They ignore ancillary workers in bone and other finishing 
materials. 

Little is known about the size of producing units. The 'average' 

workforce of each unit (employed directly and indirectly by sub

contract) produced by relating directory listed firms to employment 

estimates has some validity. These figures show the variability of 

the scale of operations within the trades: 

Table 6:4 Numbers emEloyed directly or indirectl~ in the 'average' 
unit in the cutlery trades in 1822-4 and 1833. 

Pen and pocket knife 
Table knife and forks 
Files 
Razors 
Scissors 
Saws 
Edge tools 

average 

1822-4 
7.7 

11.6 
15.2 

5.8 
7.3 
6.2 

12 
9:2 

!§ll 

9.3 
16 
25.2 
13 

4.6 
7 

12 
11.9 
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Although it must be allowed that most of these averages could be 

depressed by adding in the number of small masters and their employees 

(especially in the ailing penknife trade where more than half the 

production was carried out by small masters), this could be offset 

by making allowance for the fact that firms could be involved in 

several trades. For example, of the 236 table knife and fork manu

facturers in the 1833 directory over 50% (135 firms) were involved in 

producing one or several other wares. There were increasing numbers 

of large units in production, especially those controlled by 'merchant 

and manufacturer' partnerships. In 1826, after a period in the early 

1820's when the first 'cutlery factories' integrating all the pro

cesses of production and using steam power had been built near the 

new canal terminus, a local paper listed six large firms employing 

'several hundreds' of people. 3 The trend towards larger scale units, 

however slight throughout the 1820's and 1830's, was still percept

ible. 4 Small and medium as against large capitals were the rule 

amongst capitalist employers whether involved in production alone 

or production and marketing combined. The size of capital ownership 

did not prevent the largest of them from exhibiting the characterist

ics of industrialist bourgeoisie in both their economic and social 

activity. 

Labour was still employed in a tangled web of economic relation-

ships which produced status situations varying from dependent time

rate workers and piece-rate workers to semi- and fully-independent 

piece-rate workers. The trade-by-trade breakdown of the employment 

estimates showed the proportions of workers involved in the various 

proceBs~s. One quarter were grinders, another quarter were forgers 

and strikers and the remainder were made up of finishers (cutlers and 

hafters) and undefinable specialist groups like file hardeners and 

cutters. 5 Labour was becoming more permanently organized, particu

larly amongst the grinders but also amongst other groups during the 

short periods of boom conditions of the middle 1820's and 1830's. 
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In the context of falling prices, labour was in the main under 

incessant pressure for money wage reductions. This was achieved by 

a day-to-day means of discounting the ruling list prices, by demands 

for more work at the old prices, by continuous truck or 'stuff' pay

ments and by the periodic forced re-negotiation of price lists for 

work. High levels of unemployment and underemployment were in 

evidence throughout. The cutlery trades faced increasing foreign 

competition in the important export ma~kets where over half the town's 

production was sold. 6 The necessity of keeping cutlery wares compet

itive with those produced in low wage industrializing nations led 

employers to confront organized labour in an effort to force wage 

reductions. There were other problems, particularly with major 

markets such as the USA. Here native industry, tariffs and financial 

speculation disturbed the potential for exports. Ultimately, only 

by lowering costs through wage cuts and dilution of labour could 

exports and profits be maintained. To some extent the employers 

achieved this in the 1820's and 1830's but the declining profitability 

of cutlery was suggested by the search for better returns from build

ing and transport investment and the partial switch of capital within 

producing units from cutlery to steel production. 7 Throughout the 

period labour looked back to the prices set by the 1810 and higher 

1814 lists and sought unsuccessfully to have these re-introduced. 

2) Silver, silver-plated and Britannia meta1. 8 

In most branches in these Sheffield trades, contrasted with the 

cutlery trades, there were continued signs of health in the 1820's 

and 1830's. However, some decline is suggested for the earlier 1830's. 

The average annual quantity of silver hallmarked in the town had risen 

from 4372 troy pounds in the decade 1810-19 to 4996 troy pounds per 

annum in the 1820's. In the 1830's this fell to 4024 troy pounds per 

annum suggesting some decline. The number of new marks taken out by 

silverware firms rose from 3.4 in 1810-19 to 4.6 in 1820-9 but fell 

to 3.3 in 1830-9. Much of the silver trade was conducted by cutlery 
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making firms on workshop lines with relatively small scale working 

and close contact between master and men. The silver-plated and 

growing Britannia metal trades were organized on large workshop and 

factory lines with average workforces of at least 30. This is 

suggested by the data from Sheffield's directories and various esti-

mates of employment in these trades: 

Table 6:5 Data on silver, silver-plated and Britannia metal trades. 

(a) Firms listed by the directories of 1822, 1833 and 1837. 

1822 !§22. 1m 
Silver silver fruit knives 

silver refiners 

Silver and plated 

Britannia metal 
German silver 

silver and plated rollers 
silver plate manufactures 

Britannia metal manu
factures 

20 20 
2 2 3 

2 3 2 
22 24 18 

13 14 13 

(b) Various estimates of workforces in the trades. 

Silversmiths 
Silver and plated workers 
Britannia metal workers 

1500 

1500 

896 
~ 
!22j 

(exclude 
silversmiths) 

500 
....§.42 
!M2 

(exclude 
silversmiths) 

Several large but exceptional works like James Dixon's 'Cornish Place' 

(employing 300-400 workers in 1831) operated in production of all 

three types of wares. The generally higher scale of operation 

reflected by similar concentrations of capital and labour was found 

in several other minor 'heavier' trades in the town such as brass-

founding. 

Labour was employed as dependent, piece rate wage labour. It 

was divided in these large-workshop or factory trades into three 

broad groups - production-preparation (designers, modellers and die

cutters), production (chasers, stampers, braZiers, piercers, engine 

men and spinners to work lathes) and finishers (polishers, burnishers, 

scourers and buffers). In the last category women predominated. 
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In 1830 22.7% of the silver and plated and 48.75% of the Britannia 

metal workforces were women, 15.9% and 18.9% respectively were boys. 

In composition such workforces were more like that of the new 

industrial factories in textiles. They had better wages and conditions 

than most of the other groups of Sheffield metal workers yet their 

situation was more proletarian than that found among workers in the 

cutlery trades. The cost of the raw material alone prevented any of 

them setting up in their trade, unlike the cutlers. Sections of them 

were industrially organized throughout and involved in various forms 

of political activity outside the conventional sphere of trade union 

politics. 

3) Stee19 

The period, particularly the 1830's, saw a rapid expansion in 

steel production in Sheffield and the surrounding region. There are 

no indications of production before the 1830's but the directory 

listing of firms suggests something of the growth of the industry: 

Table 6:6 Number of firms involved in the conversion and refining, 
rolling and tilting of Steel, as suggested by Sheffield 

directories. 

1821 1m !§21. 

Steel converters and refiners 
tt tilters and rollers 

39 26 79 
16 30 

The steady demand from the metal manufacturing trades provided a 

stimulus. Until the railway development in later decades, potential 

for demand was limited. Returns to capital were good and this induced 

many cutlery firms to go into steel production. This explains the 

existence of so many small furnaces in the town. In 1835 an estimated 

554 cast-steel furnaces (small melt-holes) existed in the town as well 

as 56 larger blister-steel furnaces. Within ten years the number was 

to double. Little is known about workers involved in steel manufact-

ure. There were several hundred employed in relatively large 'heavy' 

industrial units working principally in iron and in scattered small 

'light' industrial units in the cutlery trades. It is assumed that 
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their wages were better than average because of the higher price of 

their product. Later evidence shows that there were significant 

differentials between the skilled and unskilled steel makers. 

There was slow and unsteady expansion in the region's iron 

industry after the slump of the immediate post-war years. Throughout 

the 1820's and 1830's prices and profits continued to fall, reversed 

only in the short-lived mid-decade boom of the 1830's.10 Towards the 

middle and later parts of the 1830's a steady impetus of growth had 

been established despite additional restraining technical problems 

caused by deficiency of local raw material supply, particularly iron

stone. The estimates of production for the largest units and county 

estimates show this slow expansion and the relative insignificance 

of the region in relation to other districts: 

Table 6:7 The Iron Industry 
(a) The largest units in the region's iron industry.ll 

1823 1830 
furnaces Eroduction furnaces :eroduction 

(tons) (tons) 
North Bretton 1 1381 1 1664 

Worsbrough 1 2450 2 4590 
Middle Chapeltown and 
~ Swallow Hill 1 1400 1 1631 

Elsecar 3 1400 3 1460 
Holmes 2 2187 3 1000 
Milton 3 2000 2 1715 
Thorncliffe 3 2909 3 2188 

South Sheffield Park 2 2018 2 2801 
total 16 15745 17 16329 

(b) roduction in Yorkshire in relation to 12 
major producing districts. tons weight) 

1823 1830 1840 
Yorkshire 27,000 29,000 56,000 
S. Wales 182,000 278,000 505,000 
Staffordshire 134,000 213,000 420,000 
Shropshire 58,000 73,000 87,000 
Derbyshire 14,000 18,000 31,000 

Capitals were large relative to other industries of the region. 

Employment, while probably not exceeding 100 workers in any of these 
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units (including ironstone getters, colliers, labourers and specialist 

ironworkers), was significantly more concentrated. In these units 

such was the range of skills and consequently status differentials 

that labour lacked a real potential for organization. 

The region also had smaller urban foundries for iron and brass. 

Sheffield had 33 smaller foundries, Rotherham and Barnsley three each 

in 1833. In 1837 40 were listed for Sheffield, 3 for Rotherham, and 

4 for Barnsley. These probably gave as much employment as the larger 

units combined. In these units workers were less geographically 

isolated and potentially able to see their interests common with those 

of other workers. In this industry labour was all dependent wage 

earning, but little more can be discovered about its conditions of 

employment. The outworking domestic trades using wrought iron con

tinued to shrink. Nailing survived for mechanized nail making posed 

no real threat as yet. Hand-made nails continued to be made by 

domestic outworkers in traditional centres at Ecclesfield, Thorpe, 

Hoyland and Darton. 

5) Coal 

As with the iron industry, progress appeared slow throughout the 

l820's13 and the 1830's. The mid-decade booms were exceptional. This 

is partly reflected in the growth of tolls collected on two of the 

region's coal-carrying waterways: 

Table 6:8 Growth in tolls on Barnsley Canal and Don Navigation. 14 
(£8) 

Barnsley (yearly average) Don (yearly average) 

1821-3 9743 16230 
5.9% increase 12.79% increase 

1827-9 10323 18305 

1830-2 10737 19859 
16% increase 27.5% increase 

1836-8 12460 25273 

Until 1841 there is little information to suggest the numbers employed 

in the industry. Before then there is little material to prompt any 

comment on the organization of production. The information provided 
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by the Children's Employment Commission (Mines) report of 1842 

provides a valuable source of information that can be projected back 

because it represents the conditions that existed in the region's 

pits during the 1830's and probably earlier. From its estimates of 

employment in the whole of Yorkshire it can be constructively specu-

lated that over 2500 people were employed in South Yorkshire's pits 

in the later 1830's and that over half of them were children.15 
16 

Directories of the region list the names of at least fifty employers. 

These range from the owners of the small thin seam pits on average 

employing up to ten workers (found in a north south line along the 

western edge of the region) to the large coal masters (in the central 

belt and parallel eastern north south belts) whose pits employed up 

to a hundred workers. 17 Of 77 collieries in the West Riding whose 

workforces were enumerated in 1842, 33 employed 50 men or more. 

Fifteen collieries employed over a hundred. In South Yorkshire there 

were probably several collieries of the largest sort including Clarke's 

Silkestone pits, Newton and Chambers' Thorncliffe pits, Fitzwilliam's

Elsecar and Parkgate pits, Booth's Tinsley Park works and the Sheffield 

Coal Company's Manor workings. The smaller pits, especially the thin 

seam ones, employed higher proportions of children. The larger pits, 

especially in the central and northern parts of the region, also 

appeared to employ large numbers of children. 

Labour in the collieries was divided into several basic groups. 

Those who mined the coal were composed of colliers or 'getters'. 

Those who transported it in the mine were 'fillers', 'hurriers', 

'trammers' and 'jenneyers'. There were also ancillary workers ranging 

from the ancillary engine men and banksmen down to the child 'trappers' 

who were employed by the owner and spent all day huddled in the pit 

opening and shutting communication and ventilation doors. The labour 

force was not uniformly dependent wage earning in relation to the 

coal masters. Only the ancillary workers, particularly those trans

porting the coal underground, were directly employed in most pits. 
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Most fillers and hurriers were employed by the colliers who were in 

turn employed by 'undertakers' or subcontractors. In one Thorncliffe 

pit for example, five or six 'undertakers' employed 25 men and boys 

in this way.18 Labour was hard, lasting at least 10-12 hours with 

few breaks. The mining proletariat took a long while to stir. Signs 

of trade union organization occurred only in boom years like 1825 

and 183619 which reflected the mid-decade bursts of expansion affect

ing all industries in the region. The system of sub-contract partly 

obscured the nature of economic exploitation. Nevertheless it was 

there and was expressed in grasping capitalist action, giving advances 

when prices improved as in the mid-decade booms and then clawing back 

the rates and imposing heavier workloads when prospects worsened. 

Geographical and physical isolation, the large numbers of women and 

children and religious and wider social indoctrination in tightly 

managed communities where housing was a crucial employer's weapon, 

all added to the explanation of slow industrial and political arousal 

among the collier population. 

6) Linen 

The linen trade can be seen as expanding in terms of production 

and employment throughout the period. The various directories 

covering this period provide several estimates of the number of 

employing units in the trade and of the number of looms at work. 

Table 6:9 Number of firms listed as 'linen manufacturers' and 

The 

estimates of looms in Barnsley and the neighbouring 
villages· 20 

(1) (2) 
no. of firms looms (ll:{2l ratio 

1816 28 2500 1:89 
1823 32 3000 1:93 
1837 33 4050 1:122 

populations of the townships in Silkstone and Darton parishes 

where the industry was concentrated continued to expand in the 1820's 

and 1830's. This was through natural increase, short distance 
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migration and particularly the long distance migration of Irish and 

Scottish weavers. 

Table 6:10 

Barns1ey 
Dodworth 

Population increase in various townships in the 
northern weaving district of South Yorkshire 

1811-41 
% increase over the decade 

1811-21 1821-31 1831-41 

+65% +24% +19% 

+72% + 4% +19% 
Monk Bretton +73% +52% +23% 

Ardsley +53% +14% +19% 

Baraugh -6% +39% +~3~ 
Total +59% +25% +20% 

Capitals were large among the 'linen manufacturers' who controlled 

the industry. The increase in the ratio of manufacturers to looms 

from 1:89 in 1816 to 1:122 in 1837 pointed to a further concentration 

of capital. The higher number of multi-family partnerships increasing 

from a seventh to a third of the firms listed in the directories of 

1822 and 1837 possibly suggests the means of acquiring wider capital 

sources. 

Labour was in a bad position throughout. Despite the shift to 

higher quality, finer wares and the much needed stimulus of mid

decade upswings, the industry faced a general trend of secular 

decline. Prices were declining because of the competition of cotton 

goods and Scottish, Irish and German linen in the home and in export 

markets. 2l In Barnsley the weavers were said to be the best paid of 

all those in English centres of the linen industry. This was partly 

the result of the strength of the weavers' industrial organization 

which resisted the employers' attempts to drastically reduce the 

price for labour to protect its own profit levels. In the main the 

employers succeeded in reducing the price of weaving, both of fine 

and coarse work. They also imposed heavier workloads on the weavers 

who became the most economically desperate of all the region's large 

industrial workgroups. 
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(b) Dynamics. 

The region's industrial economy appeared to enter and pass 

through the first of two difficult periods of adjustment in its 

slow transition to industrial capitalist domination. In the heavy 

sector of iron and coal the legacy of overstimulated war-time 

production was not quickly offset by peace-time demand. This was 

slowly overcome as demand lag lessened. In the light sector similar 

problems had to be faced. Both sectors had not only technical and 

structural problems to overcome, but also that of the secular fall 

in commodity prices and cyclical and less 'natural' disturbance of 

the business cycle throughout. The trough-bottom years of 1826, 

1829, 1832 and 1837 were marked by high unemployment and short-time 

working in both sectors. The years immediately surrounding these 

were little better except during the short-lived boom periods of 

1824-5, 1828, 1831 and 1835-6. 

Capitalist accumulation in the agricultural sector, as marked 

by enclosure, was slowing down. This sequence of accumulation had 

worked itself out by the mid-1820's. 

Table 6:11 Number of enclosure acts annually in progress in 
South Yorkshire within a 20 mile radius of 22 
Sheffield 1816-20 (averages for five-year periods). 

1816-20 10.4 acts 
1821-25 6.8 " 
1826-30 2.6 " 
1831-35 0.8 " 
1836-40 1.2 " 

The process of capital accumulation for investment was still going on. 

Capital requirements for manufacturing industry were still small, it 

was for investment in transport and extractive industry that capital 

was mainly necessary. Labour was plentiful. The inflow of Irish, 

Scottish and English workers, all displaced by accumulation in the 

primary sector, combined with locally displaced labour to provide 

a local pool of cheap labour. 
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Transport improvement continued unspectacularly in this final 

pre-railway period. The traffic on the region's main waterways was 

unaffected until the end of the period by the competition of steam 

locomotion. The available data on tolls and profits on these water

ways illustrates the general expansion of water-bound commerce (coal 

being the largest individual commodity carried in terms of cash 

returns and bulk). The Don NaVigation figures provide the only 

indicator of how the year-to year fluctuations of commercial activity 

followed the general business cycle. 

Table 6:12 Commercial growth as suggested by the expansion of 
traffic on the region's waterways 1820-37. 23 
(a) Tolls on the Barnslel Canal (£s average p.a.) 

1824-6 12,150 
1827-9 12,497 
1830-2 13,302 
1833-5 13,013 
1836-8 15,273 

(b) Tolls on the Dearne and Dove Canal (£s average p.a.) 

1821-3 7,630 
1824-6 10,430 
1827-9 10,686 
1830-2 11,715 

(c) Don Navigation dividend (£s) 

1821 14,905 1827 18,611 1833 19,465 
1822 14,204 1828 18,201 1834 20,640 
1823 16,675 1829 18,104 1835 21,979 
1824 18,221 1830 19,605 1836 30,398 
1825 20,123 1831 19,931 1837 24,644 
1826 17,988 1832 19,981 

For the cutlery and related workshop metal trades there are few 

statistics which present the picture of cyclical fluctuation. The 

pattern imposed on the operation of the trades by the business cycle 

is partly illustrated by national figures of cutlery and hardware 

exports: 
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Table 6:13 U.K. ex orts of at current rices 
24 

1818 1.6 1825 1.4 1832 1.4 
1819 1.2 1826 1.2 1833 1.5 
1820 0.8 1827 1.4 1834 1.5 
1821 1.1 1828 1.4 1835 1.8 
1822 1.1 1829 1.4 1836 2.3 
1823 1.1 1830 1.4 1837 1.5 
1824 1.2 1831 1.4 

The amount of silver assayed for use in the town's silver trades 

appeared to fluctuate in a similar fashion, again with significant 

low points in 1826, 1829, 1832 and 1837. 

Table 6:14 Silver assa at Sheffield 
troy pounds 

1820 - 5336 1826 - 4063 1832 - 2835 
1821 - 5069 1827 - 4708 1833 - 3555 
1822 - 4411 1828 - 4334 1834 - 3401 
1823 - 4522 1829 - 3795 1835 - 4094 
1824 - 6454 1830 - 3848 1836 - 5125 
1825 - 6972 1831 - 3382 1837 - 4085 

The large silver plate, Britannia metal trades and the steel and other 

smaller metal trades did not provide similar indicators. Sheffield's 

figures of poor relief expenditure illustrated the severity of 

depression years, although the tightening up of relief-giving and the 

growth of sel~-help amongst organized labour diminished the contrast 

of good and bad years. 

Table 6:15 Sheffield Poor Relief Ex enditure 
to Easter 026 

1819-20 - 35,166 
1820-21 - 32,301 
1821-22 - 18,832 
1822-23 - 14,719 
1823-24 - 15,764 
1824-25 - 12,944 

1826-27 - 12,544 
1827-28 - 14,101 
1828-29 - 19,173 
1829-30 - 18,691 
1830-31 - 17,086 
1831-32 - 17,342 

£s Easter 

1832-33 - 22,593 
1833-34 - 17,603 
1834-35 - 16,079 
1835-36 -
1836-37 - 10,458 
1837-38 - 14,084 

The level of money wages paid to workers in the cutlery trade 

fell significantly in relation to the levels established during the 

period 1810-14 by the favourable lists of that time. For a few months 

only, under boom conditions as in 1824-25, 1831 and 1834-36, were 

these prices for labour in any way approached. In some trades, 

particularly those producing mainly common wares (all branches had 



common ware sections) such as spring knives, table knives and 

scissors, the position was more drastic than in others like the 

file or saw trades. The marked distinction between the wages of 

workers in superior branches of the various trades and the common 

branches was illustrated by a statement in 1830 that one twelfth 

of the town's workforce earned 25s and a quarter earned around 20s 

per week. These represented the workers in the superior branches. 
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It claimed the remainder represented the common branches and earned 

on average 16s per week. 27 Whether the twelfth represented an 

'aristocracy' of any sort is difficult to establish. 

Such an estimate does not allow for the effect of unemployment 

and underemployment on earnings. Nor does it allow for deductions. 

Full employment was only realized for short periods of boom conditions. 

An employer's testimony of 1833, a year of slow improvement in anti

cipation of the boom of 1834-6, estimated only half the workmen were 

fully employed. 28 This was a 'normal' condition of the cutlery trades 

throughout most of this period. Money wages fell, but real wages did 

not fall as drastically because of a fall in the cost of living. We 

have no data to compile a local cost of living index and are dependent 

on national data for an indication of trends: 

Table 6:16 Gayer. Rostow and Schwartz's Index of Wholesale Prices 
of Domestic and Imported Commodities. 1820-37. 29 

1820 - 115 
1821 - 99 
1822 - 88 
1823 - 97 
1824 - 102 
1825 - 113 

1826 - 100 
1827 - 99 
1828 - 96 
1829 - 95 
1830 - 94 
1831 - 95 

1832 -
1833 -
1834 -
1835 -
1836 -
1837 -

91 
88 
86 
84 
95 
94 

In the region's other sector light trades, including miscellan

eous types of metal-working like nailmaking, but particularly in the 

larger linen trade, similar cyclical fluctuations and long term 

structural changes were at work. Little is known of the small domestic 

metal trades at this time but much more about linen. Here cotton wares 

made Significant inroads on the linen industry nationally. Barnsley 

maintained its position as the leading English linen-manufacturing 
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town by further switching to high quality hand100m weaving, employing 

power looms by the end of the period to weave lower quality, heavy 

products. 30 Significant reductions in the price of finished work had 

to be made. This had been going on since 1818. More drastic was the 

reduction of 1823 when not only was the weavers' right to the 'fent' 

(It yard of cloth in every 90 yard bundle) abolished but prices for 

finished work were reduced. Reduction continued generally throughout 

the 1820's, 1826 being a particularly bad year in the trade for labour. 

In 1829 further major formal reductions in prices for work took place. 

Steady reductions continued until 1836 when better prices were 

obtained for a short while. In 1837 wages were again reduced. 31 

Overall prices for 19 representative items woven in the trade fell 

on average 44% between 1818 and 1837 (54% taking contrast of 1811-14 

- 1838 on nine of these items). The most drastic fall came in the 

1820's. For 17 items listed for 1818-29 there was an average reduc-

tion of 34% and for 12 of those listed for 1829-38 an average reduc

tion of only 11%. The weavers lost the fent (worth 4-5% of the 

finished piece) and in several lines had to weave 10% more cloth to 

the piece. 32 There is no hard evidence on actual money wages over 

time. The contrast of manufacturers talking of gross wages of 16-25s 

per week in 181833 and their acceptance with their employees before 

a Royal Commission of 1842 that they averaged gross lOs per week34 

(net 7s 8d - 7s lId per week) is of limited significance. In bad 

years they may have fallen even lower during the late 1820's and 

1830's (particularly 1829-31). One respectable estimate for 1830 

talked of 6-7s gross (3s 10d net) per week. 35 Even failing to allow 

for the one week in eight the weaver did not work at all because he 

was soliciting new work and changing over from one piece of work to 

another,36 these were starvation wages. Despite a fall in the cost 

of living the only time the weavers did not face hardship was the 

boom period of 1834-6. 

In the heavy sector trades little is known of the nature of 



fluctuations. A limited picture can be built up using indirect 

evidence to supplement what is available. In the heavy lronmaking 

industry there was slow progress until the mid-1820's boom. The 

discontinued pig iron sales from Thorncliffe data illustrate this: 
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Table 6:17 Sale of pig iron from Thorncliffe Ironworks 1820-25. 37 
(£s) 

1820 - 25,725 
1821 - 23,267 
1822 - 21,822 

1823 - 23,339 
1824 - 37,352 
1825 - 49,493 

The prosperity of the industry in the region during this period was 

commented upon by a visiting ironmaster in 1825. Most of the region's 

small furnaces were in full blast, Thorncliffe being the most prosper

ous as a result of good orders for cast ironware from London gas 

companies. Some like Darwin at Elsecar and Chapeltown and the 

Walkers at Rotherham were in difficulties for both financial and 

technical reasons. 38 At Milton there were several changes of part

ners. In 1828 when the same visitor returned, he found low levels 

of production. Darwin had gone bankrupt and new tenants installed 

at Elsecar and Chapel town. Only one furnace was working at the Holmes 

complex and several smaller ironworks situated at Sheffield, Atter

cliffe and Brightside had been run down. The price of iron had fallen 

and local ironmasters were selling at even lower prices than the 

Staffordshire ironmasters. 39 The effect and nature of the pattern of 

fluctuation is further suggested by the limited figures for poor law 

expenditure in the parish of Hoyland where labour working at Milton 

and Elsecar lived: 

Table 6:18 Hoyland Parish poor law expenditure 1822-1832 
(incomplete) {£S)40 

1822 - 630 
1823 - 510 
1824 
1825 - 279 
1826 - 271 
1827 -

1828 - 393 
1829 - 465 
1830 
1831 - 576 
1832 - 603 

The intervening years between 1828 and the boom conditions of 

1834-6 were bad. The region's aggregate production figures for 1830 
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show a level of production little better than that of 1823. Only 

when prices began to improve, slowly from 1833 onwards but signifi

cantly from 1836, did the industry return to full capacity working. 

Nothing is known of money wages in the industry. It is likely 

that in full work ironworks'labour was better paid than most handicraft 

trades, although employers may have used their role of landlords and 

retailers to 'invisibly' exploit labour and reduce wages. In boom 

periods they could restrict labour. In bad times employers, like 

Earl Fitzwilliam and Newton and Chambers, often cushioned labour from 

the hardship faced by urban workers who were less familiar with their 

employers. The demand for coal was broader than that for iron and 

other industrial products and the industry was less subject to the 

same sort of depression in production in slump periods, The canal 

toll and profit indices suggest the range of fluctuations to which 

coal was subject. Actual figures for coal carriage for the first 

half of the period for the Dearne and Dove Canal suggest a stronger 

growth (at least in terms of quantities carried) than the toll figures 

do. The Fitzwilliam estate figures particularly suggest the strong 

growth of the 1830's. 

Table 6:19 Coal Industr~ Growth 1820-~8.41 
(a) Avera e uantities of and 

Dove Canal 1818-18 2 

1818-20 106,337 1827-29 159,667 
1821-23 106,284 1830-32 181,000 
1824-26 138,500 

(b) Fitzwilliam estate coal sales 1820-~8 (tons) 

1820 - 90,612 1827 - 132,563 1834 - 117,607 
1821 - 67,300 1828 - 132,062 1835 - 154,367 
1822 - 87,870 1829 - 119,062 1836 - 186,185 
1823 - 114,530 1830 - 127,586 1837 - 175,095 
1824 - 118,736 1831 - 116,453 1838 - 194,641 
1825 - 142,553 1832 - 124,501 
1826 - 128,367 1833 - 133,208 

Carried forward by the mid-decade boom of the 1830's, production 

increased at an even more rapid rate with new shafts being sunk, 

creating new employment. 42 Of the level of money wages little is 
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known. Coal mining created employment for whole families, children, 

young adults and parents, (although the collier often tried to keep 

his wife and children out of the pit) and this must not be ignored 

in any attempted assessment. In the following chapter the limited 

wage data for the 1820's and 1830's is combined with that for the 

1840's to produce a more coherent picture. This data suggests the 

coalmasters were making labour suffer to maintain profits. 

I 
. I 

I 

I 
I 



Section B 

1) Summary 

Society. Working People and their Struggles in the 
pre-Chartist years. 1820-37. 
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Throughout the period working people were faced with pressures 

on their living standards created by reduction in the price of their 

labour by employers. There was a significant amount of employment 

insecurity reflected in short-time working which additionally reduced 

money wages. At various moments, sections of an increasingly 

industrially self-conscious labour class in the region organized 

themselves to attempt to overcome these pressures on behalf of them

selves and labour collectively. Much of the social aggression of 

this emergent labour class was worked out in the struggle against 

economic rather than political and other forms of exploitation. 

Nevertheless in the mid-decade periods of better trade when its 

industrial organization was more certain, prompted by Radicals and 

Owenites and their periodicals, the economic struggle came to take 

a broader focus. 

2) 'Machines in Constant Motion' - Class Voices 1820-29. 

For a short while in 1820 labour organization in the Sheffield 

cutlery trades nearly compromised itself in a community plan for the 

co-operation of workers, employers, local philanthropists and the 

poor law administrators to creat a common fund to pay the unemployed 

surplus labour in the trades, to create work by 'spade husbandry' 

and to provide doles. 43 It was hoped that this would reduce the 

pressure in the labour market and raise the price of labour to that 

given by the 1810 lists and which respectable employers were prepared 

to pay. In the large and most depressed trade, the spring knife trade, 

the journeymen had dissolved their union as part of the compromise. 44 

The plan failed because the free market anarchism of 'non-respectable' 

factors and small manufacturers continued to force down the price of 

the town's wage labour. This depression of prices continued unopposed 

by organized labour in many branches of the cutlery trades throughout 
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1821 and 1822. In Barnsley the linen weavers continued to be under 

pressure from their employers' reductions. The slow growth of demand 

and a surplus of labour were problems they shared with the workers in 

cutlery and related trades. The region's ironworks' and colliery 

labour similarly faced the pressure of reduction. Nothing is known 

of their attitudes. Popular interest in politics was forgotten 

throughout the region in a day-to-day struggle for material subsis

tence. The Queen Caroline issue of 1820-21 had been left for the 

petty bourgeoisie and others of their social betters to bicker over. 

Now the key priority was the organization of labour for its economic 

self-defence. 

Workers in Sheffield's trades were still in the main intermitt-

ently organized. They had longer traditions of organization. They 

had more opportunity, given their generally greater degree of economic 

independence from their employers. In July 1822, fifteen organized 

branches of the town's trades united as the Sheffield Mechanical 

Trades Association. 45 This was described as 'an Association for the 

protection of the Spring knife, Table knife, SCissor, Pressers, Fork 

and File Trades, and such other trades as may be hereafter admitted'. 

Its existence suggested a strong core of more permanent unions. It 

apPOinted a highly democratic 'Committee of Directors' to implement 

its collective aims of maintaining employment and wages rates and 

controlling entry by apprenticeship. Its power lay in being able to 

demand conformity of its affiliates through the delegates comprising 

it, particularly regarding the amount of work to be done. In 1822 

its common fund, to the tune of £2500, financed a 26-week defensive 

strike in the file trade. This forced the employers to reduce an 

antiCipated 33% reduction in piece rates to one of 12%46 It was 

defended by labour leaders who stated: 

We were driven to it from neceSSity; for wages were 
so very low in some concerns, it was conceived we 
were doing justice only to ourselves, we were willing 
to risk the hazard, in consequence of the men being 
so reduced.

47 
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Nothing more was heard of the Association. A trades' council of the 

sort it represented continued in the town throughout subsequent years 

(evidence emerges from time to time in our later narrative). It was 

supported by a core of strongly organized trades like the fender 

makers, saw makers and grinders and Britannia metalsmiths. These 

represented an 'economic aristocracy' .48 

Trade continued to be poor throughout the region until the middle 

and later part of 1823. The price of labour continued to fall in 

branches of the Sheffield cutlery trades in which cheaper or common 

wares predominated. The spring-knife cutlers were now working for 

only 25% of the 1814 prices for work. 49 Thus the grinders in their 

trade were suffering. 50 Trades dominated by higher quality, higher 

value products were less badly affected, in part because the organiz

ation of labour was stronger. To talk of an 'economic aristocracy' 

composed of skilled workers in the saw, fender, Britannia metal, 
51 

silver and silver-plated trades, is not premature even at this stage. 

However, the mass of labour in the town's trade was in a very dep

ressed, low wage and partially employed situation. 52 In the Barnsley 

linen trade where weavers had continued to earn a reasonable living 

despite the fall in earnings from the levels of 1811-14 and earlier, 

12s per week (including a fent) was said to be an average wage in 

1823. 53 The town's linen manufacturers (the employers) began to 

attempt to further reduce wages more vigorously. On 1 May 1823 they 
54 

announced the fent was to be abolished and the price of work lowered. 

If sold, a yard long fent could be worth about 5% of weekly earnings 

of an adult weaver. 55 If used at home for family clothing, which was 

traditional, it had even more value. 56 The announcement was greeted 

with a strike accompanied by violence that lasted into July and 

August. Then the weavers, many of whom had left the town temporarily, 

returned to work. The press reports and more popular reporting in 

verse and rhyme tell us little about the level of organization among 

the weavers. 57 There were definite leaders like Patrick Flanagan. 
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The 'Valiant Patrick' who 'marshalled all his men' was celebrated in 

a verse of 'The Memorable Battle of Greenfoot'. This celebrated the 

weavers' triumph over blacklegs ignoring the strike call. 58 Whether 

a weavers' union had survived from the earlier years is not known. 

Trade union activity was still concealed in a twilight of illegality. 

Trade began to improve generally in the autumn of 1823. In 

July the Sheffield Iris had noted the falling off of casual payments 

to the out-poor. 59 By early 1824 recovery was much more marked. 

Against this background the winter of 1823-4 saw further evidence of 

the strength of organized labour among the Sheffield trades. This 

was in a response to the national campaign to repeal the Combination 

Laws. In December 1823 a public meeting was held at the Town Hall. 

This was openly addressed by several of the town's labour leaders. 

Chaired by John Sheldon, a sympathetic 'respectable tradesman', the 

meeting was addressed by Robert Wright, Joseph Bullock (filesmith), 

Anthony Yates and a man called Evans. Their speeches show they had 

an understanding of the nature of labour and its true worth. Wright 

observed of the Combination Laws: 

I believe them to be a direct infringement on the rights 
of a British subject. To whom or what man has the 
Almighty given power to dictate to me what price to fix 
on my own property, the labour of my hands, by which 
myself and dependants are to subsist? I have no right 
to dictate to our master at what price he shall sell 
his goods. Are they not his own property? Why, then, 
should these laws dictate by what means a workman should 
obtain a proper price for his labour, and subject him to 
penalties and imprisonment for adopting such measures as 
his circumstances may render absolutely necessary? 

Seven resolutions were passed. These included, a demand for a petition, 

a request for the help of county members, a proposal to set up a local 

committee of action, an assertion of the right to petition and local 

complaints about the use of the poor law system to lower wages. The 

language emphasized the class nature of the law. The second resolution 

read: 
That it has been found, that the law, as it now stands, 
precludes the industrious mechanic from even attempting 
to obtain a fair remuneration for his labour. But on the 



contrary, it empowers the employer under the protection 
of these partial laws to use their united efforts to 
reduce the price of labour to so low a pitch as totally 
to destroy the possibility of the employed supporting 
their respective families' 60 
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Trade continued to improve in 1824. The price of labour was low. 

Mild inflation, accompanying the boom, began to reduce real wages even 

more than pressure of the employers on money wages. Working people 

were prompted to act on a wide range of issues to maintain their 

living standards. In Sheffield and elsewhere they participated in the 

agitation against the Corn Laws. They were led by sections of the 

petty bourgeois and superior bourgeois classes. 6l In the parallel 

agitation against the Combination Laws, with which working people 

could more fully identify, the town's labour leaders played a central 

role. 62 Working people were drawn into direct industrial action 

especially with the recent repeal of the Combination Laws. Even the 

weaker groups of industrial workers like the Sheffield spring-knife 

cutlers were active. In May over 1600 of them struck work for the 

price of 1810. They claimed they were receiving only 50% of this 

price, averaging 9-11 shillings per week. With the help of better 

organized Sheffield trades such as the Britannia metalsmiths they 

gained an improved price close to the l8l0level. 63 

Throughout the year deputations of local labour leaders attended 

the parliamentary committees relating to the Combination Laws and 

trade union activity. A 'Committee of Mechanics to Promote the Repeal 

of the Combination Laws' was meeting regularly throughout the earlier 

part of the year at the 'London 'Prentice' tavern in West Bar in 

Sheffield. 64 The local deputies reported back to what represented 

the equivalent of a trades' council. The organized Sheffield trades 

appeared to be working with others from nearby towns. Resolutions 

made at a meeting in July showed they were in contact with the Barnsley 

weavers. 65 

The industrial activities of the weavers and the region's other 

workgroups, the colliers and ironworkers (both outworkers and iron-



324 

works' labour), were unreported. The weavers, despite better trade, 

because of the competition they faced were not in a position to do 

more than fight defensively for existing levels of wages. They had 

a tradition of organization like the colliers and ironworkers. Iron-

works' labour was still too fragmented to struggle for improved wages. 

The miners had begun to organize a 'Coal Miners Union of Sheffield 

and its Neighbourhood' in 1824-25. This tried to regulate entry and 

maintain wages in the trade. Colliery labour was still too fragmented 

and the union's survival beyond the boom years 1824-5 is doubtful. 66 

Trade continued to improve in the earlier part of 1825. 67 Working 

people continued to be drawn into a wide range of agitations. In 

March the Sheffield Iris, referring to the number of petitions being 

organized, backhandedly commented on the connection between the low 

level of political and social aggression and period of relative 

prosperity: 

But there is another rather curious circumstance connected 
with the rage for petitioning at the present time, and 
that is, the apparent indifference of the people at large, 
respecting the petitions which are recommended for their 
adoption •••• their absence from the meetings proves that 
they were much better employed than in losing their 
precious time, for the gratification of idle curiosity. 
Had our warehouses, workshops, and smithies not been more 
thronged with the business which belongs immediately to 
each, we should have witnessed clamorous and impatient 
multitudes at each of these opportunities, struggling to 
vent their indignation against the real or supposed 
authors of their hardships and privations. 

More interestingly the Iris demanded: 

What is become of all the radicalism, that was abroad 
throughout the manufacturing districts, six or seven 
years ago? It is vanished like the fumes of intoxication 
after a night's sleep.68 

Below the levels of 'respectable' social activity that the Iris con-

descended to observe and comment on, the popular radical cause was 

still kept alive in Sheffield (and probably Barnsley). Throughout 

the earlier 1820's Carlile's Republican, Cobbett's Register and 

Moralist and Wooler's Black Dwarf had been sold (and bartered for) 

by democratic sympathizers among the labouring population by a number 
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of highly motivated radical activists. One of these, William Holmes, 

had come to Sheffield in 1823 to act as an agent for Carlile. At 

his 28 Westbar Green address he plied his trade as a shoemaker while 

running a radical bookshop-reading room. In 1824 he installed a press 

on the premises. His shop, described in 1825 as the centre for 

'Paine, Palmer, Carlile, Volney, Voltaire ••• and all the best writers 

on Anti-Christian subjects', was the centre for the mysterious 'Paine 

Club'. which existed in the mid-1820's.69 Despite the activity in 

this 'underworld' the Iris was correct in suggesting a period of 

political stillness regarding the issue of parliamentary reform. 

However, some of the latent or suppressed political energy 

found outlets in the new mature social aggression expressed by the 

town's labour leaders. A resolution made at one of several meetings 

of trade unionists70called in April and May 1825 to mobilize support 

against the proposals to re-enact the harsh Combination Laws stated: 

In order to preserve those privileges to which as 
mechanics, we are entitled, it is imperiously necessary, 
on the present occasion, to unite for the mutual support 
of each other, against the attempts at present making, 
to place the working classes in that state of enthral
ment from which they have been so recently released. 71 

In part this energy could be found in the continued industrial 

aggression maintained in this boom period. All at once in August 

there was a surge of this aggression throughout the region. The 

Sheffield edge tool forgers struck for a 15% rise on average wages 

of 17-22s per week. 72 There were suggestions of colliers in the 

region demanding improved wage standards73and of Barnsley weavers 

attempting to win back some of the losses of 1823. 74 These demands 

were made against the returning tide of industrial depression. In 

November the edge tool forgers went back to work without an advance. 75 

In the face of this the regional and inter-regional unity of organized 

labour was illustrated by the positive reception a delegation of 

Bradford weavers and woolcombers got when they arrived in the region 

to solicit funds to maintain their four month old strike. 76 
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The winter of 1825-6, marked by slight local symptoms of 

national financial panic, saw the trades of the region in a very 

depressed condition.?? This depression continued throughout 1826. 

Organized labour was in a weak bargaining Position.?8 In Sheffield 

the weakest groups like the spring knife cutlers had no power at all. 

This group's funds were exhausted and they threw themselves on the 

mercy of the charitable instincts of the community. In adversity 

such a group appeared to maintain a dignified self-control.?9 Vicar 

Sutton, writing to the Government to obtain relief for Sheffield in 

June, noted, 'twice a day the most numerous body of workmen, the 

spring knife cutlers, call over the names of those of their body who 

are unemployed to prevent them spending time in public houses' .80 

The wages of workers in the town's other common ware trades also 

deteriorated. The workers in such trades saw their decline as long 

term. A worker in the spring knife trade described the situation 

thus: 

Since the commencement of the French Revolution, every 
article and necessary of life, in this town, had mater
ially advanced: has the price of labour of its artisans 
in the trade to which I belong? I will boldly answer; 
No; that even those prices given in the factories of 
the most respectability, such as Messrs J.Rodgers and 
Sons, are not above the prices paid for work forty 
years ago. 81 

In some of the Sheffield cutlery trades, labour organization had 

recovered some of its earlier position, especially that achieved by 

the 1810 and 1814 lists. This was true up to 1823. Well organized 

groups like the file smiths suffered only half the loss of the spring 

knife cutlers. 82 Grinders in all branches lost far less than the other 

workers because of their industrial strength. 83 Outside the cutlery 

trades, as within, skilled workers maintained a significant differ

ential. A correspondent of the Sheffield Mercury noted in June 1826, 

'the respectable part of the working classes were never so well off 

in this town, as they have been, generally during the last thirty 

years'. This he justified in purchases of clothing, bedding and 

furniture. 84 The town's 'economic aristocracy' was small and contained 



at best no more than a tenth of its workforce. Even within this 

group there was a threat of fluctuations in earnings. 85 
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The region's other workgroups were badly hit by the depression. 

The Barnsley linen trade was described as being in a very depressed 

state. General Byng, surveying the industrial districts of the West 

Riding to assess the claims that radical political activity was re-

appearing in industrial agitation in Lancashire and the West Riding, 

observed in May: 

There certainly is much distress in this Riding. The 
several failures of the winter have created a scarcity 
of money which is felt by all descriptions but most so 
in the Manufacturing part. There have been persons 
going about in all parts endeavouring to excite dis
turbances, and several engaged in the riots in Lanca
shire are vagabonds about this part of the country •••• 
The People however generally are disposed to be quiet 
- a revival in trade would ensure their continuing so. 

He noted many of Barnsley's linen weavers were out of work and others 

on two-thirds work. An isolated strike at a nearby colliery did not 

indicate new found social aggression amongst the region's small collier 

86 population. Like ironworks' labour, the colliers appeared to bear 

the effects of depression in silence. Lord Wharncliffe, a leading 

member of the local elite, wrote to the Home Office in August hinting 

at expected social disturbances in the coming winter: 

I do not believe that there will be any revival of 
trade sufficient to give employment to those immense 
bodies of people, and it is quite impossible to 
suppose that the present distress when it is increased 
by the season can be patiently borne.87 

Popular reaction found only limited political expression in the winter 

of 1826-7. Locally it had little political shape. Despite the insult 

of another electoral charade that year,88 there were few voices naive 

enough to advocate the old isolated political strategies of constitu

tionalist petitioning and pressuring supported by the potential threat 

of an armed rising of the people. The leaders of the emergent labour 

class were too realistic to be drawn into schemes for a purely politi

cal revolution. They generated and channelled constructive energies 



328 

into economic organization with subordinate political purposes. 

When these failed too, the mass found no appeal in isolated political 

strategy. They lived out the crisis using their own resources. This 

self-sufficiency was reflected in the likely growth of criminal activ

ity in the middle and later 1820's. 

Table 6:20 Criminal activity 1820-30 
(a) Commitals to trial for felonies and Game Law 

offences ordered by the Sheffield magistrates 
1819-1830 (April-April) 89 

Felonies 

157 
150 

Game Law offences 
1819-20 
1820-21 
1821-22 
1822-23 
1823-24 
1824-25 
1825-26 
1826-27 
1827-28 
1828-29 
1829-30 

94 
106 
110 
122 

98 
142 
182 
161 
127 

1 
1 

1 

12 
2 
8 
4 

(b) Felons committed in West Riding to Wakefield 
House of Correction 90 

1819 - 168 
1820 - 240 
1821 - 157 
1822 - 152 
1823 - 119 

1824 - 194 
1825 - 175 
1826 - 215 
1827 - 265 
1828 - 276 

1829 - 297 
1830 - 269 

Religious 'enthusiasm' played a diminished role in providing 

a psychological 'safety valve' for maSs aggressions. Expansion 

among all three Methodist connexions - the Wesleyans, Kilhamites and 

Primitives - had been more a feature of the earlier part of the decade. 

Even then there were few suggestions of any rise in the psychic 

'barometer'. Wesleyan expansion, prompted by the explosion of 

Primitive recruitment in the first two or three years of the decade, 

was continuous but on a low level. 
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Connexion 
wesleyan 

Circuit 
Sheffield 
Bamsley 
Doncaster 
Rotherham 

Total 

Primitive 
Circuit 
Sheffield 
Bams1ey 

Total 
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Methodist expansion 1820-30 91 

Years (numbers reported at annual July Conferences) 
1820 1821 1822 1823 1824 1825 1826 1827 1828 1829 1830 

2515 2500 2606 2700 2820 3000 3100 3140 3200 3100 3090 
480 560 621 650 700 700 710 917 940 700 668 
756 1020 1106 1080 1080 1100 1190 1120 1130 1132 1200 
930 930 1060 1150 1300 1200 1100 1120 1150 1170 1216 

4681 5010 5383 5580 5900 6000 6100 6297 6420 6102 6174 

1129 500 395 
704 869 500 

1833 1369 895 

260 422 
498 375 
758 797 

Sheffield Society 

Kilhamite 

99 86 90 91 96 128 114 

Circuit 
Sheffield 
Barnsley 

Total 

526 503 522 492 540 570 544 532 512 556 673 
378 300 326 312 286 288 290 390 520 500 440 
904 803 848 804 826 858 834 922 1032 1056 1113 

Between mid-1826 and 1827 there appeared in both Bamsley Wesleyan 

and Kilhamite circuits signs of significant revivalist expansion (29.1% 

Wesleyan and 33% Kilhamite growth). Primitive Methodism's energies 

locally appeared very limited. A Rotherham camp meeting in August 

1826 failed in an attempt to imitate the huge Mexborough meeting of 

1821. 92 Local factors were more relevant to explain this than the 

general economic depression of local trades because the revival was 

not universal. Other forms of popular plebeian religion existed, like 

the Baptists and sects like the Southcottians. The insignificant 

expansion of Methodism, the most widespread popular religion, generally 

continued to emphasize the cultural alienation of the emergent labour 

class from the classes trying to dominate it and to reflect, even in 

a negative form, the cultural self-assertion of a,class in the making. 

The pressure of harvest shortage and hunger directed the energies 

of stronger elements of organized labour into renewed agitation against 

the Corn Laws. A public meeting at Sheffield Town Hall on 20 November 
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1826 saw the leading labour class Sheffield trade union and political 

leaders, Joseph Bullock (Filesmiths), Joseph Kirk (Filesmiths), . 

Thomas Booth (Britannia metalsmiths), Robert Wright, John Sheldon 

and several less familiar names (Bradshaw, Hill, Bishop), sharing & 

platform with James Montgomery and several other patrician members 

of the local elite. 93 Over 2600 signatures were collected against 

the Corn Laws and by December 7500 had been obtained. 94 The depression 

of trade had not totally paralysed the emergent labour class. 

Not until the spring and summer months of 1827 was there a sign 

of upturn in the region's industrial economy. The winter months of 

early 1827 had been exceptionally severe95with widespread short-time 

working. Sheffield families pawned their bedding, clothes and furni

ture to supplement 'working' family incomes of 10-11s per week. 96 

Economic revival in the region was slow and based on low prices for 

labour and finished products and hence low profits. 97 When it came 

it was confined to certain sections of the region's industries. Of 

the Sheffield trades, the razor trade and the hardware trades were 

fully employed. 98 Lighter and cheaper ware trades were not. 99 With 

the competition of cotton goods, only a third of the looms in the 

linen trades were said to be in use in September and heavy stocks 

piled up in the manufacturers' warehouses. lOO The region's ironworks 

and collieries were only slowly picking up work. lOl Labour everywhere 

was economically weak, except for groups like the Sheffield Britannia 

metalsmiths, filesmiths and the grinders. The latter group in their 

various sections continued 'rattening' non-union men and the irrespons-

ible masters who used them and demonstrated their greater degree of 
102 

economic independence irrespective of the phases of the business cycle. 

Through 1828 a slight upturn continued. The American tariff 

hit the cutlery trade and related Sheffield trades with strong depend

ence on this market. l03 Any progress was based on low prices and 

profits in all the region's trades. Labour's wages in cutlery, 

related workshop metalworking, linen weaving, coal mining and iron 
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founding deteriorated with little fight back from organized labour. 

In the cutlery trades there was a short-lived attempt in 1828 by an 

'association' of journeymen cutlers to get the Cutlers' Company and 

the manufacturers to work out a system of regularized production and 

take it out of the hands of 'small masters' and 'factor-masters'. A 

public declaration of the journeymen declared to the regular masters 

in August 1828: 

We submit for your consideration the inconsistent manner 
in which cutlers working for different warehouses are 
paid for their work, whereby they can seldom obtain a 
living price, consequently, they are deprived of all the 
comforts of life, and many cases get into debt to relieve 
themselves and their families. 

At the same time this section of journeymen interest deferred to the 

employers: 

At the same time, you, as masters, are labouring under 
many inconveniences peculiar to yourselves, whereby our 
trade is much discouraged, and your profits and real 
interest much obstructed. l04 

Despite the growing polarization of master and man in the workshop 

situation the 'craft mentality', uniting master and man in adherence 

to traditional guild ideals of 'fair price', 'just wages' and guarant-

eeing employment to those who had served apprenticeships, was not 

dead. This 'association' however was short-lived and no more was 

heard about it. 

Trade continued to improve on the same terms of low wages, prices 

and profits, in the winter months of 1828_9.105 One group of Sheffield 

workers, the table knife grinders, attempted to obtain better wages. 106 

Industrial struggle and political agitation continued on a low level 

despite the political activity involved in petitioning and counter

petitioning relating to the issue of Catholic EmanciPation.107 During 

the spring and summer of 1829 trade severely deteriorated for a short 

time and against this background workers in the cutlery and linen 

trades faced considerable reductions. In Sheffield's healthy file 

trade some masters were discounting the men between ld and 3d in the 
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shilling on finished work. l08 This prompted a strike spanning 

several weeks in July and August. With the picking up of the trade 

this was amicably ended. l09 In the other cutlery trades labour was 

too weak to fight. The linen weavers, after nearly six more years of 

wage reduction since 1823, were forced to fight because of the star-

vation level the employers had driven them to. The history of the 

1829 strike warrants a detailed study because in a moment's anger we 

see dominant attitudes built up in the weaving districts in the 1820's. 

Its results significantly affected the class struggle in Barnsley 

through the 1830's. 

The strike began with one employer's attempts to impose a 30% 

reduction on his paying rate for weaving 'ducks', a common item. 110 

The weavers met to confront this master only to find the other masters 

were behind him with a new proposed list of prices. Over several days 

angry negotiations took place and the magistrate had to swear in 150 

special constables and call in some Lancers from Sheffield barracks. 

A new list of prices was worked out against a violent background of 

confrontations between employers, military and magistrates on the one 

hand and weavers on the other. Because of some compromise between 

the parties a short-term peaceful solution was obtained. III The 

worsening of trade and particularly the competition in a shrinking 

market of other English linen manufacturing towns (like Darlington) 

hit the Barnsley area's trade even more. In July 500 weavers were 

led by two of their leaders (Patrick Flanagan and William Ashton) in 

a march to Wentworth (Earl Fitzwilliam's seat) to ask for help. 

Fitzwilliam and other local gentry, as well as the public of Barnsley, 

contributed to a 'Weavers' Distress Fund' .112 

Throughout August masters pushed for a further reduction as looms 

ceased to work through loss of trade. 113 By then, of 3763 looms in the 

Barnsley and surrounding districts, only 170 looms were said to be in 

full work, 1689 were partially employed and 1844 were totally idle. 114 

A new list was proposed which drastically undercut the 2 June list. 
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The weavers replied with mass meetings and angry resolutions. Two 

meetings were held on the Monday (24) and Wednesday (26) during the 

last week of August. The Monday meeting heard the angry voices of the 

weavers' leaders (particularly William Ashton, Patrick Flanagan and 

Peter Hoey) spelling out the class conscious social aggression of the 

weavers. Ashton, sneering at a petty tradesman who had been asked to 

chair the meeting, observed: 

It seems rather extraordinary that we have not one friend 
in the town that is inclined to take the Chair. They all 
decline the honour which we wish to confer upon them, for 
I say it is an honour to be elected Chairman by poor 
people. When a meeting was held (Feb. 1829] to petition 
against the Catholic claims, a person was proposed, and 
he had no hesitation in taking the Chair. We must stand 
opposed to manufacturers for they are a tyrannical set 
of men. 

The other speakers concentrated on the economic aspects of the question. 

They talked of a 'famine price' for labour, of the similar conditions 

of weavers in Spitalfields, Norwich and Ireland, and of the rapid 

decline of trade since the better days of the early 1820's. They 

attacked the masters' hypocrisy in reducing prices after saying ~ week 

earlier that they could make profits on the levels set by the 2 June 

list. Ashton went on to sharpen the weavers' social and political 

consciousness with some strictures on the 'lessons of history': 

When we were petitioners for reform, the manufacturers 
came forward to give you bullets instead of bread; and 
on a late occasion when petitioning for the rights of 
Catholics, they were the first to come forward to 
oppose the motion. But you were determined not to be 
put down, and it gives me great gratification to see 
you animated by the same Spirit now. 

At the Wednesday meeting similar sentiments were echoed. Ashton, 

who talked of the wider exploitation of working people with references 

to proposed legislation to allow dissection of the dead and to the 

Corn Laws, tellingly confronted the weavers with the social contra

dictions of the society in which they lived. He referred to 'the law 

that allows Prince Leopold to receive £50,000 a year, while there are 

500 men here that have not a bite of bread'. Frank Mirfield spelt out 
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this social contradiction in more direct terms, drawing their attention 

to low wages, 'the cause of our meagre faces and emaciated constitu-

tions racked up by famine and distress'. In his words was contained 

more than a suggestion of a fundamental understanding of the nature, 

value and rights of labour: 

The labouring class constitute the greatest mass of 
people in every country; they are the machines that 
keep it in constant motion: they feed and clothe the 
rest, and, surely for doing this they are entitled to 
a belly-fUll themselves. 

There were hints of desperation characteristic of starvation politics 

in the speech despite the dignity of the resolutions passed. Ashton's 

final words were forming on the lips of many hungry weavers: 

My determination is this - before I would die for want 
of bread I would exterminate two or three of the tyrants 
that were the cause of it. 

Following the masters' decline of the final demand of the 

'Weavers' Committee' to re-think the new list, the houses of three 

large manufacturers were attacked by over 500 weavers. The military 

were called in from Sheffield and more special constables were sworn 

in. The magistrates sat all Thursday managing the town's return to 

order. William Ashton was arrested for inciting violence and was 

later released on bail. With the other leaders he went to address a 

mass meeting on May Day Green later that day. Caution was advised 

and the violence temporarily subsided.115 On Monday (31 August) the 

weavers, despite the magistrates' restrictions, held a mid-day meeting 

in the Market Place to discuss the issues further. Throughout the week 

mounting frustration was expressed in acts of incendiarism. The 

employers were in turmoil. As the Leeds Mercury reported, 'almost 

every warehouse in the town is converted into a sort of garrison, with 

arms, ammunition,.116 There were rumours that the burning of barns 

on the outskirts of town were a diversion in order to let the weavers 

attack the warehouses in the town. The magistrates banned another 

mass meeting the weavers planned for Thursday 3 September. More 
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troops arrived on Thursday as the linen manufacturers began to imple

ment the new list prices. These represented a 9-10% reduction on the 

June 1829 lists. 117 The weavers' turnout, which had only been partial 

and intermittent since June, now became total. A new 'Weavers' Comm

ittee' took over direct management of the strike. On 7 September 

this body called another mass meeting on Market Hill. Leading members 

of the Committee, including William Ashton, Frank Mirfield, Samuel 

Hoyle, William Richards, Patrick Flanagan and Terence Kelly, addressed 

the meeting. This time Ashton was not alone in forcing wider issues 

into the open. Richard Jackson, the young weaver demagogue of the 

post-war struggles of 1816-20 now fulfilling his political calling 

while travelling as a tea dealer, returned to the platform to remind 

his brothers in labour: 

I am well aware that if we gain our object, it will not 
restore us to freedom, happiness and comfort. Even the 
list prices are a famine price, and if we work at the 
list prices we are obliged to rise up early in the 
morning and work late at night; and yet be clothed in 
rags and plagued with twinges. We must look for Parlia
mentary Reform, and petition for a redress of grievances 
under which we suffer. 

Jackson echoed the old radical demands for abolishing political 

corruption and mismanagement. He was particularly aggressive about 

the £7 million cost of a standing army, 'this to give us bullets when 

we cry for bread'. He claimed 'fat and jolly soldiers' alone kept 

the English subjugated. This was, he claimed, 'an indication that 

the system is fast approaching to a conclusion'. For he recalled, 

'the celebrated Mr Paine said, if Mr Pitt lived to the age of man, 

which I suppose is three score and ten, he would live to see the end 

of his system' .118 

Throughout the week strike-breaking labour was attacked as the 

strike was vigorously enforced. Several arrests followed. 119 The 

following Monday (14), a thousand weavers met in the Market Place to 

organize a deputation of their number to present a memorial to the 

Prime Minister (the Duke of Wellington) who was visiting Doncaster 
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further afield in the North to seek out the facts on comparative 

prices for labour. The memorial, which attacked Free Trade which 

it claimed as the root cause of distress, was accepted by the Duke 

who promised to put it befora the Board of Trade. 120 

The strike was solidly kept up during the next week with a 

collection of funds being organized among those weavers not in a 
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distressed state who were employed by masters paying the June prices. 

On the following Monday a public discussion involving the editors of 

leading Leeds newspapers (Edward Baines (Mercury) and John Foster 
122 

(Patriot» and the town's employers and weavers' leaders took place. 

Baines tried to show that Free Trade was not the cause of distress. 

The weavers' leaders would not accept this. They, like Foster, saw 

Free Trade as one of several important causes including taxation and 

currency shortages. They agreed with Baines that political corruption 

was also at the heart of the matter. Ashton cut right through the 

Free Trade propaganda. Coming back on Baines' argument that exports 

had increased threefold in the three years, he noted that now only a 

third of the old level of production was maintained: 

The cause of the increase of exports is, the poor have 
not got the money wherewith to purchase shirts to their 
backs, and therefore they are forced to send, on specu
lation abroad, that which the poor ought to consume at 
home. 

He provided some interesting political arithmetic: 

A thousand looms produced 2,600,000 fards of cloth more 
for the same money in one year (1828), as they did in 
1825, and if these 2,600,000 were in the same ratio as 
in 1825 the weavers would receive £13,000 more than they 
do at present. You know that there are 4000 looms in 
Barnsley and its Vicinity, so that they ought to produce 
10,400,000 yards more now, than in 1825 for the same 
money. But if these were paid for as in the above year, 
(and why not since provisions were nearly as dear; and 
taxes doubled) it would put in circulation £52,000 more 
a year than is in circulation at present. 

Mixed in with the several familiar explanations of distress was some 

solid anti-capitalist sentiment generated by the experience of con-
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tinuous wage reduction. Ashton stated, 'I believe competition does 

no good to the poor, for the manufacturer throws the evil from his 

own shoulders upon that of the labourer'. There was as yet however 

little thinking about alternatives, although this was to be the year 

when a new surge of co-operative energy was discovered among the 

region's labour class. 

Such encounters of ideas were replaced in the next few days by 

the commencement of the strike's disintegration into open violence. 

On Thursday 1 October the climax to some earlier skirmishes between 

striking and strike-breaking weavers came. 123 Several hundred weavers 

attacked strike-breakers' houses in Dodworth. The troops and special 

constables were called in to restore order and nineteen arrests were 

made. Warrants were issued for the principal speakers at a meeting 

on the Barebones before the violence on Thursday. Of these Ashton, 

Mirfield, Jackson and Kelly escaped and only Flanagan was immediately 

arrested. l24 The Weavers' Committee survived this blow and the 

violence towards strike-breakers continued in the first three weeks 

of October. l25 In the first week weavers taking work out in the 

nearby countryside at Hoyland Swaine were attacked. 126 During the 

second week some weavers tried to return to work in Barnsley but were 

forced to rejoin the strike.127 More arrests of strikers were made 

but the violence, and with it the general solidarity of the weavers, 

continued. l28 Meetings to boost morale were kept up by a shadowy 

committee. Women were particularly prominent in the last stages of 

the strike.129 Solidarity was maintained despite arrests and intimi

dation until the end of October. 130 The weavers were forced back to 

work at the new list price during the first two weeks of November.13l 

The pursuit of their leaders continued. Ashton and Mirfield were 
133 

taken in November132 but Jackson remained at liberty until March 1830. 

Subsequently Ashton and Mirfield were sentenced to fourteen years 

transportation at the Yorkshire Lent Assizes in March 1830.134 Most 

of the eleven weavers tried at the West Riding Quarter Sessions in 
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October had received short (1-3 months) terms of imprisonment with 

hard labour in Wakefield House of Correction. 135 The majority of 

the others were tried at the Assizes with Ashton and Mirfield. As 

if to compensate for the antiCipated harsh verdicts on Ashton and 

Mirfield, the Jury found these not guilty.136 

The weavers' organization was badly weakened for the moment. 

There were hints of a co-operative production being attempted. These 

took place in the context of wider co-operative activity in the weaving 

districts. 137 During the winter of 1829-30 there was vindication of 

claims made during the strike that life in Barnsley was worse than 

it had been in Ireland.138 In January 1830 the Sheffield Iris 

reported on the desperation of journeymen weavers earning 3s 10d per 

week after deductions. 139 The same month the Mercury revealed the 

terrible situation in the surrounding villages of Kexborough, Darton, 

Cawthorne, Hoyland Swaine, Clayton, Denaby and High Hoyland. Here 

unemployed weavers were said to be working on the roads to support, 

'half naked, starved, hungered and death-like children' .140 Such 

conditions were not exclusively restricted to this northern edge of 

the region. Outside it, the woollen districts to the north were 

suffering as badly.141 Although the metal working districts around 

Sheffield were not as badly hit by the depreSSion of trade, an 

investigation of a Parliamentary Select Committee revealed the 

prevalence of low wages in the Sheffield trades. This claimed that 

over two-thirds of the workmen earned no more than 16s a week. 142 

Talk of the 'spirit of emigration fast extending itself' and of 

grinders and filemakers emigrating to the United States in the pages 

of the March editions of the Sheffield Mercury hinted at what was 

going on.143 The increase in the level of indicted crime further 

indicated the town's economic stagnation. On the eve of the Reform 

Bill crisis the working people of industrial South Yorkshire, includ-

ing cutlers, related workshop metalworkers, weavers, colliers and 

ironworks' labour, and among whom there was a labour class in the 



making, found their potential political energies drained in the 

day-to-day struggle for material existence. 

3) Betrayalt Old Echoes and the New Voices Heard during the 
Reform Crisis 1830-32 
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The level of commercial activity in the region increased only 

slightly in the spring of 1830.144 The amount of work available 

increased, but prices, wages and profits remained low. Labour was 

in a weak bargaining position, largely because of the surplus of 

labour. Even among the Sheffield trades where there were groups of 

workers like the sawmakers, filemakers, file smiths and Britannia 

metalsmiths who were able to maintain continuous industrial organiz

ation, the weakened ranks of organized labour were struggling to 

maintain a newly formed defensive alliance. A 'Trades' General Union' 

of united trade unions was unsuccessfully trying to get the employers 

to collaborate in a joint fund to keep surplus labour out of the 

market. 145 Outside Sheffield labour was less united. Colliers and 

ironworks' labour were un-organized, only in boom conditions were 

they strong enough even to think about organization. The weavers no 

longer had an active union. Isolated groups attempting co-operative 

production as a new solution reflected a temporary turning away from 

direct collective mass action. 

Throughout the remainder of 1830 the region's emergent labour 

class was forced towards renewed political activism. Already among 

certain groups, in certain Situations, the political temper of the 

labour class had been demonstrated. Among the Barnsley weavers and 

Sheffield metalworkers, the Catholic Emancipation issue had forced 

politics into the open in 1829. The depth of the weavers' economic 

desperation had already forced them to reconsider the question of 

political reform. Cobbett's Register was still widely read, and this 

was reflected by the large audiences Cobbett drew in January 1830 

when he visited the region on a lecture tour. 146 
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The issue of political reform was being raised in the political 

nation and was being taken up by the disenfranchised bourgeois and 

petty bourgeois classes. 147 Birmingham was the new focus for a new 

extra-parliamentary campaign conducted by these classes in the early 

part of 1830. In other large industrial towns such as Sheffield a 

process of petitioning for limited reform began in this period.148 

It was however the death of the King and the holding of an election 

against the background of the July revolution in France which really 

gave impetus to the struggle for political reform. In this working 

people were to play an increasingly significant independent role. 

The new parliament contained groupings more favourable to some measure 

of reform. The West Riding had sent four reform candidates to West

minster. In the autumn of 1830 against a national background of rural 

violence in the south, industrial unrest in the north and the extension 

of revolution on the European continent, it became apparent that reform 

would become a reality. The formation of a new ministry was acceler

ated by popular violence in London in November. In the provinces the 

political significance of the working people assumed greater propor

tions. 

In Sheffield respectable or bourgeois reformers prepared to 

launch a political association similar to the Birmingham Political 

Union. In November a preparatory meeting of 'Friends of Parliamentary 

Reform' took place in the Albion Hotel. 149 In early December they 

presided over a 5000-strong mass meeting to launch their petition 

for reform.150 The leadership they gave was typical of that of 

bourgeois and petty bourgeois political radicalism. It was against 

corruption but it had no definite commitment to universal suffrage 

and had a limited vision of the wider dimensions of social justice. 

Working people saw political reform as the key to remove the many 

other impositions upon them. They saw the reform campaign as a 

potential channel for all their grievances to be articulated. The 

hold of this leadership group continually prevented this. Working 
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people lacked a consistent political leadership from below. What 

political education they were receiving came from diverse, unco-

ordinated sources, including respectable reformers, Cobbett's 

Register, the unstamped press generally, trade union politicians and 

itinerant political orators. Regarding this last influence, the 

region had been visited during 1830 by Cobbett and John Thelwall (the 

SCI veteran).151 In November, at both Barnsley and Sheffield, two 

other less familiar itinerants, 'Elias' and 'Shiloh' (Southcottian 

'prophets'), went through a very interesting political routine. The 

Sheffield Mercury reported: 

The 'Prophets' opened the campaign by a volley of the 
coarsest abuse on the bishops and clergy of the Estab
lishment, and on the 'black coated' gentry in general, 
sparing neither sect nor party. The bishops were com
pared to cabbage stalks and all other ministers of 
religion were styled reverend devils, and thieves and 
robbers. The whole county was next denounced as in a 
state of complete vassalage to priestly domination; 
and then a sudden and inflammatory transition was made 
to colonial slavery and white slavery in the mills of 
Bradford, Leeds and elsewhere, ridiculing the emanci- 152 
pation of the former while the latter existed at home. 

Despite these active influences, the mass of working people, and the 

labour class emerging from it, had no strong voice on the public 

platform. Isaac Ironside, a young petty bourgeois who was associated 

with the respectable reformers, and Charles Alcock, a tradesman of 

similar standing who was related to John Alcock the SSCI veteran, 

came closest to representing the social and political perspectives 

of the working people at the mass December meeting. They sought to 

introduce a radical petition for more thorough reform. Other under

reported voices joined them, particularly that of Bishop, a workman 

and local labour leader. Bishop observed; 

I am a working man, and I know that a working man has 
as much right to give his opinion as a nobleman has. 
I have heard men, on these steps, say that I have not 
a right to vote because I have no property. I have 
property, my labour is my propertY'153 

The labour class continued to find its identity in economic 

struggle against the wider background of a nation-wide surge in trade 
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union, co-operative and radical political organization. In December 

two Manchester delegates, possibly from a branch of the National 

Union of the Working Classes (NUWC) , met Sheffield's labour leaders 
154 

in an attempt to get them to adopt similar principles of organization. 

The results of this approach are not known. Trade was now picking up 

in early 1831. A magistrate observed that in Sheffield, 'a good 

feeling prevails among all classes of the population and happily they 

are pretty well employed,.155 The Sheffield 'Trades' General Union' 

came out more into the open acting as an aggressive trade union 

alliance defending the actions of various trades. In the early months 

of 1831 it helped sections of the table knife trade in a successful 

strike for prices closer to those of 1810.156 The bulk of the locally 

organized labour class passively watched the struggle for political 

reform unfolding. In Parliament the Whigs were drafting a reform 

bill. This was presented in March. Accompanying this process mass 

petitions were collected nationally by the newly-formed respectable 

Political Unions. The Sheffield Political Union declared itself in 

January 1831.157 A petition with over 13,000 Sheffield signatures 

was presented along with other petitions from the region's smaller 

towns where similar extra-parliamentary activity was also going on. 158 

Mass meetings were held in all the active towns.159 In April 1831 

the bill met significant opposition and parliament dissolved. Again 

mass meetings were held and funds were collected to urge the reforming 

interest in the May elections onwards. 160 The Sheffield Trades' Union 

voted £20 to the reform candidates in the coming county election.16l 

Organized labour was making a political commitment and it was one 

distinct from the respectable reformers. 

The ritual of local parliamentary elections attracted large 

crowds in an election where as usual the mass of working people had 

no meaningful role to Play.162 In the new Parliament in which the 

four newly elected West Riding reform members sat, a new reform bill 

was being passed through the summer and autumn of 1831. In late 
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September the threat of the House of Lords to destroy the bill caused 

political unions like the SPU to organize petitions and mass meetings 

to urge the Lords to pass the bill.163 Petitioning failed and the 

Lords' rejection in early October led to an angry reaction in the 

country. Noisy but managed mass meetings accompanied by violence 

took place at Nottingham, Derby and in the West Riding. 164 Political 

unions dramatically expanded, reflecting significant mass initiative 

during this and the months immediately following. In London signs of 

popular organizations existing apart from the respectable unions were 

seen. 

Locally there was little hint of a striving for political 

independence in the way the political aspirations of the emergent 

labour class were articulated. The progressive pre.ss was the organ 

of 'respectable' political reform and likely to under-report labour 

class action. The SPO and other smaller local branches of a now 

national reform organization totally dominated the field. 

Throughout the winter months of 1831-2 and into the spring of 

1832 when a new bill was formulated and was being passed through the 

Commons by the Whigs, local and national pressure through constitu

tional means was kept up. Throughout popular aggression was 'managed' 

and directed into potentially less revolutionary channels. 165 This 

was true in October 1831 after the Lords' rejection of the bill. 

This was particularly so in the stormy weeks of April and May 1832 

when the new bill was blocked in the Lords. 166 During the 'Days of 

May' when Barl Grey 'resigned', the SPU's membership grew dramatically 

by 1500 a veek. 167 Like many other similar bodies of respectable 

constitutional-minded democrats, it made the best revolutionary noises 

it knew to contain the violent potential of the mass. In imitation of 

the English Jacobins' idea of the 'Convention' it sat 'permanently' to 

agitate for reform during the May crisis.168 Labour leaders increas

ingly saw that the SPU did not represent the best interests of the 

labour class and working people generally. They saw it did not 



consistently embrace universal suffrage and was prepared to accept 

the £10 householder qualification as the maximum concession of the 

political nation. 
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When the Reform Bill was won and passed into law in early June, 

the SPU presided over the public celebrations.169 It was active in 

sponsoring popular candidates for the coming election in which Sheff

ield would elect two MPs. What had been won for the labour class? 

It had no vote. It would be represented only in the loosest sense 

of the word by barrister John Parker, a local banker's son, Samuel 

Bailey, a 'stuffing' merchant-manufacturer turned gentleman philan

thropist, John Silk Buckingham, professional politician and opportun

ist and Thomas Asline Ward, a wealthy merchant. The mass of the 

working people began to see some of the contradictions with the 

electioneering of July.170 Their class conscious leadership of trade 

unionists and political instructors emerged into the open from the 

unrecorded, unreported radical debating clubs, reading rooms and 

trade union committees. This was the world of 'unstamped' readers 

where Paine and Volney were still sacred texts. It was a world where 

the practical politics of economic struggle were as important as the 

more philosophical politics of political struggle. A challenge to the 

political ascendency of the Bourgeoisie began to be mounted here. 

This leadership organized the political agitation of the mass 

of workers excluded from representation. On 23 July a 'Non-Electors' 

meeting took place in Paradise Square. A band, a Union Jack and 

orange banners inscribed 'Our Civil Rights secured by peaceful and 

united efforts', 'Our Country is dear to us; our Liberty is dearer' 

and 'England for all thy faults, I love thee still' led a procession 

which filled up the Square. The meeting was chaired by John Sheldon, 

a 'respectable' tradesman who had chaired the 1823 Combination Law 

meeting. It was addressed by the labour class's political and indus

trial leaders and '~riends'. These included Joseph Kirk and Thomas 

Booth, from the file smiths , and Britannia metalsmiths' respectively. 
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They were active in 1819 over Peterloo and in the mid-1820's active 

over the Combination Laws and the Corn Laws. Other platform speakers 

like Brown, Wardle, Robert Wright, Berry, Bishop, Tyas, Dixon, Johnson, 

Oxley and Brooks also had records of labour class activity in the 

1820's. 

The organization of this protest meeting showed that much had 

been learnt about mounting an orderly demonstration. The procession 

had cleverly been shielded from any threat of magisterial interference 

by the employment of symbols of loyalty. The political objectives of 

the labour leaders represented a fairly pragmatic compromise. They 

met to mobilize mass support for the most progressive of the respect

able candidates who had promised to consider universal suffrage more 

favourably. The leadership eschewed extreme tactics. John Wardle, 

'a mechanic' who stood on the platform at a 'Non-Electors' meeting 

in October, denounced a handbill from 'An Old Reformer' which was 

said to be circulating the town. This handbill advocated that 

'exclusive dealing' be used against enemies of universal suffrage.17l 

What effect the 'Non-Electors" campaign had is more easily assessed 

by looking at the eventual number of votes T.A. Ward received. Its 

real importance was in demonstrating the possibilities of political 

independence to working people. 

The months of electioneering between June and December 1832 

were disturbed by forces other than popular political discontent. 

Sheffield and the wider region struggled through a cholera epidemic 

which was at its height in August and September. In Sheffield it 

eventually claimed 400 lives before the year was out. 172 Sheffield's 

trade deteriorated in these months, particularly with the failure of 

the autumn's American orders to reach normal levels. Similarly the 

other industrial communities of the region faced economic hardship 

in the face of a downturning business cycle and longer term structural 

problems. Linen's problems in the face of the strong competition of 

cotton meant the weaving population of the northern districts continued 
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to face the worst problems. Everywhere in the industrial economy 

labour was organizationally on the defensive and money wage levels 

were driven downwards. 173 Against this background three interesting 

currents can be observed. These were a surge of interest in 

co-operative activity, an outbreak of Methodist revival and a rapid 

increase in indicted crime. Each of these said something about the 

conditions of the mass of working people and had implications for any 

class conscious vanguard seeking to revolutionize this mass. 

Since late 1829 co-operative societies had been established in 

the region to provide sections of the working population with cheaper 

food, employment and new forms of social meaning. The small scale 

production of linen cloth by co-operative means since 1829 has already 

been commented on several times. At the third national Co-operative 

Congress held in London in April 1832 seven local societies with a 

combined membership of around 350 were represented. One of these 

(Barnsley) had been established in 1829, two in 1830 (Sheffield's 

'first' and 'second' societies), two in 1831 (Cumberworth and Ardsley) 

and two in 1832 (Barnsley West and Denby). In the months following 

the Congress, reports in the co-operative press, particularly the 

CrisiS and the Lancashire and Yorkshire Co-operator, showed a vigorous 

propaganda campaign was being conducted by co-operators in various of 

the region'S communities, particularly in Ardsley, Barns ley , Si1kstone 

and Sheffield. 174 The report of the fourth Congress held in Liverpool 

in October 1832 showed the organizational advance of these groups and 

their growing interest in 'labour exchanges' and other schemes linking 

them into the national development of an important anti-capitalist 

creed.175 Enthusiasm for co-operation was the least significant of 

the three currents noticeable in the latter half of 1832 but it was 

the most relevant in terms of educating labour class leadership, 

particularly shaping its economic ideas but also its ideas concerning 

cultural separateness. Co-operative ideas were more important than 

co-operative organizations. It is difficult to discover direct links 
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in terms of personnel between Owenite and other co-operative activists 

and the labour class's industrial or political leaders. There were 

some and these were revealed later in the 1830's and 1840's. 

Methodist revival was marked during the latter months of 1832. 

It was marked among all three major Methodist groupings as the 

following statistics show: 

Table 6:22 

Connexion 

Wesleyan: 

Primitive: 

Kilhamite: 

Methodist expansion 1830-37 176 

Circuit 

Sheffield 
Bamsley 
Doncaster 
Rotherham 

Total 

Sheffield 
Barnsley 

Total 

Sheffield 
Bams1ey 
Doncaster 

Total 

Years 
1830 1831 1832 ~ ~ ~ 1836 !§.ll 

3090 3070 3436 4300 4900 4630 4579 4616 
668 640 607 677 687 684 710 710 

1200 1300 1274 1328 1327 1369 1330 1274 
1216 1217 1194 1450 1480 1520 1513 1451 
6174 6227 6511 7751 8394 8201 8132 8051 

422 360 364 407 438 469 
ill 381 421 441 441-=- - ---
797 741 785 848 879 ? ? ? 

673 683 827 1150 1400 1308 1282 1037 
440 364 374 384 320 331 340 350 _______ -1ll 128.-!!! 

1113 1047 1201 1534 1720 1776 1750 1501 

Between July 1832 - July 1833, and heavily concentrated in the first 

half of this period, there was a 25% growth of membership in the 

Wesleyan Sheffield circuit, 11% in Barns1ey, 21% in Rotherham and 

4% in Doncaster. The region's two Primitive circuits, Sheffield and 

Barns ley , showed 11% and 5% rises. The Kilhamite circuits showed 

rises of 3~ and 3~. Revival was a response to the cholera outbreak, 

to the trade depression and to political betrayal. Revival enthusiasm 

was mainly a response to the cholera and in no way was there as strong 

a response to political defeat as in the 1790's. Methodism, although 

still an important cultural factor in South Yorkshire, especially in 

agricultural and semi-industrial rural villages, no longer had the 

same significance it had in Wesley's life-time. 

The rise in criminal activity suggested by the rise in indict

ments showed the desperation of less organized sections of the 

region's working people. 
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Table 6:23 Crime 1826-33.177 

(a) Felons committed to Wakefield House of Correction 
for trial at Quarter Sessions 

(b) 

1827 - 279 
1828 - 286 
1829 - 269 
1830 - 279 

1826 - 70 
1827 - 115 
1828 - 116 
1829 - 131 

1831 - 327 
1832 - 399 
1833 - 430 

Wakefield House of Correction 
Sessions held in A ril at 

1830 - 119 
1831 - 136 
1832 - 138 
1833 - 191 

The cholera outbreak was over by late November but it signific

antly disturbed the atmosphere for Sheffield's first parliamentary 

election.178 There were only 3504 eligible electors in the new 
179 

constituency. This represented ~ of a 43,458 adult male population. 

The poll was conducted over three days, 12-14 December. 180 Working 

people had no vote but they gave support to T.A. Ward, a progressive 

employer and the SPU's candidate. Ward was not their choice, but he 

was a reformer (of sorts). Ward won the 'show of hands' from a 

30,000 strong crowd at the hustings on the first day of the poll. 

The 'official' procedures took their course over the next two days. 

On 14 December the poll closed at 4 p.m. with an unofficial return 

showing John Parker ahead, closely followed by Buckingham and with Ward 

last. At 6 p.m. a crowd of men and boys assembled outside the Tontine 

Inn and began to throw stones. At 7 p.m. this attack ceased and a 

group of these 'political hooligans' moved on to attack Mr Palfreyman's 

house in Bank Street. The Riot Act had to be read, special constables 

were assembled and a dispatch was sent to Rotherham for the regiment 

of infantry stationed there. Between this time and 10.15 p.m. two 

troops of the 18th Irish Foot, commanded by Captain Graves and accom

panied by magistrates T.B. Bosville, Hugh Parker and Henry Walker, 

marched up Waingate, formed up in front of the Tontine Inn (which was 

still being stoned) and confronted the swollen crowd of angry towns-
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people. Bosville was hit on the head by a stone and his colleagues 

ordered the front rank of troops (twenty men and a corporal) to fire 

ball cartridge into the crowd. Several volleys were fired and the 

crowd, in panic, dispersed in all directions carrying some of the 

wounded away and leaving others in the street. Three men and two boys 

lay dead. The Sheffield, Rotherham, Barnsley and Kiveton troops of 

Yeomen Cavalry were called out to reinforce the civil and military 

forces in the town. They remained all the following day. The public 

feeling of outrage was restrained by this military presence. No open 

acts of violence followed, despite the provocation of a 'justifiable 

homicide' verdict of the coroner on the three men and two fourteen 

year old boys killed. Thus the new political order was christened 

with the blood of working people. 

The political and industrial leaders and other activists among 

Sheffield's organized labour class appeared to have no part in foster

ing the violence. The violence appeared as a spontaneous reaction of 

the sub-political or semi-political mass to a sudden awakening to 

their political betrayal. Its crudity might seem to have reflected 

the intellectual malnutrition amongst the sub-political. Yet their 

violence was rational. It was class violence. They smashed the 

expensive window glass in the faces of men of significant property 

because they had denied them, the men of no property or little 

property (for they had their labour), the right to a minimal say in 

the government of their country. They saw the political nation was 

still an exclusive arena for the old landowning and commercial classes 

as well as now for the newer industrialist 'big bourgeoisie' and many 

of the 'small' or petty bourgeoisie of lesser employers, tradesmen 

and shopkeepers. Henceforth the alienation between the multiplying 

elements making up the labour class and the property owning classes 

could only be more complete. A growing vanguard of class leadership, 

gaining experience and understanding in trade union, co-operative and 

political activity, was now in the last phase of its preparation to 

lead the masses openly onto the historical stage. 
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4) Judas Unmasked - the Voice will not be silent 1833-37. 

The trade of the region improved only slightly through the early 

part of 1833. Underemployment and short-time working rather than 

unemployment were the dominant realities in the work situation of 

most trades in the region.18l The emergent labour class of the early 

1830's was a lean and hungry one. The level of production, prices, 

profits and money wages remained low. In the cutlery trades where 

the fall in finished ware prices was significant (30-40% since 1814-

15), the rates at which money wages were calculated were estimated to 

have fallen even further in several trades. 182 One estimate for 1833 

suggested a fall of 60-70% in the scissor trade, 30-50% in the table 

knife trade, 40-50% in the pen and pocket knife trades and 30-40% in 

the fork trade. The estimates of 10% in the hardware trades, 10-15% 

in the razor trade and a negligible fall in the file trade showed 

that not all the local trades were as badly affected.183 Little is 

known of money wages in the region's collieries and ironworks although 

figures quoted over ten years later (during the 1844 miners' strike) 

suggested peaks in money wages achieved in 1825 had been reduced 

20-30% or more by the end of the decade and that increased industrial 

activity had done little to redress this during the first years of the 

following decade. The demand for their products was not expanding 

particularly fast and they shared in the general stagnation. In the 

Barnsley linen trade weavers were now in a sorry plight. They now 

worked for less than 50% of the rates for the finished piece estab

lished in the peak years of 1811-14 (10 items 1811-14: 1829 showed 

an average 50% fall in list prices).184 They were also having to 

produce more work for the finished piece and had lost their right to 

a fent. Other workers also suffered from increased demands for the 

quantity of work and lost marginal payments. The coalmasters increased 

the size of corves (trucks) and began to contract out of paying for 

less productive (but necessary) forms of underground work. 185 Such 

falls in the rates of payment upon which money wages were earned, 
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the loss of marginal payments and the extra demands of work to 

complete set tasks, all combined to reduce money wages. At this 

time, such drastic reductions as were involved exceeded any compen

satory falls in retail prices and the labour class continued to 

experience immiseration. This represented a more or less continuous 

process throughout the post-war decades from the high-points of 

1810-1814. 

There were a few signs of organized labour taking advantage of 

slowly improving conditions. The unions of grinders in the various 

Sheffield cutlery trades still exerted influence on their wages through 

their industrial power. They justified the Sheffield Iris early in 

1833 reprinting an article entitled 'War in the City of Soot,.186 

The rest of the region's industrial workforce appeared to remain for 

the most part passive in the face of its poor economic situation. 

The level of popular political activity also appeared to remain low. 

In Bamsley a popular Political Union had briefly flickered into life 

at the end of the Reform struggle.187 It was kept alive into the 

early months of 1833. The radical political consciousness of the 

weavers was stronger than any other group in the region. It is quite 

understandable that their organization was longer lived and stronger 

than the sporadic reporting in 'respectable' and radical press alike 

suggested. It is however too dangerous to speculate with mere shreds 

of uncorroborated evidence. Regarding the level of popular political 

activity in Sheffield, there is more certainty. The SPU struggled on 

into 1833 as a more popular society. It discarded its more respect

able elements at various stages as it was infiltrated by activists 

more favourable to universal suffrage and the wider struggles of the 

labour class. Trade unionists were involved in its activity during 

the latter months of 1832 and into 1833 when it became the Sheffield 

Political Union of the Working Classes. ISS This organization appeared 

extremely short-lived and its non-involvement in wider national poli

tical radical activity (as measured through the columns of the Poor 



Man's Guardian) suggested that the disbandment proposed by the 

remaining 'respectables' was successful.189 
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The region's active labour class and the potential class dormant 

in the wider labour stratum obtained new friends as a result of the 

surge of angry reactive popular radicalism that followed the betrayal. 

These included several sellers and printers of the 'unstamped'. In 

Sheffield during 1833 the arrival of Thomas Patrick Bready,190 a 

former shopman of Richard Carlile the veteran London radical publisher, 

signified a more intensive phase of Sheffield's 'unstamped war' was 

about to commence. Another local unstamped dealer, Joseph Linguard, 

had shops in both Sheffield and Bamsley. In Barnsley Joseph Crabtree, 

another veteran radical, was engaged in the trade.19l In Sheffield, 

Bready's shop in the Hartshead (designated the 'Office of the Unstamped' 

by the Poor Man's Guardian), the True Sun Office, the Vine Tavern and 

a radical bookshop-library in Fargate owned by an ex-London radical 

William Slater, provided multiple foci in the radical underworld of 

post-Reform crisis years.192 Bready became involved in producing a 

local unstamped weekly called Figaro in Sheffield.193 This he pro

duced in collaboration with William Slater who was described by the 

town directories as, 'a printer, bookseller and circulating library 

owner'. The first edition of Figaro in Sheffield had appeared in 

December 1832 with the promise of its editor that, 'it is my intention 

to bring to your notice your actions and conduct, sparing neither rank 

nor station, whenever such conduct and actions shall be characterized 

by meanness, oppression and cruelty,.194 It maintained a populist 

line close to that of the petty bourgeois democrats of the SPU. While 

praising the Iris it provided an alternative and more critical voice 

regarding civic affairs and occasionally reprinted interesting politi-
195 

cal literature such as the 'New Age' chapter from Volney's The Ruins. 

A poem by 'H.B.' entitled 'Poverty - a poem in imitation of Mather', 

which it published in July 1833, illustrated its essential sympathies: 



Poverty that vile oppressor 
Reigning with despotic sway, 
Brings down thousands to distress, or 
Leads them on to sore decay. 
Thousands we may daily see 
Clammed and starved by poverty. 

Gentry their big bellies cramming, 
Taste the sweets of luxury, 
Whilst the poor Mechanic'S clamming, 
Feels the weight of poverty. 
Hunger and distress we see 
Daily rise from povertY'196 
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Bready, involved in this venture as well as being the major 

seller of 'unstamped' literature, also ran a short-lived infidel paper, 

the Free Inguirer.197 Bready was also active in the last moments of 

SPa activity. He had appeared at one of their last meetings when the 

body had probably begun to describe itself as a Political Union of the 

Working Classes.198 This meeting in May 1833 forced the resignation 

of the moderate and 'respectable' elements in the society which led 

to an official winding up of the SPU. What survived, however short

lived, was much more wholeheartedly proletarian in terms of its member

ship and ideals. How meaningful the 'left-ward' shift was for the 

town's labour class, given the wider failure of mass political res

ponse to the political betrayal of the Reform Act, is a matter of 

speculation. What influence the local ultra-radical literary 'under

ground' had on the industrial leadership of the labour class in 

Sheffield as elsewhere in the region is not easily discovered. The 

unstamped press circulated in both small and large industrial communi

ties in the region throughout the 1830's. Later in 1833, in October, 

Carlile lectured in Sheffield to presumably a wider audience than 

'unstamped' and infidel activists.199 But how much wider? In Barnsley 

Joseph Crabtree, agent for the unstamped Voice of the West Riding, was 

a member of an infidel Zaetic SOCiety about which nothing else has 

come to light. The oirculation of 'unstamped' papers stimulated the 

flow of economic and political ideas. It also improved the contact 

between those engaged in the many streams of radical struggle against 

the dominant social order. 
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Industrially organized labour had already developed some wider 

connections through general unions that had been emerging in the late 

1820's and early 1830's. In 1830 and 1831 Sheffield had some contact 

with the National Association for the Protection of Labour centred in 

Lancashire and may have had contacts with the separate and regional . 

Yorkshire Trades Union which outlived the NAPL. There had also been 
200 contacts with the NOWC. The Barnsley linen weavers, who were 

intermittently organized as the Linen Trades Union201during these 
202 

years, had strong reasons for some sort of relationship with the YTU. 

They may have had wider contacts. In October 1833 a plan for a new 

national General Union of the Productive Classes which was drawn up 

by Robert Owen proposed to hold its conference in Barnsley in the 

following March. 203 This union became the Grand National Consolidated 

Trades Union at a London conference early in 1834. In the meantime 

Sheffield's trade unions had formed six lodges which affiliated to the 

transitional General Union, as Sheffield correspondence with the Owen

ite paper, the Pioneer, suggested. Their affiliation was to give 

support to the Derby lock out which represented a fundamental chall

enge to trade unionists everywhere. Industrially organized workers 

in Sheffield and Barnsley both sent money to Derby during the winter 

of 1833-34. 204 With the further attack on trade unions represented 

by the prosecution ot the Tolpuddle trade unionists in March 1834 

came further local activity. In Sheffield a mass meeting was held 

in April. It was significant that the respectable press did not 

report this. 205 

While Owen's influence could be seen in relation to general 

unionism ot the period, labour leaders in the region, particularly 

Sheffield's, appeared to remain aloof from specifically Owenite 

organizations and trom related co-operative ventures. As has been 

observed, since 1829 a number of Owenite and other co-operative groups 

had appeared locally.206 In Sheffield in early 1834 a local branch of 

the SOCiety tor National Regeneration was established. Owen was 
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directly involved in this body which sought amongst other things the 

passing of an act to limit factory work to eight hours per day. The 

five signatures of a letter in the Sheffield Iris which recommended 

this body appeared to follow a peculiar 'social-fascist' line. None 

of them had a record of industrial leadership among the town's labour 

class, indeed one of them, James Somerset (a 'working grinder'), had 

demonstrated himself to be a pro-Free Trade, anti-Corn Law advocate 

who was hostile to trade unions. 207 Their position was confronted by 

articulate voices from the town's labour class industrial leadership, 

a leadership which included radical political activists. James Need

ham replied to these 'regenerators' through the pages of the Iris. 

He denounced Somerset's anti-union attitude and advocated universal 
208 

suffrage and working men in Parliament as a true labour class position. 

Although largely 'silenced' by the biased reporting and editorial 

selection of the local respectable press, the leadership and the 

vanguard of class conscious workers in the town and in other communit

ies like Barnsley were alive to their situation during this part of 

the 'anticipation stage' of Chartism. 

Politics remained an undercurrent in the labour class's fight 

during the middle years of the 1830's. Industrial struggle, especially 

with the slow but steady improvement in trade, provided the main 

opportunity for expressing class hostility. Labour class leaders 

could not avoid politics in the face of rumours of legislation for 

the suppression of trade unions209and the imminence of the passing of 

the Poor Law Amendment Bill. 210 Political action could not be ignored 

but the potential for industrial struggle produced by better economic 

conditions was greater. Sheffield's bricklayers struck for weekly 

wages in May 1834 as they attempted to take advantage of a building 

boom which anticipated commercial expansion. 211 The pages of the 

local respectable press were filled with hostile diSCUSSion of the 

rise of trade unions. 212 This suggested an industrial resurgence of 

the organized labour class. Against such a favourable background 
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Ovenite ideas regarding co-operative production were projected into 

~abour class thinking. In the autumn of 18'4 agents for Owen's 'New 

Social Regeneration' schemes lectured in Sheffield and Barnsley.213 

Possibly they were better received than the earlier 'regenerators'. 

The existence of practica~ co-operative retailing and production 

ventures in the region possibly helped to stimulate a positive res

ponse. However, given the ~imited sources, it is impossible to 

evaluate the influence of such propaganda for the co-operative 

pr1ncip~e. 

Politics came more to the fore as trade continued to improve 

throughout 18'5. The county and borough parliamentary elections 

revitalized the respectable middle class political interests locally. 

This was marked in the formation of Reform Associations which sought 
214 

to increase the number of 'qualified' voters on the elector~ register. 

The neg~ect of 'non-e~ectors' stimulated a reaction from be~ow. Among 

the radical weavers of the northern part of the region around Bamsley, 

as well as among workers in Sheffield and in the surrounding metal

working south, this political reaction soon assumed open forms of 

expression. 

In Barnsley there had been public meetings to protest about the 

'taxes on knowledge' and the fate of tha Tolpuddle labourers in May 

~8'5.2l5 By December a mass-based Radic~ Association had been formed 

here. It imitated others in the northern West Riding. It was headed 

by the radical veterans of the post-war years, subsequent labour 
216 

~eaders from the strugg~es of the ~820ts and a sprinkling of new men. 

It was ~ost wholly an organization of the weaving labour class 

although it involved one or two workers from general trades such as 

ahoemaking. In Sheffield there were less distinct suggestions of 

radical resurgence. Angry noises at the hustings did however serve 

warnings on the politically privileged.2~7 Feargus O'Connor, who was 

touring the country during the latter part of 18'5 and was trying to 

organize more Radical AsSOCiations, arrived in the region in December. 
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He visited Barnsley and then came to Sheffield. His public address 

outlined the five familiar political reforms that veteran radicals 

knew so well - annual parliaments, universal suffrage, vote by ballot, 

equal representation and abolition of property qualifications. He 

also spoke on the feared suppression of the 'unstamped' press and on 

the punishment of the Tolpuddle labourers. 218 No strong local Radical 

Association was formed here during the following weeks. Yet in 

Sheffield there was a strong political commitment among the leaders 

of the labour class's industrial leadership, there was an active 

radical 'literary underground' and the radical tradition was strong 

among the mass of working people. Possibly there was no need for the 

creation of a separate Radical Association. 

Trade was extremely good throughout the whole region during the 

early part of 1836. In the weaving districts it was possible for 

labour to turn simultaneously to industrial and political action. 

Here the weavers demanded and obtained an improved set of prices for 

finished work. 2l9 Among the Sheffield trades the struggle was mainly 

economic. In the traditionally depressed spring knife trade workers 

were able to obtain a 'file money' bonus for the first time in ten 

years. 220 The advance in wages was not obtained without a fight in 

80me trades. In the file trade the union had demanded an average 

l4~ increase. 22l The selective 'shelving' of one firm in February 

led to a general lock-out attempt by the employers. This represented 
222 

an attempt not only to resist the demand but also to break the union. 

!he scale of the strike mounted with the town's other capitalist 

employers, both commercial and industrial, mobilizing through a newly 
223 

tormed Chamber of Commerce to support the file manufacturing employers. 

Negotiations between the two sides conducted before the magistrates 

tailed. 224 The employers were uncompromising in their stand against 

the union and unions generally. The combined employers were now 

'shelving' the file makers and other workers in the trade. 225 The 

town's other trades rallied to the support of the filemakers. Finan-
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cia! support also came in from workers (mainly in the file trade) 

in Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Manchester, Warrington and Leeds. 226 

Capital and Labour were coming into full-scale opposition. In April 

the filemakers compromised. They obtained their increase in exchange 

for allowing the employers to take more apprentices, although they 
227 

refused to instruct those apprentices who were not 'sons of freemen'. 

In correspondence thanking their supporters in Sheffield, particularly 

the delegates from the trade unions and the publicans, their leaders, 

Joseph Kirk, William Stork and Thomas Staniland, recalled the wider 

dimensions of the local labour class tradition. They observed: 

We have before united with them to overthrow Tory 
domination, robbery and misrule, and to improve 
the Legislature and Institutions of our beloved 
country. 

They expressed a class conscious faith that; 

the union of the Productive Classes will enable the 
workmen of England, and the whole Empire to reap the 
fruits of their honest industry, and raise them to 
their proper station, that they ought, from their 
ingenuity and wealth they produce, to hold in society. 
Whatever others may think, we find that 'Union is 
strength'. Without it, the greatest objects for the 
improvement of the social edifice could never have 
been accomplished. 

They forcefully concluded their statement: 

Why should the workman alone be degraded for uniting 
to protect his only property - his labour? To prevent 
them is now impossible. Superior Education, and with 
it superior information, has taught them the position 
they are capable of holding in society; and by this 
principle alone, they find they can break the badge of 
vassalage, and the chains of feudal power. 228 

The town's building workers also struck at this time. 229 Elsewhere 

in more isolated pockets of industrial activity workers were hinting 

at the existence of their growing industrial labour class conscious

ness. The Blsecar colliers, despite the paternal eye of Earl Fitz-
230 william, pushed for an advance. There were hints that, industrially 

speaking, the adolescent labour class was coming of age. In Barnsley 

among the weavers the industrial union had been reorganized. 231 Here 
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~dustrial and political action were much more closely united through 

the Radical Association which discussed both industrial and political 

questions. Throughout the first half of the year it discussed such 

things as the Poor Law Amendment Act,232the privileges of the Estab-

1ished Church,233the stamp duty on popular newspapers,234the fate of 

Arthur 0'Connor235 (the Irish veteran radical) and the question of the 

ten hour limit on child labour in the factories. 236 The weavers were 

~volved in a further attempt to advance the wages given by the new 

January 1836 list during the summer and early autumn. 237 A limited 

strike took place. In July colliers in the Barnsley area, just as 

those in the central districts, obtained an advance by employing the 

strike threat. 238 Building workers in this area also took industrial 

action at this time. 239 

In Sheffield during the autumn of 1836 there were at last signs 

of a quickening into life of the town's labour class leadership 

regarding direct political action. The need for the borough MP, 

John Parker, to submit to re-election after taking ministerial office 

prompted John Bell, a radical journalist and 'unstamped' veteran from 

London, to oppose him from a universal suffrage platform. While the 

contest was unsuccessful and short-lived, Bell's appearance helped to 

impress important lessons upon the disenfranchised. 240 Bell 'won' the 

contest on a popular show of hands24lbut had found the 3500 restrictive 

property franchise voters pledged to a man against him. To the exclu

ded 26,500 male electors, Bell recommended the organization of a 

Radical Association and the use of exclUSive dealing as a short-term 

electoral strategy.242 He reminded them of the real basis of the 

present representation. Sheffield was not represented by Parker. 

Bell claimed, 'he may go to London, and say he represents Sheffield; 

the bricks and mortar, and perhaps the money of the town he may 

represent, but not the honour, the intelligence and the ingenUity of 

the place, as exhibited by the working classes,.243 The political 

awareness of organized labour and the ad hoc relationship its leadershi} 
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may have had with groups of radical activists still perhaps precluded 

the need for a Radical Association in Sheffield. Whatever the case, 

the industrial struggle continued everywhere throughout the autumn 

and winter of 1836. 

The trades of Sheffield, both industrial and also of a more 

general sort, left behind some records of their struggles during these 

months. Much industrial action was unrecorded but we know the scissor 

grinders were fighting for a 15~ rise in September244 and that the 

tailors struck in December. 245 Other local actions in motion before 

had come to be resolved. In parallel, the Bamsley weavers kept up 

.elective action against reducing employers. 246 The solidarity between 

the Sheffield trades was re-emphasized during the last months of 1836. 

The tailors' strike in November was supported by twenty-four other 

organized trades in the town. 247 At the same time delegate.s from the 

Sheffield trades met to discuss and organize support for the strike 

of the Staffordshire pottery workers. 248 They sent three delegates 

with money to the Potteries. In return the Sheffield trades received 
249 

a delegation from the Potteries at a town delegate meeting in December. 

fable 6:24 Sheffield labour class leaders active over the 
Potteries strike November 1836-January 1837. 250 

Booker (grinder) 
Thomas Bunting ( ? ) 

William Carlier ( ? ) 

Charles Colley ( ? ) 

Crampton ( ? ) 
Richard Haywood ( ? ) 
Joseph Holmes (sawmaker) 

James Ironside (sawmaker) 
Joseph Kirk (file cutter) 
William Lomas (shopkeeper) 
James Reaney (edge tool forger) 
William Stork (filemaker) 
Jonas Whitaker ( ? ) 

In late December a delegation went to the Potteries to assist in the 

negotiations between the potters and their employers. 251 This involve

.ent, which included co-operation with other trade union delegations 

arriving in the Potteries to offer similar assistance, continued in 

this direct form until mid_January.252 

This high point in industrial agitation among the region's trades, 
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particularly the Sheffield ones, came to an end with the signs of the 

eDA of the mid-decade boom. A financial panic"particularly affecting 

the important American market, badly hit trade in all the region's 

iD4ustries except coal mining between December 1836 and June 1837. 

the dark gathering clouds of industrial depression 253intensified 

tears of the implementation of the Poor Law Amendment Act in the 

region. The voice of protest from the industrial and political 

1eadership of the region's labour class began to be heard. In March 

the delegates of the 'United Trades' of Sheffield met at the George 

and Dragon public house in Westbar to organize a public meeting to 

protest against the Act. 254 In Barnsley the Bamsley Radical Associa

t~on (BRA) and the Weavers' Union255were very active in raising the 

iaaues in private discussion. The weaving population of the northern 

41etrict faced the severest hardship. Hundreds of families were 

reported to be on half-time working, earning 6-7 shillings per week 

-'fore deductions. 256 Sheffield's own economic problems were con

centrated amongst the largest, cheaper ware, cutlery trades. 257 In the 

table knife trade, for example, a third of the workers were unemployed 

8D4 short-time working was widespread. 258 In Sheffield a public 

... ting was held in May to support a local petition against the intro

duction of the new harsh methods of relief-giving. 259 Into the open 

again came the town's labour class leadership, including both those 

aore easily described as industrial leaders and also those who were 

aore politically active. On the platform William Lomas, Thomas Booth, 

Jaaes Ironside, John Sheldon, Timothy Haywood, John Wilkinson, William 

Oarlier and George Douthva1te were joined by a visitor, the Rev.William 

~~, the Barnsley-born weaver's 80n best described as a Swedenborgian 

ainister turned radical publisher. 260 The well organized BRA held its 

own meetings in Barnsley and sent delegates to the huge West Riding 

anti-Poor Law meeting held in the heart of the woollen districts on 

Bartshead Moor on Whit-Mond., 18'7. Joseph Crabtree of the BRA spoke 

fro. a platform which he shared with other national and local radical 



notables and other leading anti-Poor Law campaigners including, 

John Fielden MP, Feargus O'Connor, Rev. J.R. Stephens, John Bell, 
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261 
.obert Owen, Richard Oastler, Bronterre O'Brien and George Douthwaite. 

In the same week, an Assistant Commission arrived in the region to 

tap1ement the re-organization of the local systems of poor relief. 262 

~oor Law Unions for Sheffield, Bccleshall, Rotherham and Doncaster 

were set up but the re-organization of the system in Bamsley was 

•• ferred. The transition appeared smooth. The Commissioners found 

~ •• changes needed making and, unlike the woollen districts of the 

aiding, no violence accompanied the transition. 263 

What pent up aggression there was at the introduction of the 

878tem of 'less eligibility' found a mature political outlet at the 

e1ection meetings held during the preparations for the Sheffield 

borough and West Riding county parliamentary elections in the summer 

of 1837. 264 Social aggressions hardened in response to the deterior

ating economic conditions of the spring and early summer. 265 The 

.. avers of the northern district were in • particularly bad position. 

In June it was reported that over 200 families in Bamsley were 

.e8titute and that 1000 more were only a quarter employed. The linen 

aanuiacturers were unofficially discounting heavily on the January 1836 

1i8t prioes. 266 Bverywhere in the region sooial antagonisms were 

ri8ing to the surface. This was reflected in the sullen reactions of 

the working people to the Coronation celebrations in June. 267 The 

l.abour olass' s leaders took full advantage of the limited political 

freedoms the elections gave them regarding open public dialogue with 

their 'political overlords'. Verbally at the hustings they attacked 

the aembers of traditional and new elite groups of industrial, commer

oial and financial wealth who were managing, or hoping to manage the 

affairs of the nation without the labour olass's consent. Joseph 

Crabtree, a BRA leader, stood as candidate in the Sheffield election 

in aD attempt to demonstrate to the people the political deprivation 

they suffered. The betrayal of the labour class by the middle classes 



five years ago was not forgotten. Articulate voices representing 

Sheffield's 'non-Electors' hit out at the Sheffield middle classes 
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for trying to use the people in the electoral process in the faction 

fighting between Whigs and Tories. 268 At the Sheffield and West 

Riding elections all the candidates received rough verbal treatment 

from 'official' labour class questioners stating the popular case for 

universal suffr~e, abolition of the Corn Laws, dismantlement of the 

New Poor Law and the abolition of tithe's and state pensions. 269 All 

this had little effect on the final results of the election but it was 

an important part of building up the political confidence of the 

labour class vanguard and the awakening of the semi-conscious masses 

behind it. Ten thousand hands voted for universal suffrage when the 

county candidates visited Barnsley.270 Political solidarities like 

that were to provide the backbone of Chartism. 

While in the autumn there appeared signs of better trade in the 

region,271the weavers still continued to suffer. Their energies were 

for a short while consumed in trying to prevent a new lower list of 
272 wages being imposed on them by the employers. The Weavers' Union, 

revived in 1836, organized a short-lived resistance against the new 

list which represented a 15% reduction on the January 1836 list. 273 

In the end the new prices for labour were accepted. More work, 

especially in the fancy trades, provided some compensation. 274 The 

di~pute, lasting through August and early September, confirmed the 

integration of the weavers' industrial and political leadership. 

Of seven of the Union representatives, three were key men among the 

BRA leadership. The BRA did not openly act in the dispute but dis

cussed it, both specifically and in the wider context of political 

action to improve the legal position of organized labour. 275 This 

integration was to give Bamsley Chartism much of its character and 

strength. 



Table 6:25 Bamsley's Labour Class Leadership 1834-1837 276 

Political Leaders Industrial Leaders 
J. Edelstein 
Peter Hoey 
Thomas King 
James Mower 
George Savage 
Joseph Uttley 
John Vallance 

Bullock 
Arthur Collins 
Joseph Crabtree 
Aeneas Daly 

Dence 
Fenel Dwyer 
John Elliot 
B. Fairclough 
John Green 
B. Haigh 
William Hartle 
Benjamin Hatch 
Joshua Hydes 

Joseph Linguard 
Isaac Lister 
Joseph Lister 
John Mooney 
James Newton 
Thomas Preston 
John Robinson 
George Savage 

Smart 
George Uttley 
John Vallance 

Ward 
Robert Webb 
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In Sheffield, while there was an integration of the labour class's 

industrial and political leadership, there was not a complete integ

ration. Unlike Barns ley , it represented the unity of a strong 

industrial leadership with a. weaker, more marginal political leader

ship. This was to dictate the character of Chartist leadership in 

Sheffield. While the Chartist political impetus was to provide the 

town's labour class with a more explicit political leadership there 

was never a chance of wholly involving organized labour. At the 

moment of birth of the first effective national political organization 

of the English labour class, key sections of the Sheffield labour 

class were moving towards economistic strategies in the struggle for 

class power. 

Table 6:26 Sheffield's Labour Class Leadership 1834-1837 277 

~ Occupation - Involvements 
Status IE (a) (b) (c) 

Politics Convergemt Trade 
(i.e.suffrage) issues (.lew Union 

Poor Law, 
Corn Laws, 
Factory 
Reform, Taxes 
on knowledge, 
Dissection. 

William Ashby sawmaker (J) X X 
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William Barker 
Barnby 

Michael Beale 
James Booker 

Thomas Booth 

Bradshaw 
Brown 

T.P. Bready 
Thomas Bunting 
William Carlier 
Charles Colley 

Crompton 
Simeon Dewsnap 

George Douthwaite 
James Duffy 

Ebenezer Blliot 

John Fenton 
William Gill 
Richard Haywood 
Joseph Holmes 
James Ironside 
Isaac Ironside 
Joseph Kirk 
James Levick 
William. Lomas 
Joseph Linguard 
John Litherland 
Thomas Needham 
James Nicholson 
Richard Otley 

occupation -
Status -

bricklayer (J) 

iron moulder (J) 

watchmaker (J) 

table knife 
hafter (J) 
Britannia 
metalsmith (J) 

bookseller (S) 

scale and spring 
maker (M) 

beerhouse keeper 
(S) 

stove grate 
manufacturer (M) 
silversmith (J) 
scale cutter (J) 

saw maker (J) 
saw maker (J) 

(a) 
Politics 

(i.e.suffrage) 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 
X 

X 

x 
X 

X 

debt collector (a) 

file cutter (J) 

x 
X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

shopkeeper (S) 
bookseller (S) 
filesmith (J) 

warehouseman (J) 
tobacconist (s) 
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Involvements 
(b) 

Convergent 
issues {New 
Poor Law, 
Corn Laws, 
Factory 
Reform, Taxes 
on knowledge, 
Dissection. 

X 

X 

x 
X 

X 

X 

X 

x 
X 

X 

X 

x 

X 

x 

x 

(c) 
Trade 
Union 

x 
X 

X 

X 

X 

x 
X 

X 

.x: 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

x 
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~ OccuEation - Involvements 

Status - (a) (b) 
Politics converfent 

(i.e.suffrage) issues New 
Poor Law, 
Corn Laws, 
Factory 
Reform, Taxes 
on knowledge, 
Dissection. 

James Reaney edfe tool 
J) 

forger 

Riddison X 

John Sheldon X 

Sorby X 

Thomas Staniland filesmith (J) 

William Stork filesmith (J) 

M. Taylor tailor (J) 
Wainwright X 

Joseph Waller bricklayer (J) X 

David Waller bricklayer (J) X 

Ward X 

John Wardle spring knife 
cutler (M) X 

Jonas Whitaker 
Wild 

George Wilkinson table knife 
hafter (J) X 

_ Key: J = Journeyman and wage labour. 
S = Self employed not employing labour. 
M = Employer or master. 
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(c) 
Trade 
Union 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

In October 1837 these different traditions gave birth to Chartist 

organizations. The Sheffield Working Men's Association278 and a 

similar Bamsley organization appeared. 279 For the mass of working 

people in the rest of the region the following years were to seem like 

the dawn of their political and wider social emancipation from gener

ations of bondage. From furtive backrooms and garrets old Jacobins 

and younger Radicals and a new generation of 'unstamped' readers and 

trade unionists came out into the daylight. The unchaining of the 

mighty labouring Prometheus had begun. 



5) Cultural control and cultural struggle c. 1820-32. 

(a) The Elite, its counter-culture of respectability and the 
contradictions of bourgeois social ethics. 
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As part of their conditioning and part of their being, the 

emergent labour class and the wider stratum continually suffered from 

cultural exploitation. In the region throughout this period the 

classes making up the social elite and providing its auxiliaries con-

tinued to be energetic in creating their own exclusive social cultural 

institutions and in designing what was increasingly recognizable as 

an imitative counter-culture of respectability for working people. 

It was designed to foster their social subordination. The social 

elite at the levels of national, county and, most important for the 

conditioning of working people, town society, maintained its distinct

ive social cultural institutions. At the level of 'town society' 

where the emergent bourgeois or middle classes were increasingly 

realizing a common economic, political and social-cultural identity, 

the increased intensity of their 'respectable' social-cultural activity 

was marked out in intellectual societies, dining clubs, recreational 

associations and self-help welfare institutions. 280 The tone of the 

whole pyramid of respectable 'town society' was kept up by institutions 

like Sheffield's assemblies. In their social 'seasons' the butterflies 

of lesser county society lent their colours to the more drab hues of 

town society.281 

Bourgeois social ethics predominated throughout the whole pyramid 

of respectable town society, extending down to the levels in which the 

imitative counter-culture was being experimentally fabricated on the 

levels in which the petty bourgeoisie of lesser tradesmen mingled with 

the 'aristocratic' elements of the labour class. These presented as 

personal ideals, the rationalistiC, individualistic, self-interested 

pursuit of respectability and thus personal protection from the mortal 

sins of poverty, idleness, wickedness and vice. The observation of 

the ethic needed the increaSingly more intense and urgent support of 

'personal restraint' the further down the social pyramid of respect-
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ability one progressed. For the majority of the labouring population 

below the 'golden ladder', the added burdens 'personal restraint' 

involved were too heavy to carry upwards. Economic restraint in the 

form of withholding personal consumption (particularly that of drink) 

in an effort to increase the possibility of accumulating savings to 

provide economic security was hardly ever possible for the great 

majority of workers in a period of predominantly falling money and 

real wages. Drink was an essential biological and psychological part 

of the routines of work and leisure as well as a cultural reality of 

labouring life. Sexual restraint and 'propriety' within and without 

the institution of marriage(necessary to conserve energy for labour, 

limit family size to improve living standards and to minimise the 

offence to the over-developed and hypocritical sensitivity of the 

respectable bourgeois mind)we~unlikelY given the increased pressure 

on normal labour class family life prompted by the employment of 

women and children outside the home, the new problems of urban living 

and the growing class hostility to moralistic critics. The labour 

class was also required by the counter-culture to exhibit political 

restraint, to ignore its caste-like subordination and its lack of 

real opportunity despite (but as much because of) growing opportunities 

of at least a crude elementary education through Sunday and day schools. 1 

Workers' minds had to be stretched to near breaking point to be 

forced to believe in individualistic self-help while seeing this fail 

so many times in practice. Most workers had little opportunity to 

set themselves up. Certainly the weavers, ironworks' labour, larger 

workshop and small factory metalworkers and many colliery workers had 

none. Some metal workers, especially those with skill and willing to 

gamble on surviving the rough water of competition among the metal

working small masters, had some opportunity. A few colliers as 'butty 

masters' might also be able to better themselves. However, among both 

groups of opportunity takers there were probably many failures. The 

journeyman cutler who set up in one of the branches of the Sheffield 



trades as a 'small master' with a few tools and some rented shop room 

was all too often driven back to the ranks of the journeymen as 

quickly as he had sprung from them. To believe in such opportunities 

while seeing so many drowning in the whirlpool of individualist des

pair was too much to expect. Whatever the strength of the psycho

logical 'safety net' the fatalistic, 'other-worldly' emphasis the 

Methodists and other popularly orientated religious bodies provided 

the labour class with, it was not strong enough to induce many working 

men to mount the tight-rope across a void of eternal damnation. The 

creation of the counter-culture of respectability meant that many 

could reach out for second class citizenship in the bourgeois nation 

without having to tread the precarious wire. Of course many lessons 

about organization which the labour class found useful in building 

its own institutions were learnt within and from without the counter-

culture. Many of the basic lessons were self-taught or self-assimil

ated and adapted to the labour class's more collective ideals of 

social action. In this, the significance of the alehouse should never 
282 

be underestimated in the role it played as the working man's academy. 

Inside its separate and independent traditions had been (and continued 

to be) worked out in the name of and exclusively for the labour class. 

What went on in the counter-culture was important, as will be briefly 

examined below, but it was a peripheral reality only of longer term 

significance for the labour class through the steadier process of 

permeation of labour class values. Only when the 'sociating' influ

ence of struggle against economic and political exploitation had 

ceased to be as 'normal' a condition of labour class existence after 

the stormy and 'creative' first five decades of the century, could 

the permeation process work effectively. The labour class, throughout 

the earlier decades, in recognizing itself recognized the existence of 

the counter-culture and resisted it in both negative (by ignoring it) 

and positive (by criticizing it and building separate institutions) 

ways. 
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(b) Blood sports, gambling and the 'Demon Drink' • 

Throughout, the counter-culture continued to seek to eliminate 

the 'irrational' elements in popular recreation, a process that had 

gone on hand in hand with enclosure for over a century. Blood sports 

vere forced into an illegal world by legislation and harassment by 

the authorities. Bull and bear baiting and cock fighting largely 

disappeared in the 1820's and early l830's283although Barnsley, where 

the last bull bait was held in 1831, kept up its bear baiting tradit

iona. 284 Blood sports which could be more easily disguised continued. 

Bxamples of such were pugilism, dog baiting and figbting. 285 The 

colliers were renowned for the prowess of their bull dogs. Dog 

fighting combined with illicit petty gambling continued on marginal 

and open land on the outskirts of communities. In the 1830's, for 

example, there were many complaints about the abuse of Hyde Park on 

the eastern edge of Sheffield. 286 Prize fights, on which side bets 

were placed, also belonged to the same world of illicit out-of-town 

locations. 

Gambling and other petty pleasures of an evolving urban mass 

leisure culture were concentrated in the public house and gin shop. 

These provided physical and emotional comforts that individually the 

workers' homes could not. Here they obtained warmth, hot food, 

sanitation, reading matter, music, laughter and sensual delight. At 

the end of the eighteenth century Eden had estimated that Sheffield 

bad 395 public houses selling beer as veIl as gin shops and other 

8pirit drinking establishments. 287 The derived ratio of drinking 

places to population was probably much lower therefore than 1:114. 

The ratio had increased with tighter licensing in the following three 

and a half decades, a tightening that was part of the counte.r

revolutionary process initiated by the ruling elite. By 1830 in 

Sheffield, immediately before the Beer Act, there were only 330 public 

houses and tvo dozen 'dram shops'. This gave a crude 1:246 ratio. The 

Beer Act, designed to encourage beer against spirit consumption, made 
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beer-selling licences more easily available and a rapid increase in 

the number of beer houses followed. Many of these were licensed for 

consumption on the premises and they replaced some of the town's 

unrecorded gin shops and illicit drinking places. The number of 

drinking places increased rapidly as the following statistics suggest: 

Table 6:27 

1830 
1834 
1841 

The number of public houses, beer houses and dram shops 
and the ratio between these and population in Sheffield 
parish. 288 

Public 
houses 

Beer 
houses 

350 (combined) 
388 323 

425 483 

Dram 
shops 

20 
70 

124 

Total Population Ratio 

370 
781 

1032 

91,000 
95,000 

112,492 

1:246 
1:121 
1:109 

It was in the public house and increasingly the beer shop that 

the new, separate rational recreational patterns of the labour class 

as well as the 'irrational' ones continued to evolve. The back rooms 

hired by trade union committees, political discussion groups and 

reading clubs were just as valuable a training ground for labour 

leadership as the chapel. The chapel, increaSingly an instrument of 

the counter-culture, still had some positive contribution to make of 

course. However, the working man was more at home 'with his own' in 

the public house. Drink gave him as much (probably more) social con

fidence as religious dogma. 

Thus it was against the 'Demon Drink' that the organizers of the 

counter-culture crusaded Vigorously, particularly during the 1830's 

as a consequence of the Beer Act but also because of the association 

of drink with a decline in standards of public order. An organized 

temperance movement began operating in the region from 1831 onwards. 289 

There are few early statistics of membership except for Bamsley. 

Before 1837 we have little in the way of an index of efficiency. 

Sheffield's society needing 'reviving' in l834290and Bamsley's 
291 

Temperance Society claimed only 129 members in a town of 8-9000 adults. 

Rotherham's Society was not begun until 1837. 292 Membership statistics 
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do not of course measure the absolute influence of an idea. As a 

consequence of the rising indicators of general social disorder 

(even in periods of relative prosperity such as the middle of the 

1830's) the movement was looked to even more by a growing number of 

respectable patrons. 

Table 6:28 

1834 
1835 
1836 
1837 

Persons committed for trial in Sheffield and number 
of 'disorderly' offenceso 293 

Committals Population • 'Disorderly' Population . 
for trial Offenders offences Offenders 

217 294:1 747 85:1 
205 314:1 1009 63:1 
200 '25:1 1424 45:1 
317 207:1 1624 40:1 

There was also a positive, self-directed response to the propaganda 

by working people who began to appreciate the 'excessive' element in 

popular drinking habits. Thus in this period in several ways, and 

with various consequences for the emerging labour class, the pursuit 

of rational and 'dry' leisure was begun. 

(c) Religion 

The moral agencies of organized religion still worked some of 

• . 

their old magiC with the young. The Sunday schools were still import

ant in the transmission of the values of counter-culture respectability. 

Like the parent churches and chapels they did not keep pace with the 

growth of population in the existing large and expanding smaller urban 

centres. Despite the amount of improvisation with the few existing 

statistics, the numbers of Sheffield Sunday school attenders as 

proportions of the child population can be shown to have been static 

in the 1820's and to have slightly fallen in the 1830's: 



Table 6:29 

(a) Sheffield 
(Parish) 

1821 
1831 
1841 

(b) Barnsley 

1831 
1836 

31" 

Sheffield and Barnsley: estimates of the 3-14 year old 
child population and its Sunday school attendance 
1821-1841°294 

(1) (2) 

Child Labour class 
population children 

14,360 
16,504 
21,107 

2,272 
2,492 

10,770 
12,378 
15,830 

1,704 
1,869 

(3) 
Sunday school 

attenders 

9,000 
10,500 
12,904 

1,000 
1,100 

62% 
63% 
61% 

50% 
51% 
48% 

44% 25% 
44% 26% 

Only a minority of the children of the labour class in Sheffield and 

Barnsley attended Sunday school. This statement holds even when the 

effect of high turnover and the schools' influence on non-attenders 

through contacts with attenders inside and outside the family is 

offset against the high level of absenteeism. In the early 1820's, 

when high levels of attendance had been established, much complacency 

about the influence of the schools prevailed. 295 Throughout the later 

1820's and 1830's the various estimates of labour class children's 

non-attendance made by interested voices in the respectable bourgeois 

press were complacent understatements. 296 The children of the labour

ing population were winning 'the battle for Sunday', albeit in the 

culture of petty pleasures like gambling, drinking and sexual cavorting. 

These did little to educate them to critically understand the nature 

of their class's social condition. The life experience of the working 

week provided enough lessons in this. At least the 'liberated' Sunday 

kept them free from the social indoctrination of those who proclaimed 

themselves their moral superiors and protected their right to self

direction if even for a few hours. 

Organized religion had a decreasing influence on adult workers. 

In terms of the provision of places for religiOUS worship, despite 

the 'Million Act' churches of the 1820's and the general increase in 
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free seating,297 the limited provision of seats barely kept pace with 

population growth. 

Table 6:30 Provision of accommodation for the :eeo:e1e by 
religious bodies l82l-~1.298 

(seating as ~ of population) 

1821 1831 1841 
Sheffield Parish 26% 31% 36% 
Rotherham Poor Law Union 54% 60J' 55% 
Wortley Poor Law Union 42% 52% 65% 
Barnsley Poor Law Union 40% 52% 48% 

Bricks and mortar did not create religious experience. Groups like 

the Primitive Methodists demonstrated this with their success. Even 

so, their wayside out-of-door evangelism had burnt out most of its 

energy during the 1820's, at least in urban areas. In the main, 

working people rejected organized religion throughout. The association 

with religious bodies served to demarcate to them the lower limits of 

respectable bourgeois or at least petty bourgeois styles of life. 

Interestingly there is one set of statistics for the region which helps 

to quantify this labour class alienation two decades before the 1851 

official census confirmed it. Figures for Barnsley in 1831 showed 

that '4~ of the adult population of 7747 were participants in organ

ized religious activity.299 These figures implied the almost complete 

absence of the labour class. In rural areas, where the provision of 

places for worship was highe:r and the people were dominated by the 

Parson and Squire, religious attendance was probably higher. Often 

it was marked in reactive affiliation with the Methodist or other 

dissenting sects to express more openly latent hostilities to these 

tyrants. Methodism, particularly Primitive Methodism, was much strong

er in the region'S villages. Here it can be argued that it may have 

played a significant part in training rising labour class leaders. 

Again in an urban setting, association with dissenting religious groups 

vas often part of a labour leader's political education, it provided 

the organizational grounding and the Bible and its study provided an 



intellectual grounding. While the labour class was hostile to 

organized religion, it was not hostile to primitive Christianity 

although its infidel-rationalist fringe were. 

(d) Popular and class reactions to the counter-culture of 
respectability. 
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The reaction of the labour class to the counter-culture was not 

always as mild as the patterns of avoidance, tolerance or superficial 

acquiescence allowed. Occasionally the violent reactions of the 

labour class were reported in the respectable press. How represent-

ative these were is another matter, but they should not be ignored by 

those who argue for the cohesiveness and integration produced in the 

social body by the creation of the counter-culture. For example, in 

Sheffield in 1823 there were three attempts in one month to burn the 

Peacroft Sunday schools. 3OO Two years earlier a mob had forced its 

way into the Primitive Methodist chapel in the town. Who did this 

and why? The language of violence is not always articulate but some 

Violent actions were accompanied by recorded dialogue. In 1834 

temperance lecturers were attacked in the 'All Nations' public house 

in Sheffield's notorious Water Lane by drinkers who cried, 'all in a 

mind lads, let us cure them of taking anybody from here again'. 301 

All too little of what happened as the counter-culture tried to impose 

itself on popular culture is withheld from us by the privileged record

ers of history. 

(6) The Pre-Chartist Years: Conclusion 

Throughout the period covered in this chapter, a labour class 

was 'emerging' in the region as a coherent economic class 'in itself' 

and 'becoming', as represented by its thoughts and actions, a class 

'for itself'. The various labouring strata were coalescing into one 

labour stratum from which a class emerged. The process of emergence 

was largely the result of changing forms of capitalist production. 

The 'becoming' was conditioned by this but was a result of the thought 

and action (or consciousness) of individuals in relation to the real-
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ities of their economic, political and social-cultural exploitation. 

These individuals formed the class vanguard of leaders and key 

activists. Around them gathered ordinary workers in increasing 

numbers, especially during periodic bursts of conflict which had both 

political and industrial origins. Because of these periods of 

'sociation' (association through conflict) the unity of workers in 

the region transcended craft and community barriers. The class 

mobilization of industrial workers was as yet far from complete but 

the class vanguard was powerfully driving forward into the margins 

of social and political backwardness. 
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cases' to the workhouse from 60-70 per week to 8. 
ibid., 27 Oct. 1827. 
Sheffield Iris, 18 Sept. 1827, casts doubt on the nature of the 
upturn claiming £'0,000 worth of goods in the warehouse. 

101. Newton Chamber figures and coal carriage figures, see this 
chapter tables 7 and 11. 

102. 

103. 
104. 

Sheffield Mercur{, , Nov. 1827, contains a characteristic attack 
on the power of he unions, commenting on the 'injury done to 
employers' in the saw, file and fender trades by 'their own 
tyrannous and oppressive rules'. 
~., 5 July 1828. 
Sheffield Iris, 5 Aug. 1828. 
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112. 
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114. 
115. 

116. 
117. 
118. 
119. 
120. 
121. 
122. 

123. 
124. 

125. 

126. 

127. 

128. 

Sheffield Mercury, 15 Nov. 1828, remarks about low wages, 
especially because of 'stuffing' made by 'a recent Merchant' 
who in his letter described the Sheffield cutler as 'a poor 
slave' • 
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~., 1 Nov. 1828, for signs of it - rattening the Globe works. 
Sheffield Courant, 27 Feb. 1829 - claimed 30,000 signatures in 
Sheffield were obtained; Leeds Mercury, 21 Feb. 1829, repeated 
this but provided no coverage of Bamsley where there were a 
large number of Catholic Irish weavers and Protestant (Orange) 
employers - Booth and Kirk in 1846. 
Sheffield Mercury, 11 July 1829. 
~., 11,25 July, 1,8 Aug. 1829. 
Report on Handloom Weavers etc. loc.cit., 481. 
Sheffield Mercur,' 6 June 1829; Leeds Mercury, 6 June 1829; 
letters in HO 40 23 (iii), particularly Stuart Corbett to 
Peel, 30 May 1829, describing 3000 weavers confronting master's 
warehouse, M.B. Taylor to Peel n.d. and Byng to Philips, 30 May 
1829, also Gen. Bouene to Peel, 2 June 1829, HO 40/24 (i) 
mentions Manchester delegates 'endeavouring to incite them to 
violence', also Corbett to Peel, 2 June 1829 in same bundle 
developed similar theme. 
Leeds Mercury, 4 July 1829. 
ibid., 1,22 Aug. 1829. 
~., 29 Aug. 1829. 
ibid., 29 Aug. 1829; Sheffield Mercury, 29 Aug. 1829; letters 
and depositions in HO 40/24, particularly Bouene to Peel, 
28 Aug. 1829, Corbett to Peel, 29 Aug. 1829. 
Leeds Mercury, 5 Sept. 1829. 
~., 5 Sept. 1829; more letters/depositions in HO 40/24 (ii). 
~., 5 Sept. 1829. 
~., 12 Sept. 1829; Bouene to Peel, 5 Sept. 1829, H040/24(ii). 
Leeds Mercury, 19 sept. 1829; Sheffield Mercury, 26 Sept. 1829. 
~., 26 Sept. 1829. 
Leeds Mercf!Y' 3 Oct. 1829; Sheffield Mercury, 3 Oct. 1829; 
Baines, Li e of Baines, 112. 
Leeds Mercury and Sheffield Mercury, 3 Oct. 1829. 
Leeds Mercur~, 10 Oct. 1829; Wharncliffe to Philips, 22 Oct. 
1829, HO 521 - on public order question. 
The Doncaster deputation included the following: William Ashton, 
Samuel Hoyle, Patrick Planagan, Richard Jackson, Terence Kelly, 
Frank Mirfield, James Bosomworth, Peter Hoey and Thomas 
Tattersley, other speakers/chairmen of meetings and secretaries 
included: James Shaw, George Wood, George Mitchell, Jim Newton, 
John Widdop, John Vallance, Thomas Dodd and Thomas Murray -
sources - mainly Leeds Mercury; HO 42/23,24. 
Leeds Mercuri' 10 Oct. 1829; Corbett to Peel, 10 Oct. 1829 
(with depos1 ions), HO 42/24(ii). 
Leeds Mercuri' 17 Oct. 1829; Bouene to Philips, 14 Oct. 1829 
(with deposi ions), HO 42/24(ii). 
Sheffield Mercury, 10 Oct. 1829, a suggestion of breakdown in 
commUDity solidarity with Bamsley weavers travelling down to 
London and Birmingham to beg. 
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Leeds Mercury, 17,24 Oct. 1829; Sheffield Mercury, 24 Oct. 1829. 
Leeds Mercury, 31 Oct. 1829; Sheffield Mercury, 31 Oct. 1829. 
Leeds Mercury, 7,14 Nov. 1829. 
~., 14 Nov. 1829. 
Sheffield Mercury, 6 March 1830, arrested in Sunderland. 
ibid., 3 April 1830; Leeds Mercury, 3,10 April 1830. 

Leeds Mercury, 31 Oct. 1829. 
~., 3,10 April 1830; Sheffield Mercury, 3 April 1830. 
Sheffield Iris, 2 Feb. 1830; Proceedin~ of the Third 
Co-operative Congress held in London (~32). Appendix quotes 
letter from Barnsley Society which began in June 1829. 
Leeds Mercury, 29 Aug. 1829 - Peter Hoey's speech at 24 Aug. 
meeting. 
Sheffield Iris, 5 Jan. 1830. 
Sheffield Mercury, 23 Jan. 1830. 
ibid., 23 Jan. 18,0 - mentioned Huddersfield and Knaresborough 
(wool and linen centres) as being badly affected; Leeds Mercury, 
23 Jan. 18'0 - unemployed meeting near Leeds. 
Report on Manufacturing Districts 18'0 10c.cit., 5. 
Sheffield Mercury, 6,20 March 1830. 
ibid., 1 May 1830. 
Sheffield Iris, 4 April 1830 - a letter from John Barker, the 
Trades General Union president - this appears to be the first 
public proclamation of its existence. 
ibid., 2 Feb. 18'0' reports his lectures in Sheffield and 
Barnsley. 
The wider national background to these years is derived from 
J.R.M. Butler, The Passing of the Great Reform Bill (1963). 
In the following section only references to local events are 
footnoted. 
Sheffield Mercury, 20 Feb. 18'0; Sheffield Iris, 2, Feb. 1830. 
Sheffield Mercury, 27 Nov. 18'0. 
~., 4 Dec. 18,0; Sheffield Iris, 7 Dec. 18'0. 
ibid., 2 Feb. 1830 (Bamsley and Sheffield); Sheffield Mercury, 
19,26 June 1830 (Thelwall in Doncaster and Sheffield); 
Sheffield Independent, 27 Jan., 6 Feb. 1830. 
Sheffield Mercury, 6,13 Nov. 1830. 
ibid., 4 Dec. 1830; Sheffield Iris, 7 Dec. 1830, for Ironside's 
speech and Alcock's comment - the following extracts will have 
to suffice: 
Ironside: What has the wisdom of Parliament done for you? •• 

Has it not filled your master's warehouse with goods 
which they cannot dispose of, although hundreds of 
thousands want to purchase them. Gentlemen, it has 
done this for you, and what has it done for others 
in other parts of the country? It has brought the 
labourers of Kent 1/6 a day, and the Duke of Wellington 
£95,000 per annum, brought 13,000 labourers of 
Huddersfie1d to 2yd a day, and the Bishop of Durham 
£63,000 per annum. It has made the poor weavers of 
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153. (contd.) 

154. 

155. 
156. 

157. 
158. 
159. 

160. 
161. 
162. 
163. 
164. 

165. 

166. 
167. 

168. 
169. 

Alcock: 

Barnsley consider potatoes as their beef; made the 
cruel absentee Irish wealth; and sunk the poor 
peasantry in the lowest depths of misery. 
It has been said that wealth should be represented, 
but wealth gives no right by nature, wealth is a 
mere chance possession. 

Sheffield Mercury, 18 Dec. 1830; Sheffield Courant, 17 Dec. 1830; 
a letter in HO 40/26, Parker to Melbourne, 18 Dec. 1830 describes 
these as members of the National Union of the Working Class. 
Parker to Melbourne, 18 Dec. 1830, HO 40/26. 
The table knife workers were in union - Sheffield IriS, 2 Feb. 
1830. The Trades Union published statements through the Iris 
see 18 Jan., 12 April, 19 April, 24 May and 6 Sept. 1831. The 
strike was also reported in the Sheffield Courant, 14 Jan. 1831. 
Sheffield IriS, 25 Jan. 1831; Sheffield Mercury, 15 Jan. 1831. 
Sheffield IriS, 8,22 Feb. 1831; Sheffield Mercury, 19 March 1831. 
Sheffield Iris, 8 March 1831; Sheffield Mercury, 12,19 March 
1831. 
~., 2,30 April 1831. 
ibid., 30 April 1831. 
Sheffield IriS, 3 May 1831. 
Sheffield Mercury, 24 Oct. 1831. 
ibid., 15 Oct. 1831; Sheffield IriS, 11 Oct. 1831 (18,000-
2Q,'OoO in Paradise Square). 
Sheffield Mercury, 19 Nov. 1831, the SPU leaders offered to 
act as special constables during the troubles of November; 
Wharncliffe to Melbourne, 4 Nov. 1831, HO 52/15, comments on 
local events, 'to all appearances the excitement hereabout has 
subsided and everything is peaceable. Fortunately the people 
at Sheffield have a fair share of employment'. 
Sheffield MercurY, 12 May 1832. 
ibid., 19 x.y 1832; Sheffield IriS, 14 Feb. l8}2, report 
~sted a 'Political Reading Room for the working classes' 
was set up by SPU in Sheffield. 
Sheffield Mercury, 12 May 1832. 
ibid., 23 July 1832; Sheffield IriS, 19 June 1832. The fuller 
Iris account describes the procession through the town. Led by 
the SPO, it was followed by the town's secret societies (Odd
fellows, Druids, Orangemen etc.), then by friendly societies 
and finally by ~sce11an.ous groups including some trade unions 
as well as large manufacturers and their workmen. In the huge 
procession the number of trade union bodies was relatively 
small - in tbe final section of the march were included the 
smiths or Vulcan SOCiety, Brush Makers' Union, United SOCiety 
of Carpenters, Comb makers, letter press printers and type 
founders. Other trades known to be organized (many of those 
officially in the procession were unknown to me until using 
this report) which may have been represented by trade-based 
friendly societies in the second part of the procession, 
included filesmiths, masons, scissorsmiths. Many trades may 
have officially had 'no politics' rules, although several 
industrial leaders were active in the SPO, including Kirk of 
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169. (contd.) 

170. 
171. 
172. 

173. 

174. 

175. 

176. 

177. 
178. 

179. 
180. 

181. 

182. 
183. 
184. 

185. 

186. 

the filesmiths and Booth of the Britannia metalsmiths. From 
their later actions at the 'non-electors' meetings afterwards, 
it may be that they saw through the betrayal and abstained from 
the SPU. They may have felt, like the Hartshead~dissident who 
draped a flag inscribed 'Is this Reform' beneath a picture of 
a man in rags when all the houses around were draped with flags 
echoing unqualified praise for the Act, that their activity had 
been in vain. 
~ The Hartshead contained one of the 'unstamped' sellers' shops, 

occupied by Bready. 

ibid., 10 July 1832; Sheffield Mercury, 7 July 1832. 
Sheffield Iris, 24 July 1832. 
Sheffield Local Register etc. op.cit., 245, the cholera had 
appeared in the town in early July, was at its height in August 
and died out in November. 1347 were affected, 945 of these 
recovered and 402 died. 
Sheffield Iris, 21 Aug. 1832; Sheffield Independent, 11 Oct. 
1832; Select Committee on Manufactures, Commerce and Shipping 
1833, loc.cit., 186 - witness described the action of several 
trades pressuring members to remain in the union through 
'bonds' or deposits held by the union. 
Proceedings of the Third Co-operative Congress held in London 
23rd April 1832 (1832) appendix; The CriSiS, 5 May, 23 June, 
27 Oct. 1832; Lancashire and Yorkshire Co-operator, June, July 
1832. 
Proceedin~s of the Fourth Co-operative Congress held in 
LiverpoolL 1 Oct. 1832 (Manchester, 1832). 
Figures from Methodist Archives, City Road, London. Comparable 
expansion in other West Riding towns can be seen, e.g. Leeds-
19.8%, Huddersfield - 17.27%. 
Printed annual returns in waCRO. 
Sheffield Local Register, 245. 
Sheffield Independent, 17 Nov. 1832. 
The following account of the election of December 1832 is based 
on descriptive evidence in the Sheffield Iris, 18,25 Dec. 1832 
and Sheffield Mercury, 15 and 22 Dec. 1832, and upon corres
pondence in HO 40/30, 50/20. 
Select Committee on Manufactures etc. loc.cit., 176, evidence 
of Samuel Jackson claimed half workmen were in full employment. 
176 - Jackson again, that half the plated trade workers were 
unemployed. 184 - Jackson again commenting that other half of 
Sheffield workers were partly employed two-three days per week -
'there are not many entirely out of employment. 182 - condition 
the same as 1825 regarding employment and living standards. 
ibid., 180. 
Sheffield Iris, 7 May 1833. 
Report on Handloom Weavers etc. loc.cit., 482. 
Much of this type of exploitation during the 1830's was 
described during the 1844 strike, see Sheffield Independent, 
25 May and 1 June 1844 and later text of my chapter 7. 
Sheffield IriS, 8 Jan. 1833. 
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206. 
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Poor Man's Guardian, 5 Jan. 1833, mentions an address on the 
'Fund Laws' being made to a Barnsley Political Union. 

385 

Sheffield Independent, 25 May 1833; Sheffield Mercury, 25 May 
1833; Gauntlet, 2 June 1833, also quoted in J. Weiner, The War 
of the Unstamped (Ithaca, 1965), 249. 
Poor Man's Guardian for 1832 shows through its correspondence 
columns a wide provincial response to metropolitan plebeian 
radical leadership in the National Union of the Working Classes. 
A. Paterson, Yorkshire Journalists : Past and Present (Barnsley, 
1901), 9; Weiner, op.cit., 161 on Bready's 'silent shop', 
205,249 on Bready's pedigree. 
Crabtree was listed as an 'unstamped' dealer by the Voice of 
the West Riding, copies of which are scattered among bundles 
HO 40/31 and 32. 
Poor Man's Guardian, 29 June 1833, a £1 subscription for the 
Cold-bath Fields Outrage victims from 'the Vine Tavern and the 
Office of the Unstamped, Hart's Head'. 
Figaro in Sheffield, 6 vols.(Sheffield, 1832-38) copies in SCL. 
Figaro, 15 Dec. 1832. 
ibid., 29 June 1833. 
ibid., 27 July 1833. 
A Funeral Oration on the Death of the Free Inquirer, n.d. in 
SeL - hostile attack on the publisher from the 'SOCiety of 
Infidels in the Hartshead'; Sheffield Iris, 12 Aug. 1834, 
Bready prosecuted. 
Sheffield Independent, 25 May 1833; Weiner, op.cit., 249. 
Figaro, 5 Oct. 1833. 
Sheffield Mercury, 18 Dec. 1830; Sheffield Courant, 17 Dec. 1830; 
contacts with the politically and industrially motivated 
National Union of the Working Classes may have also existed -
see fn.154. 
The weavers' organization was never described in formal terms 
by the 'respectable' press of the 1820's. The first formal 
term is in Leeds Times, 26 July 1834. 
On YTU see Cole and Postgate, British Working Class Movements 
etc. op.cit., 276-7. 
ibid., 270, quoting the CriSiS, 19 Oct. 1833. 
Pioneer, no.17, 31 Dec. 1833, 2 Feb. 1834, 'Operative of 
Barns ley , sent £3, 'Operative of Sheffield' sent £8. 
Poster advertising a meeting for 8 April 1834 in HO 40/32. 
Details of local co-operative activity, relating to Sheffield, 
Barnsley, Ardsley, Cumberworth, found in the Crisis, the 
Pioneer, Lancashire and Yorkshire Co-operator, and printed 
Co-operative Congress reports for 1831, 1832, 1837 (in Library 
of Co-operative Union, Manchester). 
Sheffield Iris, 21 Jan. 1834. 

~., 18 March 1834. 
Leeds Times, 12 April 1834; Sheffield Iris, 15 April 1834. 
ibid., 29 July 1834, second reading. 

Sheffield Mercury, 10 May 1834, quoting Samuel Jackson's 
testimony, Select Committee on Manufactures etc., comments on 
local trade union organization, inter-trade in the Sheffield 
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211. (contd • ) 

212. 

213. 

214. 
215. 
216. 

217. 
218. 

219. 

220. 

221. 
222. 

223. 

224. 
225. 
226. 

227. 
228. 
229. 

230. 

231. 
232. 
233. 
234. 
235. 
236. 
237. 

238. 
239. 
240. 
241. 
242. 
243. 

building trades between masons, bricklayers, plasterers and 
carpenters. 
Sheffield Mercury, particularly. For example see dialogue of 
'Civis' 26 April with 'Veritas' 10 May 1834. 
ibid., 28 Aug. 1838, Reid and Grant of Huddersfield were the 
visitors. 
ibid., 13 June 1835; Sheffield Iris, 16 June 1835. 
Leeds Times, 23,30 May 1835. 
ibid., 5 Dec. 1834, 9 Jan. 1835, for names. 
Sheffield Mercury, 9 May 1835. 
Sheffield Iris, 22 Dec. 1835, Mrs Bready had just been committed 
to three months in York Castle for selling 'unstamped', presum
ably her husband was also there. 
Report on Handloom Weavers etc. loc.cit., 481; Leeds Times, 
23,30 1836. 
Sheffield Mereury, 18 June 1836, claimed they had received this 
since October; Sheffield Iris, 5 April 1836, claimed Messrs. 
Rodgers were paying 2/6 in the £ file money to their 300 men. 
ibid., 9 Feb. 1836. 
Sheffield Mercury, 13 Feb. 1836. 
ibid., 20 Feb. 1836; Sheffield Iris, 23 Feb. 1836, action taken 
by employers against 'systematic unions entered into by the 
workmen of most of the branches of the cutlery and other trades' • 
ibid., 23 Feb. 1836. 
Sheffield Mercury, 19 March 1836. 
ibid., 19 March 1836, hinted at support through masters' 
accusations; 16 April 1836 confirms this in letter of thanks 
published by file trade to 'Inhabitants of Sheffield'. 
ibid., 16 April 1836; Sheffield Iris, 19 April 1836. 
Sheffield Mercury, 16 April 1836. 
ibid., 21 May 1836. 
Machin, op.cit., 39. 
Leeds Times, 30 Jan. 1836. 
ibid., 5 March 1836. 
ibid., 17 March 1836. 
ibid., 9 April 1836. 
ibid., 11 June 1836. 
ibid., 18 June 1836; Sheffield Mercury, 18 June 1836. 
Sheffield Iris, 14 June 1836, prosperity of Barnsley trade, 
espeCially fancy drills, 9 Aug., 13 Sept. 1836 demand and strike. 
West Riding Herald, 16 Sept. 1836; Machin, op.cit., 39. 
Leeds Times, 9 April 1836, involving stonemasons. 
Sheffield Mercury, 13,20,27 Aug. 1836. 
ibid., 20 Aug. 1836. 
ibid., 27 Aug. 1836. 
ibid., 20 Aug. 1836. 
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248. 
249. 
250. 

251. 
252. 

253. 

ibid., 10 Sept., 8 Oct. 1836. 
ibid., 5 Nov. 1836; Sheffield Iris, 15 Nov. 1836. 
ibid., 27 Sept., 4 Oct. 1836. 
ibid., 15 Nov. 1836; Sheffield Mercury, 5 Nov. 1836. 
Sheffield Iris, 15 Nov. 1836. 
ibid., 6,20 Dec. 1836. 
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Compiled from reports in Sheffield Iris, Sheffield Mercury and 
Sheffield Independent, Nov. 1836 - March 1837; W.R. Warburton, 
The Ristor of Trade Union Or anisation in the North Stafford
shire Potteries 1931, Appendix F, 2 2-282 contains a reprint 
of the minutes of the delegate meeting held in the Potteries 
over 28-30 Dec. 1836. 
Sheffield Iris, 3 Jan. 1837. 
ibid., 31 Jan. 1837; the story of the strike is covered in 
J. Boyle, 'An account of strikes in the Potteries in the years 
1834 and 1836, Journal of the Statistical Society, 1838, 37-45 
and in Warburton, op.cit., 90-99. 
Sheffield Mercury, 22 April 1837. 

254. Sheffield Iris, 14 March 1837. 
255. Leeds Times, 4 Feb. 1837, BRA organising a public meeting to 

petition against the Poor Law Amendment Act. 
256. ibid., 13 May and 3 June 1837. 
257. Sheffield Iris, 16 May 1837, noted the problem of American 

debts not being paid and of the drying up of orders. 
258. Sheffield Local Register, 294, 22 April 1837. 
259. Sheffield Mercury, 6 May 1837; Sheffield Iris, 9 May 1837. 
260. Founder of the Northern Star, for biographical details see 

Burland, Annals II, 71. 
261. Sheffield Mercury, 20 May 1837; Sheffield Iris, 23 May 1837; 

Leeds Times, 20 May 1837. 

262. 

263. 

264. 

Sheffield Mercury, 20,27 May 1837. 
Reports of Mr Gulson, Assistant CommiSSioner, May-Nov. 1837 in 
PRO MH 32/28 (Assistant Commissioners' and Inspectors' corres
pondence) . 
Sheffield Mercury, 3,17 June 1837. 

265. Sheffield IriS, 30 May, 13 June 1837. 
266. Leeds Times, 24 June 1837. 

267. ~., 1 July 1837, Barnsley procession contained Yeoman Cavalry, 
Cordwainers SOCiety and the Orange Lodge; Sheffield Mercury, 
1 July 1837, Sheffield Iris, 30 May, 4 July 1837, for Sheffield 
reaction. 

268. ~., 4 July 1837, letter to editor, 'I am well aware sirs, 
it is the practice of the Whigs and the Middle Class generally 
whenever they want their views serving, to call upon the 
un-represented to support them'. 

269. ibid., 18 July, 1,8 Aug. 1837; Sheffield Mercury, 15,22,29 July, 
5 Aug. 1837; Leeds Times, 29 July, 5 Aug. 1837. 

270. ibid., 29 July 1837, Peter Roey was the 'official' questioner 
and confronted Morpeth, Strickland and Wortley. 
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271. ibid., 12 Aug., 30 Sept. 1837; Sheffield Iris, 29 Aug. 1837. 
272. Report on Handloom Weavers etc. , 272; Leeds Times, 

19 Aug. 1837. 
273. ibid., 26 Aug., 2 Sept. 1837; Sheffield Iris, 5 Sept. 1837. 
274. Leeds Times, 16 Sept. 1837; Sheffield Iris, 5 Sept. 1837. 
275. Leeds Times, 30 Sept. 1837. 
276. Compiled from Leeds Times. 
277. Compiled from Sheffield Mercury, Iris, Courant and Independent. 
278. Sheffield Iris, 17 Oct. 1837, WMA met at the Town Hall on 

Monday 16. The meeting was presided over by James Needham 
and Henry Hetherington of the London Dispatch (the former 
publisher of Poor Man's Guardian) was the main guest. 

279. Leeds Times, 21 Oct. 1837. 
280. In Sheffield the working of 'respectable society' is more 

easily traced because of the immediate press coverage. The 
following list covers (although there may be some gaps) most 
of the key institutions and associations which in functioning 
formed the common cultural social and economic nexus of the 
bourgeois classes and sub-classes. They are ranked (perhaps 
arbitrarily) in order of 'respectability' descending to levels 
where the 'counter culture' was being manufactured to involve 
the petty bourgeoisie, labour 'aristocrats' and 'deferential' 
working man generally. 

The Assemblies (eighteenth century origins) 
Town Trustees (pre-eighteenth century) 
Church Burgesses (pre-eighteenth century) 
Chamber of Commerce (1834) 
Guardian SOCiety (1830) 
Cutlers' Company (pre-eighteenth century) 
Pitt Club (1810) 
Association for the Prosecution of Felons and Protection 

of Property (1804) 
Association for oPPosing insolvent debtors ( ) 
Sheffield Literary and Philosophical SOCiety (1822) 
Yorkshire Amateur MUSic SOCiety (1807) 
Shakespeare Club (1818) 
Sheffield Botanical Gardens (1836) 
Sheffield Library (1771 and 1825) 
Sheffield Fire Office (1811) 
Sheffield MUSic Hall (1823) 
Sheffield Circus and Theatre (1836) 
Newsrooms (subscription membership

t 
1816, 1825, 1835) 

Book SOCiety and Law Library (1836j 
Bible Missionary and Tract Societies of the various 

religious denominations 
Mechanics Institute (1832) 
Savings Bank (1819) 
Sick and Friendly societies of a non-trade union character 
Mechanics Library (1822) 

281. Sheffield Courant, 15 Jan., 19 Feb., 30 April 1830, reported 
assemblies making up the 'season' of 1830. This report suggested 
the revival of the tradition after (an implied) suspension for 
several years. 

282. B. Harrison, Drink and the Victorians (1971), ch.2, 37-63 for 
a strongly argued case for the value of the public house in 
working class life. 
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Sheffield IriS, 9 May 1820, bear bait at Crookes, 1 June 1824, 
death of a local bear ward who no longer baited in the 
immediate locality. 
Barnsley Chronicle, 24 May 1879. 
Sheffield IriS, 19 Feb. 1825, 300 persons at boxing match, 
12 April 1831, female pugilism, 30 April 1833, death of local 
pugilist; Burland, Annals II, 44. 
Sheffield Iris, 25 Sept., 2 Oct. 1832. 
Eden, op.cit., III, 874. 
Figures from G.C. Holland, The Vital Statistics of Sheffield 
(Sheffield, 1843), 259-260; Children's Employment Commission 
(Sheffield Trades) etc. 
Sheffield Mercury, 6 Aug. 1831. 
Sheffield Local Register, 270. 

Leeds Times, 2 Jan. 1836; T. Begg, 'Sketches of the Life and 
Labours of Mr Alderman John Guest' (Worksop, 1881), 24 - claims 
100 total in Barnsley and 400 'Moderates'. 
ibid., 11, Rotherham Society founded March 1837 

Holland, op.cit., 150. 
ibid., 221, figures of attendance for 1840, figures for earlier 
attendance derived from same source 219-223 and combined with 
statistics from annual printed, Reports of the Sheffield Sunday 
School Union (Sheffield, 1820 onwards). These provide inform
ation on all groups except the Established Church. Here it has 
been necessary to estimate using the Holland data as a basis 
for calculation. For Barnsley data see Burland, Annals II 
op.cit., 31; Leeds Times, 28 May 1836. 
T. Ramsey, View of the Town of Sheffield (Sheffield, 1824), 

Sheffield IriS, 30 Dec. 1823, estimated there were 1200 
children not in Sunday school. 
New Churches in the region had been built in the 1820's with 
money under the 'million' scheme. These included: 
Sheffield: 

St George's (1821) 
St Philip's (1828) 
Christ's Ch. Atter-

cliffe (1826) 
St Mary's (1830) 
also Methodist 

Ebenezer (1823) 
Greaseborough: 

St Mary's (1828) 
Barnsley: 

St Mary's (1822) 
St George's (1827) 

1000 of 2240 seats free 
650" 1850 " n 

500 " 
800 " 

1100 
2000 

366" 1579 

241" 661 

224" 1015 
800" 1200 

" 

It 

" 

It 

" 

" 
" 

" 

" 

It 

It 

Wickham, op.cit., 71-81, for discussion of the expansion of 
these years. 

298. Calculated from 1851 census returns regarding accommodation 
which were projected backwards USing information given about 



298. (contd.) 
date of building, changes in capacity from this and a 
multitude of available institutional church histories. 
A little improvisation was needed but very little that 
would alter the estimates calculated. Census data in 
PRO, HO 129/508 (Sheffield), 129/509 (Rotherham), 129/505 
(Barnsley), 129/506 (Wortley). . 

299. Burland, Annals, op.cit., II, 32. 
300. Sheffield Iris, 8 Feb. 1825. 
301. Sheffield Mercury, 5 July 1834. 
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