PRESENTATION AT THE ARC Saturday 4 November 2023

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome back and | hope that you are feeling refreshed and energised

because we are going on a couple of journeys.

We will be moving in time and space into the decade of Captain Swing and then looking ahead as
we explore Captain Swing’s impact — and that of his arch enemy the gallant Duke of Wellington —

through what happened here in our own communities in Hampshhire.

There are perhaps two main themes to this CAPTAIN SWING story — the first is VOICE and the
second is VIOLENCE.

It is because of the importance of VOICE that this programme has been undertaken by the English

Project. And where the Voice is not heard then the Violence can easily step in.

So our first journey starts just down the road here in Jewry Street in the Old Gaol-house pub - but
this was in the days when it really was a gaol house. Op[ened in 1788, just before the French
Revolution, by the end of December 1830 it was packed full of hundreds of convicted SWING
rioters from all over the county of Hampshire. And there was a particular group from the village of
Owslebury just a few miles from Winchester. And in the way of things they composed a song about
their conditions in the gaol. As one of the song’s voices explains, “At six o clock in the evening
the turnkey he comes round, The locks and bolts they rattle, like the sounding of a drum, And we
are all locked up in the cells so high, And there we stay till morning whether we lives or whether

die.”

So who were the Owslebury boys. Well, typically, one of those arrested for rioting in Owslebury in
November 1830 was William Adams. Aged 35 he was a shepherd with five children.. He was
accused of assaulting a well-off local neighbour by the name of Moses Stanbrook. As the charge put
it, Adams put Stanbrook in bodily fear and danger of his life and stole from him a £5 note — a very
substantial sum of money in those days. Adams was also accused — like so many other men - of
‘riotous assembly and making a great noise to the terror of the king’s subjects’. Yes, he made a
great noise. Probably an incoherent noise — it was not a reasonable voice. As a result ADAMS was

initially given a death sentence but that was commuted to transportation for 14 years



In his defence Adams claimed that he had been pressed by others to join the mob. Not persuaded -
but pressed. He was then swept along by the crowd. He had not planned ahead to attack Mr
Stanbrook — on impulse it just happened in the spirit of the evening. However for some of the
rioters it was not a matter of momentary madness. There was, indeed, a plan. Right at the top of the
Owslebury Lads it was admitted that on the 30" of November they did ‘prepare all for the
machinery , and when they did get there, my eye, how they let fly. The machinery flew to pieces

in the twinkling of an eye.”

As you have heard already, the arrival of new machinery on the farms was often the touchpaper
for the riots. There had been poverty for many years but now there was something very specific at
which the impoverished workers could direct their fury and frustration. This new technology was
destroying jobs but increasing profits for the owners. A phenomenon we are facing today, maybe,

with the arrival of Al.

So what happened after the destruction of the machines? Well it was arrest — and fairly promptly
too. The Duke of Wellington having lost his position as Prime Minister in London just a fortnight
before — he was kicked out of office on 16 November - came back to Hampshire and cracked down
hard in his capacity as Lord Lieutenant. And so as the song went on “Oh then we were sent to
Winchester our trial for to take; So many there were transported for life and some was cast to
die.” And indeed those who were executed suffered their fate in the backyard of the Old Gaolhouse
fronting on to Staple Gardens — so remember that as you go home this evening. And if they were
not confined in the gaol-house or sent to Australia then they would serve a year or two in the
Bridewell in Hyde just down from St. Bartholomew’s church - again just a short walk away from

here. So we herfe tonight are literally surrounded by the final chapters of the SWING story.

But along with the lament of the Owslebury Boys there was defiance and pride in the song — pride
you might say in the VIOLENCE and that is shown up in the chorus ‘The mob, such a mob you

never had seen before. and if you live for a hundred years you never will no more.”

Well here we are TWO hundred years later —and | will leave you to reflect on whether there has

been such a mob since — and if so for what reason? .

So that is why the SWING story is so fascinating and complex with arguments on both sides — In
the story of the mythological Captain Swing and the riots conducted under his name we can see

indications of many things to come. Including, maybe what is happening at this very moment.



Now the VIOLENCE happened in the countryside but the VOICE dominated here in Winchester
where the Grand Assize was held. There were NO riots in Winchester but as the scene shifted here
to the courts the London media descended — the whirlwind trial of 300 men in about ten days was
extensively reported in the press - and the prices in the local hospitality business went shot sky
high. The journalists and the lawyers from London complained bitterly about how they were milked
by the Winchester inn keepers. And not for the first time in recent history big trials were good for
Winchester business.

However, memory of it did not last long. As it happens | was just speaking this very morning about
SWING and the Grand Assize to our local MP. He knew nothing about it. And he is a historian by
background.

You see, because the VIOLENCE was a rural phenomenon it was largely erased from the collective
memory. It was not a single, focused urban event like the Peterloo massacre in Manchester. Instead
it was spread out. More than sixty villages experienced Swing Riots — They even touched places
such as Selborne of blessed memory famous for its natural history by Gilbert White published in

1789. The destruction by the Swing rioters of the Selborrne workhouse was shocking at the time -
but was soon almost totally forgotten about. The Natural History is remembered but the workhouse
which was was taken down brick by brick while the occupants, the old and infirm, were removed

and abandoned in the open have disappeared. Why?

These stories matter and are worth revisiting not because they are black and white, good and bad
but because they are highly nuanced and challenge us to deal with what happens when people are
under severe pressure and are driven to do bad things for what might seem good reason. And why
some of the most shocking things have deep, deep roots often incomprehensible to the authorities.
As, indeed, the Duke of Wellington himself confessed in a debate in parliament about the Riots as

they commenced in Kent right at the beginning of November 1830 — just about now, in fact.

As was reported in the newsapers at the time, referring to the Duke who was speaking in
Parliament QUOTE ‘“He (the Duke) should imagine that the outrages were carried on
by two different classes of people. Some of the offences had been committed by a
class which was.always disposed to break machines, which they thought (and
thought rightly too) would in the first instance throw them out of work although
they did not see that eventually improved machines would not interfere with their

labour except to better their condition.



But, continued the Duke, there was another very desperate class of persons who
burnt and destroyed property without any visible motive whatever. Of what were the
causes of these recent outrages, however, the Government knew no more than the
gentry and magistracy in the county had told them. Ministers were doing every thing
in their power to help the gentry and magistrates of the county to discover the
causes, and they were giving them every assistance they required to put the law in

force, and to put down the disturbances as quickly as possible.” END OF QUOTE

The full effect of that was to be seen in Hampshire just three weeks later when the Duke,
now expelled from NO. 10, got to grips with the rioting on his own doorstep — but in trying
to probe the mystery of motivation the Government lit on revolutionaries and radical

journalists such as William Cobbett.

Now Cobbett had deep links with Hampshire and often stayed with a friend just north of
Andover in Hurstbourne Tarrant. His writing were read avidly by the more literate among
the rioters — including in our area in Sutton Scotney and other villages along the Dever
valley. So, in due course, the idea that the ordinary folk had been led astray by sinister and
manipulative forces gradually became a strong narrative. At one point the finger of
accusation was pointed at the French who had just experienced their own second
revolution But in due course, predictably, it was Cobbett himself who was to be tried for
sedition in 1831. He defended himself in court and, as usually happened in Cobbet”s case,
he triumphed and was found innocent deeply embarrassing the Government in the

process.

Significantly during his trial Cobbett made reference to the case of Henry Cook, a young
man of 19 who was sentenced to death having being accused of attacking a member of
the Baring faimily — still a power, one notices, in the land in these parts. Now Cook, of
course, was executed just along the road in the gaol house but his body was brought back
to Micheldever for burial. Cobbett described the scene. But he started off by saying, “The
Attorney General and his colleagues know nothing of the state of the country, nothing of
the feelings of the country people. When Cook was taken home in a coffin the whole of
Micheldever went to the confines of the parish to meet his corpse. Six young women
dressed in white went to hold up the pall which a tradesman had lent. Twelve young men

went out to the bearers and the corpse was conveyed for two miles to a place where it was



interred in solemn silence. These transactions will never be wiped out of the minds of the

labourers.”

That place of burial was the church in Micheldever where Henry Cook’s grave can stil be
seen. But the memories have been largely wiped out and that is what we in the English

project are now keen to remedy in the various styles of English available to us

So, as you can see there is a rich and intriguing series of issues wrapped up in the SWING
story — indeed the very notion of a Robin Hood type figure pulling the strings, unseen and
unknown, is fascinating in itself. All of which the English Project believed would make this
worth revisiting — above all in the very places where these things happened and in

the communities affected 200 years ago. Inded the power of this was seen on television
eariler this year in the series Who Do you think you are? featuring Lesley Manville who,
it turned out, had an ancestor involved in the riots and was then tried in the Grand Assize
in the Great hall and ended up being transported to Australia. Manville herself was

overwhelmed by the discovery.

And that’s what we hope will be the outcome of some the research that will be undertaken
over the next 3-4 years. Ours is a long term project — not least because it encompasses so
much. In what we call the final - Phase 2 - of the project in 2029/30 we aim to have a

series of very high profile projects to do full justice to the story.

Amongst these we hope will be — a distilled re-enactment of the Grand Assize with a
cast of hundreds to be put on in the Great Hall in the space where the original trial
occurred. The trials were reported in detail and there is also some terrific material in the
Hampshire Record Office to give us the basis for the story. To hear those death sentences
read out again in the same location 200 years to the day will be spine tingling. Our
intention is to work with the University of Winchester on this and we would hope that it
would win extensive coverage in the media. It might well feature professional actors in the
key roles but there should also be heavy involvement from local people from the SWING

villages themselves.

Alongside that dramatic performance there has been a suggestion of a SWING Opera —

maybe performed at The Grange — one of the key locations in the actual SWING story



featuring, as mentioned, the Baring family. Now, this is rather specualtive at the moment

but we have someone keen to do it and it might happen.

What we certainly need is a very high quality exhibition — ideally also in the Great Hall —
telling both the story of the Grand Assize and the riots themselves. Although the
presentation needs to be slick we would anticipate that village communities would have
played the key role in developing the material. We would be looking for a Heritage Lottery
Fund grant for that.

Then there should be an extensive exhibition of the original documents linked to
SWING from local and national archives. In that context the Welleslely archive at the

Univesity of Southampton would be crucial.

There has also been interests in producing an exhibition of the ART of PROTEST from
Winchester School of Art — that could range from the cartoons of 1830 featuring Captain
SWING and the rick burning through to the kind of political protest placards and other
material seen today.

And from an academic perspective we would like both of our local Universities to be
involved in putting on a conference dedicated to the latest research into Captain

Swing and all he stood for.

All of this will require great venues, significant investment and the backing of not just the
local great and the good but, even more important from the SWING communities around

the county.

That is why before we can embark on Phase Two we need to engage over the next 3-4
years with Phase One — that is laying the foundations, the building of awareness, the
stimulation of interest and the active involvement and patrticipation of people from across

the county in a variety of research projects linked to their own local story.

We already have superb examples of what can be done from villages like Barton Satcey
and St. Mary Bourne and would hope that others could follow in their pattern. That
research could then be aired locally but also fed thorugh to the larger scale exhibitions

here in Winchester.



Underpinning all this we want to set up a programme of annual SWING-related lectures

around the county — not just here in Winchester — and also explore other themes such as
the music and the literature of the SWING period. We also hope to develop in due course
local dramas which tell the story of individuals or individual communities. The potential for

this as a way of getting local involvement is enormous.

So we are now working on all of this and invite people to engage with us. The goal is to
announce our first year of activity at around Easter. There is a lot to be done — but we
have the time to do it. We invite you to give it your support and, in due course, your
participation. Please go to the EP website to register your support. The website itself is
going to be changing significantly in the next five months and it might be a little time
before you hear ftom us again. But believe me we are passionate about this project and

we hope that you will become so too.

Thank you very much for listening.



