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Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much and can I say how delighted I am to 

be the opening act at this new venue for local history in Andover with my 

presentation THE CAPTAIN SWING RIOTS IN 1830 – WHY THEY ARE 

IMPORTANT AND WHAT WE ARE GOING TO DO ABOUT IT. 

 

I am here this evening  representing the Captain Swing Riots Bicentenary 

Commemoration which will climax at the end of the decade. Now, we are 

operating under the auspices of the English Project – based in Winchester - 

whose focus is the development of the English language both now and in the past. 

So we are particularly interested in the way that major events – like the Swing 

Riots – can be used as a lens or a prism through which changes in our language 

can be observed. 

 

The remarkable thing about Captain Swing is that while the riots and destruction 

which took place under his name almost 200 years ago dominated the news in 

the Autumn of 1830 - prompting debates in Parliament and the deep concern of 

two Prime Ministers - they were, by and large, rapidly forgotten almost as soon as  

they were over.  

 

So while similar or related events - such as the Luddite protests or the Peterloo 

massacre or indeed the story of the Tolpuddle martyrs - still have recognition 

today as historic landmarks, the uprising by the followers of Captain Swing has 

been marginalised to the point of almost entire extinction. But this is not new. 

Indeed, quite remarkably a great fat publication called ‘Haydn’s Dictionary of 



Dates’ published 1868 included a long list of riots in British history but for 1830 

all it mentioned was a small riot in ireland. In short, within less than a generation 

the memories of the Swing Riots had been almost expunged. 

 

Almost, that is,  but not quite completely.  

 

In Hampshire in particular there are pockets of awareness. In villages such as 

Barton Stacey, St. Mary Bourne, Micheldever and Upper Clatford, Captain 

Swing still has resonance today especially among the older residents who have 

deep roots in the history of their communities. And that is right because those 

villages were hit hard by Captain Swing and his consequences. By contrast if you 

go to Winchester where the Hampshire story of the uprising came to a grisly end 

in the Great Hall and the county prison in Jewry Street almost no-one will know 

anything about it whatsoever. 

 

And that, we think, is a great shame because if you understand the Captain Swing 

riots then you start to get a grip on the REAL history of our county and its 

indigenous folk in that period 200 years ago. It is mostly about the people who 

never had a speaking part in a Jane Austen novel but might be seen, 

anonymously, labouring in the fields. In other words, the ordinary majority. 

 

So the Riots broke out a little more than a decade after Jane Austen’s death. But  

the Riots offer a very different slant on Hampshire and the south than the one 

you might normally expect from the films or indeed the Austen books 

themselves.   

 

Back in the 1820s  the rural south was the land of deprivation, little opportunity 

and the peasants living barely above the breadline – and sometimes well below it. 



Turner and Constable might have made a living out of painting our fields  but ‘off 

canvas’ life was grim down south and normally characterised, at the time, as 

suffering from ‘Agricultural distress’. In short, the region as a whole was almost 

going through a collective breakdown. 

 

And that was why the Captain Swing Riots were  a phenomenon which erupted 

across almost the whole of southern England outside the urban centres. It is one 

of the many reasons why we should now address the Riots, explore them and 

learn from them 

 

---- 

 

So where do we begin? In terms of dates you could start as far back as 1822 

when William Cobbett, the famous radical journalist who spent so much of his 

life in Hampshire, delivered what he called a rustic harangue to an audience of 

farmers in the Black Swan hotel in Winchester.  

 

Cobbett’s concern was the declining fortunes of the agricultural community as a 

whole – labourers and farmers alike - and the pressures upon them. What he 

particularly focused upon in this ‘rustic harangue’ - which you can read in his 

book ‘Rural Rides’ - were the demands of the church in terms of tithes – which 

were remorseless and onerous despite the fact that many farmers and tenants had 

their backs against the wall economically.   

 

For Cobbett, tithes were a key example of how those in authority and power – 

and that includes the church - were exploiting those who were actually doing the 

hard work.  

 



As Cobbett put it: 

 

“The scheme that appears to have been fallen upon by the authorities is the 

strangest in the world, and it must, if attempted to be put into execution, produce 

something little short of open and general commotion; namely, that of reducing 

the wages of labour to a mark so low as to make the labourer a walking skeleton.” 

 

Cobbett’s description was correct. As the decade wore on  those labourers did 

indeed become little better than ‘walking skeletons’.  As a petition to the King 

from workers in Barton Stacey, Bullington and Wonston in September 1830 put 

it: 

 

“Many of us have not food sufficient to satisfy our hunger, we have not clothes to 

hide the nakedness of ourselves, our wives, our children nor fuel wherewith to 

warm us. To our great sorrow and disappointment we find oppression daily press 

heavier and heavier upon our shoulders till at length we are driven to the brink of 

despair.” 

 

And it was that deep despair across places like north Hampshire which did 

indeed lead, after almost a decade of agricultural distress to the ‘open and general 

commotion’ - to use Cobbett’s words - of the Captain Swing riots of the Autumn 

of 1830. 

 

A number of factors had been at work. Some of these dated back a century or 

more. As many of you will know, a process of enclosure had been going on for 

many decades. Lands which had been held in common were being fenced off 

and absorbed by big local landowners. On the positive side this meant that they 

could be farmed more effectively and productively. On the downside those local 



peasants who had previously benefited from this land held in common were 

excluded from it. Enclosure represented a major loss to them. 

 

Another key factor was the post-war decline in farming after the battle of 

Waterloo. If you read the local newspapers of the 1820s there are endless 

accounts of depression and demoralisation. As an article in the Hampshire 

Telegraph explained it, “On an English farm of 305 acres, the capital required 

during the war was £3,000 p.a. with a profit  of £200 p.a. . But by the mid-1820s 

the capital had declined from £3000 to  £2317  leaving a profit of only £88 p.a.”  

 

In other words a reduction of almost 60% in profitability.  Indeed at one point 

the Hampshire Agricultural Society – which was chaired by a member of the 

Baring banking family – was about to collapse because so few farmers attended 

the meetings.   

 

Now, talking of the Barings it was the arrival of successful City bankers in rural 

areas buying up farms cheaply - and conducting themselves socially in a very 

different way from their predecessors - which undermined social solidarity and 

coherence.  

 

For many of these new owners it was a business investment and NOT a way of 

life that they were choosing. And that way of looking at things can be summed up 

in what became the main focus of the Rioters’ hostility – the arrival of the 

threshing machine.  

 

Now threshing machines had first been invented in 1786 by the Scottish engineer 

Andrew Meikle and they were were to become the symbol of everything that 

threatened the rural working class. They were the equivalent of the mechanised 



looms and knitting frames for the Luddites  and they were, in effect, the AI of 

rural life. Initially, their adoption in southern England had been very slow but all 

that changed after 1815. While being a boost to the farmers who were aiming for 

lower costs and greater efficiency they were the impersonal enemy of the 

traditional economy and they were devastating for agricultural labourers for 

whom the Autumn threshing season had been a vital source of  income. 

 

Theshing, as you know, involves separating grain seed from the stalks and husks. 

Historically it had been labour intensive and was undertaken with skill using a 

hand-held flail. And there is even an idyllic reference to the process and its 

environment in the Ode to Autumn by John Keats written in 1817: 

 

“Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? 

  Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, 

  Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind.”  

 

But  the new-fangled threshing machines were not a winnowing wind  - they were 

a gale of destruction destroying jobs by the thousand. And their  increasing 

adoption across the south in the 1820s was devastating to the day workers.  Just at 

the time of year when it was getting colder and food becoming more expensive, 

demand for their labour disappeared. As one historian has commented, "The 

conjunction of a growing population with little alternative to agricultural work and 

the introduction of the threshing machine--much the earliest machine of any 

importance in English farming~resulted in chronic winter unemployment and 

distress in southern England.” 

 



Now alongside all this technological change there was also an ideological factor 

which predisposed people to rise up - at least the better educated, literate 

workers. Encouraged by the writings and activism of radicals like Henry Hunt 

and William Cobbett there had developed a strong desire for political reform. 

The people without any voice in the established power structure wanted their 

views to be heard. Here in Hampshire, Sutton Scotney in particular was the focus 

for the meetings of the self-proclaimed Radical and Musical Society which met in 

the White Swan pub on a regular basis to drink, sing and to hear radical readings 

particularly from William Cobbett’s newspaper The Weekly Register. These 

were people with a he4ghtened level of political awareness – they wanted change 

not just to agriculture but across the board..  

--- 

So it was against this background that - almost in despair - agricultural labourers 

in Kent took matters into their own hands as Summer turned to Autumn in 

1830 . Interestingly, Kent was also the county where both the Peasants’ Revolt 

began in the 14th century and Jack Cade’s revolt in the 15th had started. 

 

Anyway, the first event of what is regarded as the Captain Swing riots proper  

occurred on the night of the 28th August 1830, with the destruction of a 

threshing machine in a farm near Canterbury. Because of the tense and unstable 

atmosphere this then sparked off copy-cat attacks across the county. And then, in 

early October, the threatening presence of ‘Captain Swing’ himself  emerged out 

of the  Autumn mist to make his presence felt as the fantasy leader who 

embodied popular discontent. 

 

Captain Swing first appeared in a threatening letter addressed to a farmer in 

Dover which read, quote, ‘You are advised that if you doant put away your 



thrashing machine against Munday next you shall have a SWING’(that is a swing 

on the gallows).’  

 

So Captain Swing was born – an idea of revolt and social justice turned into a 

heroic but threatening champion. But he was just the latest in a succession of 

mythical quasi military commanders to inspire and lead uprisings in rural areas 

thereby lending them a kind of authority whilst also adding a sense of both co-

ordination and mysterious menace.  

 

 Curiously enough, however, while this titular military figure gave confidence and 

added zeal and righteousness to the Rioters it also gave a certain amount of 

solace to the forces of law and order. As the violence grew and then rolled into 

the following year there was a belief in London in the Government that there 

really WAS a Captain Swing – possibly a foreigner or a new French revolutionary 

- who was orchestrating and manipulating ordinary people into these 

extraordinary acts of violence.  

 

In other words the authorities preferred to believe that rather than having 

genuine grievances of their own the labourers were being cynically lead – or 

misled – into violence.   In fact, so strong was this desire to pin the blame on to 

one sinister string-pulling individual that William Cobbett -  having been accused 

of being the real Captain Swing - was tried for sedition in the Spring of 1831. 

Cobbett denied any responsibility saying that his journalism had merely pointed 

out the dreadful agricultural conditions with the aim of alerting the authorities to 

the need for action. It was hardly his fault that they had ignored him. 

 

But ignore him they did and quite rapidly the violence or threats of violence 

migrated west across Kent into Sussex and northwards through Essex. Coverage 



in the newspapers and word of mouth from one village to the next, one market 

town to the next, alerted the labourers to what was happening and local leaders 

emerged on their own patch to issue Swing letters and spark attacks. Every area, it 

seemed, had its own particular set of grievances and targets of hate. 

 

Initially, in those more easterly counties, the local authorities were perplexed 

about what to do. Yes, there were arrests and trials but on a small and somewhat 

disorganised local scale. For example, when the first machine breakers were tried 

in Canterbury in late October the presiding magistrate, Sir Edward Knatchbull, 

discharged the prisoners with a caution and a mere three day prison sentence.  

 

Compared to what happened in Hampshire two months later this was trivial. The 

effect of it, however, was to give rioters the idea that they were not likely to face 

heavy penalties. Violence increased. As well as arson and machine breaking there 

was demands with menaces to farmers to increase wages and threats to the 

oveseers of the poor. The level of anger released increased. Mobs started to 

develop and some workers, otherwise passive, were pressurised into joining in. 

Without question there was a lot of peer pressure to take part in the disorder. 

 

And thus it was that on the 18
th

 of November the Riots spread into Hampshire 

from West Sussex gathering speed and size as they did so. As an historian of the 

Riots observed, “It was in Hampshire and Wiltshire that the movement, as it 

drove westwards, became the most widely dispersed and attained its greatest 

momentum.”  

 

Now, the first actual Swing letter in Hampshire had appeared in the Portsmouth 

area on the 10th of November but for a few days after nothing further occurred. 

But then it exploded with a vengeance. According to a law officer based in 



Winchester the reported crimes for the county over that next fortnight or so 

included – arson, demolishing buildings  and machinery, burglary, larceny, 

robbery, ‘felony’, breaking threshing machines ,threatening letters - and riot of 

every kind’. 

 

A critical date is the 15th of November when a fire was started at the Duke of 

Wellington’s estate at Stratfield Saye north east of Basingstoke. Then, a 

threatening letter signed ‘Swing’ was sent to the Duke  accusing him of being a 

‘despot’ and demanding political reform.  So at this point we need to pause for a 

moment and take stock of the Duke of Wellington’s absolutely central role in the 

story of Captain Swing in our county. 

 

As I am sure you are aware, the Iron Duke entered politics following his triumph 

in defeating Napoleon at Waterloo and by 1830, as a hero of the Tories, he was 

in No. 10 Downing Street. But things were not going his way. There was a mood 

for change not just among revolting agricultural labourers but also in the political 

class.   

 

However, as a deep conservative, Wellington would not budge – he would not 

contemplate reform of any kind. As a result he lost a key vote of no confidence 

in Parliament on 15th November and, at a stroke. just like that, he was out of 

office. The fact that this coincided with the attack on his country home on the 

very same day is NOT perhaps pure coincidence. 

 

So what did Wellington do next?  

 

Throughout his time in London he had continued to be  Lord Lieutenant of 

Hampshire. So having been relieved of national responsibilities he promptly 



turned his attention to county matters. While in NO 10 he had watched with 

alarm at the rather amateur way in which the authorities had dealt with the 

violence in Kent and Sussex. He was determined that the same pattern would not 

be followed in the county for which he had responsibility as Lord Lieutenant. As 

reported in one of the newspapers at the time Wellington had a very clear view at 

the beginning of November of what was going on in these rural areas. As the 

newspaper put it,  

 

 “He imagined 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.”  

 

So THAT was the agenda when Wellington left Westminster for  his home 

county. Confronting an increasingly militant and agitated community of rioters in 

Hampshire we have a military man who knew a thing or two about crowd control.  

That is why we have called our Bicentenary Commemoration ‘Captain Swing 

versus the Duke of Wellington’ and it is the reason that  the events in Hampshire 



from the 15th of November through to the 15th of January - when the subsequent 

executions of rioters were carried out - are of special interest and significance.   

 

 

Now, the alarm felt by the Hampshire gentry at the prospect of riots is illustrated 

in a letter from Henry Holmes of  Romsey, to Lord Palmerston ijn mid-

November  Lord Palmerston was, of course, another major Hampshire 

landowner. 

“Your Lordship is of course aware that the country is in a very disturbed state 

generally,” said Holmes. “We see in several parts of this, and adjoining counties, 

frequent acts of outrage committed and know that a seditious spirit is 

openly exhibited almost everywhere,.. 

In the neighbourhood of Andover much mischief has been done as your 

Lordship will see by the papers. I have just had a man with me who saw the mob 

break open the gaol and rescue a prisoner. 

I was interrupted this morning by my servant whose father had left the mob at 

Compton near Kings Somborne, where they broke the thrashing machines of 

Mr. Edwards and extorted money and drink. They had previously attacked Mr 

Penleazes’ House at Bossington and Mr. Edwards’s at Horsebridge. I sent my 

son on horseback to reconnoitre and he saw Sir William Heathcote and Mr. 

Stanley go from Winchester with a troop of cavalry towards Crawley. We are 

swearing in special constables here, and as the troops are on the alert I dare say 

the mob will be dispersed.” 

 

So what exactly had happened in Hampshire in that week or so after November 

15th? Well there were riots in over seventy villages and towns across all four 

quarters of the county – some small scale but others very large indeed involving 



hundreds of men. And because  I cannot deal with them all this evening  I should 

like to focus on what happened here in the north west of the County. 

 

It should be pointed out immediately that the Dever valley had been  a hotbed of 

dissent for some time before the riots. Having put together a petition to the King 

earlier in the year urging change, many of the signatories became heavily caught 

up in the riots when they realised that their appeals were falling on deaf ears. 

Across the Dever Valley there were numerous examples of rick burning, the 

destruction of threshing machines and indeed the intimidation of farmers and 

their wives to hand over money. This was often done through the mobilisation of 

not just handfuls of farm workers but of hundreds of them coming together and 

marching en masse across the countryside. In some cases the confrontations were 

very graphic especially in the Northington/ East Stratton area against the Baring 

family.  

 

Let’s look at three examples of individual rioters – representing the broader mass 

- who were to face criminal charges when it was all over.  All were under 40 and 

maybe easily excited and led astray on a wild night.  

 

First we have William Birch, aged 37.His alleged offence was that ‘on 22
nd

 of 

November at the parish of Andover with diverse other persons , riotously 

assembled together and, by menace, demanded and obtained money from one 

Thomas Bensley.His warrant was dated December 16th’
 

 

Now that accusation of riotous assembly was very common – in fact almost all the 

accused at the subsequent trial were facing it. For many it was, in effect, the only 

charge. Riotous Assembly had been made a crime as far back as 1548 under 

Edward VI and the Riot Act in its modern form dated back to 1715. It required 



twelve or more people to be involved and they would be guilty of a felony if they 

did not disperse within an hour from the proclamation of the Riot Act. 

 

But as well as the charge of Riot, William Birch faced this additional charge of 

obtaining money with menaces. That made it significantly more serious. 

Notwithstanding that, Birch was to be found Not Guilty of either charge. What 

this demonstrates is that the jurors at the Swing Grand Assize  were not going to 

condemn a man simply because of an accusation – they were genuinely looking 

for proof. Time after time we see examples of where there is a melee going on 

and there is some confusion as to who does what to whom. In those 

circumstances the jurors tended to find a verdict of Not Guilty.  

 

Secondly we have  John Hopgood, living  at Folly Cottage in Andover. He was 

aged 30, a ploughman, a married man with two children. The charge that 

Hopgood faced was perhaps the most archetypal accusation of the whole 

SWING phenomenon. This was that on the 19th of November he had ‘riotously 

and tumultuously broken and damaged a certain threshing machine, the property 

of James Callaway at Andover’. HE, by contrast to Birch, was to be found Guilty 

and the sentenced was to seven years transportation to Australia 

 

 

Finally we have our third example  William Shepherd , aged 23, a single man 

who earned his living as a fencer. He was accused, just  like his pal, William 

Birch of riotous assembly in Andover and obtaining money with menaces from 

Thomas Bensley. However, Shepherd was also facing a much heavier charge  

 

Two days before the confrontation with Thomas Bensley, Shepherd was involved 

in what became one of the most notorious acts of violence across the whole of 



Hampshire – the attack on the Taskers factory at Upper Clatford.  And because 

of its significance I am going to spend some time on this. 

 

The background was simple.  If you hated the threshing machine - as so many of 

the rioters did - then you would hate even more the factories in which they and 

other new types of agricultural machinery were being produced. And that was 

exactly what was happening here in north west Hampshire , just down the road, 

on the banks of the Anton – in the Taskers factory at Upper Clatford. 

 

Taskers was a fairly new business but proving very successful by 1830 by meeting 

the farmers’ need for this new technology. Started by the non-conformist Robert 

Tasker and his brother William in 1813 to manufacture  agricultural machinery 

by the time of the riots the company was thriving. But, as the official history of 

the company describes, “Many of the machines they were building would take 

the place of workers and on the 20th November 1830 a mob of around three 

hundred men attacked the ironworks intent upon sabotaging the works to prevent 

them from making machines that, as they saw it, displaced them in the labour 

market.”  

 

The attack must have shocked the Tasker brothers by its extreme violence as 

illustrated by a warrant dated November 26th concerning another of the rioters 

who 

 

“on Saturday, the 20th of November instant, at the parish of Upper Clatford , in 

company with divers other persons to the number of 300, riotously and 

tumultuously assembled together , and then and there feloniously  pulled down 

and destroyed  several machines there fixed, and used for the purpose  of casting 

iron and other machinery;  then and there used for the making of ploughs , and 



other articles used for husbandry  purposes; and with having there and then 

feloniously pulled down and destroyed  certain buildings there used  as a 

foundry, stable, and blacksmith’s shop, the property, goods and chattels of 

Robert Tasker and William Tasker of Upper Clatford aforesaid iron founders.” 

 

So the attack was on the  20th November - and within just six days the arrests had 

been made and warrants issued. What this illustrates, I think, is that  the arrival of 

the Duke of Wellington had an immediate impact on the policing measures. 

Small detachments of regular cavalry assisted local landowners and magistrates in 

controlling the rioters and then arresting them - hence the references in the letter 

we heard earlier  to Lord Palmerston about troops of cavalry roaming the 

countryside and special constables being sworn in. The riots also prompted a 

move to reconstitute troops of yeomanry. Indeed as this report from the 

Hampshire Telegraph of November 27th testified: 

 

“On Monday a large mob repaired to Gerald Gubbins at Stoneham where they 

broke his threshing machine etc. and then proceeded to J. F. Fleming esq. where 

they were met by the military who completely dispersed them, taking about 

fifteen of them prisoners.” 

 

It was the South Hampshire Yeomanry Regiment which had been engaged then 

but they were to be followed by newly raised troops across the county including 

Andover, Basingstoke, Winchester and Alton. As we said earlier, Wellington was 

cracking down hard and overseeing a very effective programme of arrest. .  

 

So what happened next? 

 



Previously in the eastern counties a variety of small scale trials were convened 

with a handful of cases being heard. That was NOT how Wellington was going to 

do it in Hampshire. Instead he was going to go big. 

 

The first step was to bring  all those who had been arrested to the county gaol in 

Winchester where they were crammed in to await a Grand Assize in what the 

Italians today would call a maxi-trial. 

.  

In total 300 men from all over the county were to be tried over a period of about 

10 days in the last fortnight of the year stopping only briefly on Christmas Day. 

The trial was held in the Great Hall and Winchester was packed with the families 

of the accused. There were 65 magistrates in attendance and the official record 

stated that ‘A larger number of the gentry of the County there had never before 

been witnessed.’ And to add the cream on top a panel of high powered judges 

was brought down from London for the purpose of handing out severe 

sentences.  

 

As a report of the trial described it, 

 

 “This City presented an unusual appearance of bustle at a very early hour this 

morning. Persons were flocking in from all quarters. The gaol was surrounded by 

the wives and families of the unfortunate men confined there. Most of them 

appeared in the greatest distress. It was a painful sight to see so many apparently 

respectable persons in such a situation. An immense number of County 

Magistrates arrived during yesterday and in the night, and soon nearly filled the 

court which had been fitted up with great care and attention to the convenience 

of those who were there on business. The Attorney General and Mr Sergeant 

Wilde arrived on the 19th and had a consultation in the evening with the other 



gentlemen retained on this occasion. Precisely at ten o’clock, the three judges 

entered the court attended by his Grace  the Duke of Wellington.”  

 

Now the trial was also to attract great media attention. The representative of The 

Times of London was astounded by how much he had to pay for a room at an 

inn in the cathedral city as well as the inflated prices of food in the eating 

establishments – so pretty much like today then. 

 

But for those facing trial it was a grim experience in every respect. Having been 

crammed up in the gaol for some weeks they were taken in groups up to the 

Great Hall to face the evidence against them. And then the judgment. As we have 

said ,by no means all were found Guilty but for those were the consequences 

were  often very serious.  

 

Take the case of the case of John Gilmour, aged 25 an unmarried man  and 

another of those who had been involved in the attack on Taskers in Upper 

Clatford. He was regarded by the court as being one of the ring leaders and, as a 

result, he was facing execution.  

 

These were the words said to him by the Assize’s most senior judge Baron 

Vaughan which give a very interesting insight into the thinking of the law makers 

and the law dispensers in the midst of both an agricultural and industrial 

revolution.. 

 

 

 “The wisdom of the Legislature, for the purpose of protecting property of this 

nature,” explained Baron Vaughan, “has fixed to the commission of this crime, 



when perpetrated by a riotous and tumultuous assembly, the punishment of 

death.  

  

 

We are not called upon to vindicate the policy of the law, HE CONTINUED, or 

to rescue it from the imputation of its being an unreasonable severity in visiting 

with the ultimate penalty this heavy crime. But to every intelligent mind, it must 

appear that the capital which has been embarked in property of this description 

ought to be protected. It is only necessary to look around to see the great 

numbers, the very many thousands of our fellow-creatures, who are entirely and 

solely dependent on this species of property for their subsistence in every part of 

the country. It must, therefore, be apparent to every person of ordinary 

understanding that it is necessary the law should be executed with severity where 

the cases are of an aggravated nature. Prisoner Gilmour, that YOUR case is of 

this description,  no reasonable doubts can be entertained.  

 

One of the false impressions which  has been upon the minds of the lower orders 

is that the destruction of the machinery would be beneficial to them.  

 

It is plain to every man that the manufactures of this country have advanced in 

excellence in proportion as machinery has advanced with them, and it is, 

therefore, necessary to visit with the extreme penalty of the law those who have 

been the most desperate and prominent in the commission of the outrage.  

 

The law delights not in punishment; the object of the law is the prevention, rather 

than the punishment, of crime ; BUT Those who are the first and foremost in an 

aggression of the laws, must expect to be made first. and foremost in the 



punishment; and such, after a close investigation into your case, we find you to 

have been.”  

 

Although a hard judge, Jervois was also a thoughtful man. This was what he said 

in relation to another machine-breaker; 

 

“They had heard it said that these riots had arisen from distress; but destroying 

machinery was not the way to make the distress less. He feared it was true that 

there WAS great distress among the agricultural classes; but yet this was not to be 

a reason for committing breaches of the peace.” 

 

Now the sentencing was not the end of the story. In many cases there were 

appeals for clemency and many of the Hampshire gentry and indeed clergy wrote 

to the judges appealing for the sentences to be reduced. It is pitiful to read some 

of these letters regarding men with wives and maybe six or eight children facing 

destitution as a result of the trial. In some cases their pleas were heard. But 

nonetheless about two thirds of those who were tried were sentenced to serious 

penalties ranging from gaol with hard labour in England  to transportation to 

Australia for seven years, 14 years or life. 

 

And then, of course, there were the executions. 

 

 Prime amongst these, perhaps, was Henry Cook, a young man of 19 from 

Micheldever who was sentenced to death having being accused of attacking a 

member of the Baring family. The execution took place in the backyard  of what 

is now the Wetherspoons pub in Winchester where the beer is delivered. 

Subsequently Cook’s corpse was brought back to Micheldever for burial. The 

journalist William Cobbett - who had taken a great interest in the case - described 



the scene. But he started off by referring back to the Attorney General and the 

other lawyers who had been in charge of the Grand Assize. 

 

 “The Attorney General and his colleagues know nothing of the state of the 

country, nothing of the feelings of the country people,” said Cobbett.. “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 be 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.” 

 

In fact, the interment took place just outside the churchyard of St. Mary’s in 

Micheldever because, as a convicted and executed criminal, the church would 

not tolerate him on consecrated ground. So in effect the attempt was made to 

wipe out his memory entirely – although I am glad to say that there is now a 

plaque to his memory in the church.  

 

And memories of the Riots can resurface in unexpected ways. For example, as 

some of you might have seen on television a little while ago, the series Who Do 

you think you are? featured the actress Lesley Manville who, it turned out, had 

an ancestorwho had been  involved in the riots and was then tried in the Grand 

Assize in the Great Hall - and ended up being transported to Australia. As this 

was revealed, Manville was overwhelmed by the discovery and almost wept on 

camera. . 

 

For men like Lesley Manville’s ancestor there was a kind of redemption on the 

other side of the world. And indeed among political society at large there was a 



realisation that the Hampshire sentences had been exceptionally excessive. This, 

I think, was because the Lord Lieutenant was a member of the court and under 

the eye of the Iron Duke the judges felt compelled to issue very hard-line 

penalties. More broadly, however, society was starting to become a little more 

liberal. The Great Reform Act came in during the following year and Cobbett 

himself secured a seat in Parliament.And maybe one of the consequences of that 

was that most of those convicted during the Grand Assize had been issued with 

free pardons by the end of the decade. 

 

Of course this was not much good for those who had been executed or died 

whilst being transported or while confined in very unhealthy prisons.  

 

So where did it all lead? Candidly, no-where very much as far as  the living 

standards of agricultural labourers were concerned. Where farmers had been 

intimidated into agreeing to raise weekly incomes they quickly resiled on their 

position a few weeks later. The same applied to parsons and tithes. The southern 

agricultural workers remained impoverished. In short, the riots produced no 

discernible positive results. 

 

And when you look in detail at most of the individual cases – NOT ALL but 

most – you come across pathetic stories of men who got carried away by an 

excess of anger and frustration for a night or two and paid for it with years of 

exile.  

 

So it is rich and fascinating but also tragic  story.  And that is the real driver for  

the Bicentenary Commemoration project. This is the history of where we live 

and in many cases the story of our ancestors. It deserves to be much better 

known. 



 

We have big plans ahead but to bring those plans into reality we need to build on 

a foundation of public awareness.  

 

That is why we have launched this project five years or so before the Bicentenary 

year and, indeed, why I am here this evening. There is a very big job to do – 

village-by-village, community-by community - to alert people to the story which is 

underneath their feet but which has been smothered by the weeds of neglect.   

 

 Over the next 3-4 years in what we call Phase One of the project – we will be 

raising awareness and encouraging local research – including genealogical 

research -  with the results fed into a new Captain Swing Hampshire website. This 

website, I should add, is currently in development by Nick Lodge, here tonight 

and well-known to many of you I am sure. We are hoping that this website will be 

launched in time for the Summer and then will build and grow in content in the 

years ahead drawing on that local research. Moreover  arising from that research  

there could also be other initiatives such as locally-based exhibitions, lectures and 

even small scale dramas. The people of Droxford, for example, are already 

involved in that. 

 

Then in what we call Phase 2 - of the project in 2029/30 we aim to have a series 

of very high profile projects at the heart of which will be we hope  – a distilled 

dramatic re-enactment of the Grand Assize in the Great Hall in Winchester, the 

space where the original trial occurred.  To hear those death sentences read out 

again in the same location 200 years later to the week will be spinechilling. And 

we would anticipate that, as a piece of community theatre , there would be 

significant involvement of people from the SWING villages themselves.  

 



Also to accompany that re-enactment we will need a very high quality exhibition – 

ideally also in the Great Hall – telling both the story of the Grand Assize and the 

riots themselves. Again  we would anticipate that village communities would have 

played the key role in developing the exhibition material.  

 

Other exhibitions would include the original documents linked to CAPTAIN 

SWING from local and national archives including Southampton University’s 

Wellington Archive. And 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.  

 

All of this will require great venues, significant investment of time, substantial 

fundraising and the backing of the local  communities such as Andover which 

experienced the full force of the Riots and their aftermath.  

 

So we are now working on all of this and invite other Hampshire folk  to engage 

with us. There is a lot to be done – but we DO have the time to do it.  We invite 

you to give it your support and, in due course, your participation.  

 Thank you very much for listening. 

 

END 
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