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IN former papers I have treated of the character of the 
people of the English Lake Country, and I may here 
note, that in no important respect do the natives of the 
portion of the said beautiful district, comprised within the 
boundaries of Lancashire, differ from the dalesmen generally. 
I believe I have said that they are not easily roused to anger 
or driven to combination, but that, wherever sufficient cause 
has arisen so to arouse or so to impel them, they have 
shewn a remarkable spirit of determination, a vigorous, but 
temperate, almost a peaceable, resolution to right themselves 
when they believed they were wronged, which, combined with 
a disregard of the probability, or rather the certainty, of 
very serious consequences, presents a phase of character 
evinced, so far as I can remember, by the people of no other 
part of Her Majesty's dominions.

Very few instances of the active development of this 
peculiarity of character remain upon record. More doers 
than talkers, and still more so than writers or recorders of 
their deeds, the dalesmen have failed to hand down any story 
of exploits performed by them before the beginning of the 
present century; and it is only through having conversed 
with surviving actors, and having obtained information at 
second hand, that I am enabled to present an authentic 
account of two remarkable demonstrations of the old resolute 
spirit of the dales exhibited about the time I have mentioned.
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In the years 1799 and 1800, as history informs us, this 
country was visited by a dearth of provisions amounting to 
an actual famine, the consequence of deficient crops and bad 
harvests, aggravated probably by wars which many of us 
now think unnecessary, therefore iniquitous, and by legislation 
which most of us now deem injudicious. Wheat, which in 
January sold at six shillings a bushel, reached at the end of 
the year eleven shillings and eightpence ; the averages ruling 
at upwards of one hundred shillings a quarter, and the four 
pound loaf selling at two shillings.

The government of the time did what they thought might 
be done to alleviate the sufferings of the people, by such 
peddling measures as prohibiting the consumption of grain 
in distilleries and issuing proclamations against the sale of 
new bread. As may be imagined enactments such as these 
went a very little way indeed towards increasing the supply of 
breadstuffs, or reducing prices in the markets. The poor all 
over the country were kept agonizing on the verge of starva 
tion, many died of absolute want, and, doubtless, many more, 
in numbers then unnoticed and now unknown, sank under 
the diseases which unfailingly accompany or follow the long 
continuance of physical privation.

The famine was everywhere, and bread riots were common 
and alarming in many parts of the country. Of these risings, 
which, holding their causes in view, we may hardly condemn, 
and certainly cannot wonder at, one of the most remarkable 
in its progress, incidents, and conduct, had its birth in the 
district I have indicated. The distress, as I have said, was 
universal and severe, and nowhere did it make itself felt more 
heavily than in the dales of High Furness. The great bulk 
of the population there was, as indeed it is still, dependent 
upon the work furnished by the slate-quarries and mines; and 
unlike the miners of Coniston in more recent times, those 
workmen were all natives of the dales sons, brothers, and
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other relatives of the small proprietors, then a much more 
numerous and a more primitive class than now. Their staple 
article of food was oatmeal, and that article, at the date 
specified, rose in the local markets to the terrible figure of 
eight shillings per stone of fourteen pounds, or more than 
four times its usual price; moreover it was procured with 
much difficulty and trouble even at that exorbitant rate. 
Everything that could be converted into food was consumed. 
A resident in Seathwaite told my informant that, having 
occasion to walk to Kendal in June, 1800, a distance of, say, 
five and twenty miles, he noticed that nowhere near his road 
could ho see a single specimen of that generally most abun 
dant plant the common nettle all had been gathered as 
they sprung, and cooked in some fashion, to ward off the 
starvation that threatened the people so closely and so long.

The quarrymen and miners, then, of High Furncss were 
come of a race not easily roused to united or unwonted action; 
but so roused, given to carrying out their objects with an 
impetuosity, resolution and daring hardly to be equalled; and 
when it came to be reported to these men and discussed by 
them during their hours of rest or of labour, that the scanti 
ness and dearth of oatmeal were due, not as they had thought 
to exhaustion of the stocks in Low Furness, whence, 
mainly, their supplies had been drawn, but to the millers 
and dealers in and about the town of Ulverston withholding 
their stores from market, with the design of forcing still 
higher the already famine-causing prices, it was resolved that 
they should rise in what strength they could command and 
read these regraters and forestallers, as they were led to con 
sider them, a lesson they might not soon forget or cease to 
profit by. With this determination they began their gather 
ing in Langdale at very early morn, and marching southwards 
received accessions of strength in Tilberthwaite, Yewdalc, Con- 
iston and Torver. And so increasing like a snowball as it rolled
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down the valleys, the little army, undisciplined but orderly 
and united, arrived at the Kirkby slate quarries in Low Fur- 
ness, where the men at work were compelled to join its march. 
Hence we may infer that this expedition, any more than most 
others, did not consist entirely of volunteers. From the 
slate works of Kirkby, now of vast extent, these self-consti 
tuted redressers of supposed wrong, made their way across 
the high moorlands to Pennington. Approaching the mill 
near to that village they could see the miller and his servants 
running as for their lives up the lull beyond. They found no 
great quantity of flour or meal in store there, but helped 
themselves each to a handful of dried beans which they ate 
as they continued their route. One of the latest survivors of 
this strange emeute, in my time a well-to-do carpenter at 
Coniston, has told me that he found his handful of bard beans 
a most welcome and enjoyable meal, half-famished as he was 
by his long march and previous short commons, for even 
respectable mechanics like him were sorely pinched by the 
prevailing dearth.

From Pennington they directed their course by Swarth- 
moor to the mill at Bnrdsea. The miller there remained at 
his post, hold parley with the invaders, exhibited his stores, 
and promised to expose it all for sale in Ulverston on the next 
market-dny. Ho likewise, in acknowledgment of their orderly 
conduct, presented them with money for refreshment at the 
adjacent public-house.

They then resumed their march upon Ulverston the 
principal goal of their expedition and entered it by the sub 
urban thoroughfare called " the Ellers." Proceeding up the 
street and making their errand known, they were slyly di 
rected by certain women, who came to their doors to see them 
pass, to a large barn, used for the time as a warehouse for 
flour. The door of this building was fastened inside, and so, 
for some time, retarded their operations ; but whilst they were
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debating upon the means of overcoming this trivial obstacle, 
the man already alluded to, found a crevice by which he was 
able to introduce his hand and, unnoticed, to slip back the 
fastening, allowing the door to fall open.

A large store of flour and oatmeal was discovered hero, 
concealed under straw, so far tending to confirm their sus 
picions and verify the information they had received.

Having procured hand-carts they began to carry the loaded 
sacks to the market-cross, where, while some continued to 
bring up fresh supplies, others announced that the contents of 
the sacks were to be given to all comers without money or 
price ; and began at once their distribution. In a remarkably 
short time, numbers of women came with bags, pots, pans, 
tubs, and all sorts of receptacles some of them usually ap 
plied to very different purposes to carry away the food thus 
unexpectedly and, as they felt, providentially offered for their 
acceptance. Those women who came unprovided with other 
means of carrying it away were called upon to " hold their 
" brats," and received apronfuls as heavy as their strings would 
bear. When a sack was getting almost empty, she who hap 
pened to be in turn, for a sort of order was observed, was 
given what was left with the sack to carry it home in. My 
old neighbour was struck with the stature and apparent 
strength of some of these women, and always declared his 
belief that many of them were men in women's clothes.

A great number of loads were disposed of in this summary 
manner, the owner looking on and addressing an occasional 
remonstrance or entreaty, for long disregarded, to the dis 
tributors. But when the number of recipients had considerably 
diminished, and some of the well-known and respectable in 
habitants of the town added their remonstrances to those of 
the unfortunate dealer, the rioters, for so we must deem them, 
their object being not spoliation but warning, stayed their 
proceedings while a considerable quantity of the stock yet 
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remained unsei/ed, and, accepting the solemn promise of the 
proprietor that he would bring the whole of his still remain 
ing store to market on the three market-days next ensuing, 
they carried their attentions elsewhere.

Several millers and other holders of meal and flour were 
visited, promises to sell exacted, and threats held out that, if 
those promises were not fulfilled, they would return and enforce 
their fulfilment in the manner of which they had just given 
an example.

Matters heing so arranged, the dalesmen left Ulverston and 
made their way, as they best could, to their several homes, 
which they all reached, weary and foot-sore after a day's 
march which in many instances exceeded fifty miles.

The most remarkable circumstance connected with this 
daring defiance of the law was, that no one was punished for 
taking part in it. None could be called ringleaders, inas 
much as all were equally active and eager, and the plan of 
proceeding being probably pre-arranged, no orders had to be 
given and no one had to direct. The local magistrates may 
have compassionated the distress that incited the demonstra 
tion, and some of them might not altogether disapprove of 
its object or results, illegal though it was. It may also have 
been taken into consideration, that though the rioters were 
virtually or rather actually masters of the situation and of 
the town with its shops, houses and public-houses for 
several hours, and had it in their power to perpetrate any 
amount of mischief and damage, no violence was offered 
to any person, and no injury to property beyond what was 
necessary to achieve the declared object of their visit. Many 
of the rneu engaged in the affair were personally known in 
Ulverstou, and no attempt at disguise or concealment was 
practised during their lawless proceedings, which were all 
carried out in the broad light of day, yet, as I have said, the
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authorities took no steps to bring them to justice, and no 
prosecution was instituted against any one concerned.

Whether emboldened by this immunity from punishment 
or goaded to desperation by what they felt to be a grievous 
oppression, the same men, a year or two afterwards, made ft 
second descent upon the same Market Town. On this 
occasion the draughts upon the people for recruiting the 
militia regiments were the primum mobile of the rising. Year 
after year they saw some of their relatives or their neighbours 
compelled to leave home under the operation of the ballot for 
the home branch of military service, and heard afterwards of 
their being drafted into some regiment of the line, and then, 
in many instances, never heard of them more. The system, 
as worked early in this century, amounted in fact to a con 
scription which, if not so universal as that practised in France, 
was quite as oppressive upon those to whom the lots fell. 
They did not recognize the necessity of the continuous drain 
upon their numbers or of the wars that demanded it. In case 
of invasion they would one and all, so they said, have volun 
teered to serve against the enemy, on the understanding that, 
like their forefathers, they should return to their homes and 
ordinary avocations after such invasion had been repelled and 
the safety of the country secured ; but this annually recurring 
impressment of some of them to go fighting abroad they at 
length determined to resist, and to resist it in their own 
fashion.

With this resolve they again gathered in force and marched, 
this time, directly upon Ulverston, on a day when the magis 
tracy and other county officials were sitting to arrange the 
militia ballot for the year. Forcing tlieir way into the 
building where the authorities were thus engaged, the rioters 
ordered them to drop their proceedings and get out of the 
place; and seeing the threatening aspect of the men the 
magistrates and others, with one exception, had the discretion 
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to retire as commanded. The exception was Mr. Justice 
Brooks, father of the late Archdeacon of Liverpool, who, 
exhibiting a resolution to stand his ground, was seized by 
rude hands and thrust out of an open window, a gigantic and 
powerful miner of Coniston, named Park, grasping his ancles 
and suspending him for a time head downwards over the 
crowded street. This was the only personal violence they 
committed, and even Mr. Brooks was let off with the indignity 
and the fright, being hauled in again at the window and 
allowed to follow his colleagues, which, seeing the futility 
and danger of resistance, he did. The rioters, for so again 
we must call them, then collected all the books and papers 
they could find and carrying these to the market cross made 
a bonfire of them, despite the reading of the Riot Act and an 
occasional feeble demonstration on the part of the town 
constables, who were kept at bay chiefly by a slate worker 
named Wilmot, brandishing in their faces a large club-headed 
stick on which he had carved the head of a man, and called 
by the title of " Charley Fox the Peace-maker," which serves 
to indicate the political leanings of the dales people of that 
period.

Having thus, as they fancied, accomplished their object, 
they left the town without committing any further damage 
and again made the best of their way to their mountain 
homes.

Unlike the meal riot this was thought by the insulted 
authorities to demand punishment, and, the names and resi 
dences of many of those implicated being known, a small 
body of horse soldiers was sent to effect their capture. The 
military were seen riding up the road on the water-side, by 
two men engaged in fishing for char near the foot of Coniston 
Lake, who, guessing the errand of the redcoats, abandoned 
their net, and pulled with all their might directly up the lake 
to the village of Church Coniston, a distance of five miles,
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and gave the alarm just in time to enahle the culprits who 
happened to be there to escape to the fells and secure them 
selves- in natural fastnesses inaccessible to military, whether 
horse or foot. Failing in their object at Coniston, the 
soldiers continued their march up the vales of Yewdale and 
Tilberthwaite their drawn swords, as I have been told, 
flashing brightly in the sun. The men of Tilberthwaite and 
Langdale, however, had received notice from Coniston of the 
approach of the soldiers, and just had time to make arrange 
ments by which, as the military entered the large excavated 
chambers of the slate quarries by the levels or drifts, they
 were able to clamber out at the top by means of ropes or 
ladders, and so to escape also to the mountains. A workman 
named Forster, 1 have heard, was left in one quarry upon a 
" gant" or small suspended platform on which he had been
 working, half-way up the face of a high crag, without means 
of escape, and trusting to the security of his position he 
treated the baffled soldiery to a great abundance of chaff, 
while they kept menacing him with their firearms and ordering 
him to come down, an invitation which he declined, asking 
them in turn to come and take him. Either feat being 
impossible the soldiers retired and rode quietly away down 
the valleys ; the quarrymen returning coolly to their labour, 
only taking the precaution of planting look-outs in such 
positions as commanded the approaches.

These attempts at capture were repeated from time to time 
but always without success. The scouts performed their office 
so perfectly that the men, whether at work or at home, always 
received such warning as enabled them to make good their 
escape. Occasionally a false alarm was given anything 
scarlet being held in fear as when an old woman in a red 
cloak happened to be seen by a distant look-out, crossing 
the little eminence in Tilberthwaite called the " Horse Crag,"



54

and set all the workers of all the quarries in the neighbour 
hood scampering over the fells.

But this could not go on for ever. Some of those-most 
deeply implicated migrated over the hills into Cumberland 
and wrought at the Borrowdale and Buttermere slate-works. 
One or two made their peace by enlisting, and a few who 
possessed property, amongst them a landed proprietor and 
lessee of slate quarries, of Tilberthwaite, an influential man 
there, who had imprudently made an encouraging speech to the 
rioters from the market cross at Ulverston, gave themselves 
up ; but when, after traversing over the first assizes, they 
appeared at Lancaster, the Government withdrew the prose 
cution, and they escaped with the payment of rather heavy 
costs.

So ended, somewhat ignobly, the latest demonstrations of 
the old defiant spirit of the dales. More than forty years 
after their occurrence I have heard them talked of by some 
who took part in them, but talked of in a manner so disjointed 
and obscure, as to the order and succession of their incidents 
and the nature of their causes and objects that, but for the 
aid of an obliging friend, born in and belonging to the vicinity, 
who, at earlier dates, had availed himself of the fresher recollec 
tion of these events then existing, and so obtained and preserved 
an accurate knowledge of their details, their origin and 
results, I had not been able to place on record even this im 
perfect history, and it is probable that, like many earlier, more 
important, and more interesting affairs of the same nature, 
they would have fallen into the same oblivion which has 
enshrouded nearly all that has happened in the Lake Country 
since the days of Dunmail, who died " Last King of rocky 
" Cumberland " almost a thousand years ago.


