Popular Protest and Social Crime:
The Evidence of Criminal Gangs in
Rural Southern England 1790-1860

ROGER WELLS

Introduction

The burgeoning poverty problem in the rural South achieved scanda-
lous proportions during the intense and prolonged post Napoleonic
war agricultural depression. Low prices for farm produce, the tardy
and inadequate reductions of rent from high wartime levels, and the
increasing real costs of national and local taxes, generated a consider-
able shrinkage of cereal acreages combined with less intensive
farming, to have a devastating and prolonged impact on entire rural
communities from 1815 until the later 1830s. During this period,
farmworkers, as the notorious victims of low pay, under- and
unemployment. were joined by many craftsmen. and the situation
was further aggravated by scores of bankruptcies among smaller
farmers, together with the relative impoverishment of hundreds of
larger agrarian capitalists. The operations of the old poor law
expanded hugely, with the resultant conflicts between ratepayers with
opposing interests, and between poor-law authorities, the Bench, and
claimants, to turn it into a theatre for continuous altercation laced
with perennial social protest." Social-security administration figured
strongly in the Captain Swing rising of 1830.? Most southern counties
were among the most pauperised in the country, with Sussex
invariably at the top of lists compiled on the criteria of per-capita
poor-law expenditure. The attempt to sanitise the rural economy, by
the enforcement of laissez-faire economic principles through the
radical, utilitarian Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, which ille-
galised the payment of all non-medical relief to able-bodied males,
constituted a major break with the past, despite widespread practical
modification of the law through minor evasive tactics.? The resultant
traumatic shock experienced by working people galvanised an epi-
sodic riotous response in the South, followed by more enduring
covert protest, including arson against the properties of the new Poor
Law Guardians. Initially at least, most farmers retained their custo-
mary policy of minimising winter-time employment, and seasonal
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mass lay-offs remained the norm. In most villages, farmers discri-
minated against unmarried workers, who were assumed to be able to
spin out peak summer and harvest wages, across the remainder of the
year, supplemented by any casual earnings. Labour requirements
were met from the employment of married men. This exposed
thousands to the seasonal, and others to the perennial, threat of
incarceration in the punitive and hated new workhouses whose
deterrent objective succeeded, in conjunction with other factors, in
vastly inflating the already serious vagrancy problem in the southern
countryside.*

The Swing and anti-Poor Law riots, together with what successive
generations of contemporaries from the later eighteenth century to
the 1860s, interpreted as repetitive crime waves, highlighted the
antiquated systems of police. Most rural parishes relied on the
infamously inadequate services of unpaid amateur constables,
annually elected by vestries, though a minority experimented with
paid officers, a system given statutory blessing by the 1833 Lighting
and Watching Act. The policing of boroughs varied greatly, but at
their best, they comprised a tiny force of salaried men, a situation
which improved unevenly and slowly in such towns as adopted the
1835 Municipal Corporations Act. The permissory Rural Con-
stabulary Acts of 183940 allowed counties to create professional
forces, but their adoption was bitterly resisted, and achieved in only a
minority of Southern counties, including Hampshire and East
Sussex.”

Much recent historiography has addressed the subjects of crime
and popular protest, and the resultant volume of publications is too
vast to review here. Both topics have been sufficiently researched to
permit major syntheses, of crime by Dr Sharpe and Professor
Emsley, and of popular disturbances by John Stevenson.® ‘Social
crime’, loosely described as acts proscribed by law, but thought
neither immoral nor warranting punishment by considerable sectors
of the community, notably poaching and the theft of articles histori-
cally embraced by crumbling customary rights, especially waste and
woodland products, has been sensitively discussed by Professor
Rule.” Popular protest in its overt and commonly riotous forms,
across a huge range of topics, has been variously analysed, and of late
more covert forms, notably incendiarism, the sending of threatening
letters, animal maiming and malicious damage, have been shown to
have become permanent features of the early nineteenth-century
countryside. The paramount feature of these studies, is that open and
secretive modes of protest were widely supported especially by
working people, in response to factors over which they had little, if
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any, control, and were therefore legitimate expressions which regu-
larly succeeded in achieving some redress of grievances.® Certain
aspects of contemporary criminology, have been investigated by
historians, and rejected in the case of Victorian identifications of a
criminal class,” but there has been no systematic study of criminal
gangs despite their recurrent contemporary identification over this
period, and their centrality to early Victorian debates over crime,
public order and police.

From time immemorial, organised crime had evoked great fears.
The ‘formidable gang’ led by the Clapson brothers in the mid-1790s,
allegedly ‘at least 36 strong’ included ‘the noted Jigg’, ‘so long a
terror to the neighbourhood in which he resided’. Squire Fuller’s
detachment of Yeomanry Cavalry was called out to surround the
house in which he was detected, and his arrest followed his being
felled by a ‘naked sword’; his, and the Clapsons’ subsequent trans-
portation was hailed a great deliverance by the affluent in rural
Sussex.'” The appearance of metropolitan ‘black legs’ at provincial
fairs generated somewhat lesser, but repetitive anxieties, revealed for
example in the Mayor of Reading’s 1810 resort to ‘hand bills . . .
cautioning the public’; this served to deter some villains from
attending the fair, but they decamped on stolen horses.!! The present
essay seeks to analyse organised crime, principally that committed in
the rural South, to re-examine historians’ apparent penchant for
categorisations like ‘social crime’, ‘popular protest’, and indeed the
notion of ‘rural crime’ itself.

The West Firle Gang

The neighbouring villages of West Firle and Glynde, in the vicinity of
Lewes, were among the most ‘closed’ in the South. West Firle
(population, 1811, 551; 1821, 644) was virtually totally owned by the
resident Lord Gage, Glynde (population 1811, 203; 1821, 250)
contained only 1100 acres, of which 1000 were farmed by John
Ellman, the epitomy of a thrusting, entrepreneurial, and socially
aspirant big-farming tenant, whose success was symbolised by his
son’s eventual elevation to the county Bench.'? One criminal associ-
ation active in this district in the last years of the war before 1815, was
led by Joseph Attree, a thirty-four year old journeyman blacksmith,
employed at West Firle. Three of Ellman’s workers, his twenty-three
year old groom Samuel Horsecraft, and two labourers Henry and
William (aged thirty in 1815) from the deviant Kenward family,'® and
sawyer William Wood, comprised the other known members of this
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criminal fraternity. They all poached locally. Rabbits were the principal
target; they were usually snared, and this, together with the need to steal a
gun, from Ellman, which they intended to return, probably reflects ‘close’
village prohibition of firearm possession by proletarians. They also
regularly fished Gage’s *Garden Pond’, pillaged his vegetables, and even
raided his cucumber frames. More serious crimes were facilitated by
Attree’s skills; when he picked locks and made replacement keys for
owners who had lost the original, he often made a duplicate for himself.
He thus had access to at least the parish ‘Coal Hole’, Gage’s substantial
pigeon-house, and Ellman’s wine cellar.'*

Stolen rabbits, alcohol, pigeons and coal, were consumed in this
group’s families. Horsecraft even had his share of six pigeons ‘baked
at Stephens the Baker’s’. But stolen goods were also sold. Customers
for pigeons included Lewes postman Tinsley who supplemented his
income by ‘buying pigeons for Shooting Matches’, and Lewes ‘pie-
man’ Worsell who took rabbits, which Attree on occasion also
hawked round Lewes pubs. Two of his brothers worked as cellarmen
in different Brighton hotels, and were ideally placed to fence ‘a Brace
or two’ of carp, periodically brought over by Attree.

Although this fraternity were cautious, with Horsecraft occasionally
rejecting Attree’s suggestions for targets about Ellman’s establishment.
they had a number of narrow escapes. Horsecraft feared that *he would be
transported’ about Christmas 1813, when Ellman offered a reward for the
stolen gun, and Attree was almost detected when removing the wires
from snared rabbits. Attree’s undoing followed his boasting to Thomas
Howard, one of Gage’s labourers, whom Attree wished to recruit:
Howard joined, but at the instigation of Gage's gamekeeper whom he
informed. Howard went on a number of pond, garden and pigeon-house
raids in the summer of 1815. On the gang’s arrest Horsecraft cracked. and
in October was admitted King's Evidence, but the lack of corroborative
evidence led to charges being preferred against only Attree and William
Kenward for theft, and Worsell for receiving. The former two received
seven-year transportation sentences, but the latter was acquitted, and
joined a long tradition of receivers found not guilty by juries hostile to the
evidence of approvers against those not directly responsible for theft.
Interestingly, Gage also attended this Quarter Session to formally qualify
as a magistrate.

Stanton Collins and the Alfriston Gang

Alfriston, nestling in the Cuckmere Valley’s penetration of the South
Downs, was a moderately sized village, with a relatively gently rising
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population from 590 in 1811 to 648 and 694 in 1821 and 1831. In 1820,
its 2445 acres were principally owned by five non-residents, Lady
Burlington, Lords Gage and Cavendish, General Chowne and Tho-
mas Harben, and let to substantial farmers. Several Downland farms
extended beyond the parish boundaries.'> One major tenant, and the
largest ratepayer, Henry Pagden. also owned the Great Tithe.
Residential and commercial property, including two or three
farmhouses, were owned by tradesmen, including the various
branches of the prosperous Brooker family, who invested the profits
principally from shopkeeping, in residential property during the late
eighteenth century. Tradesmen domiciled elsewhere made parallel
investments, including the Collins family. In 1807, Charles Collins
rented premises, which he bought in 1816, for his butchering
business. John Collins, a Brighton draper, also invested in a house.
So too did butcher James Collins, since 1794 of Chiddingly, some
eight miles distant, who purchased the honeycombed and ramshackle
amalgam of buildings known as the Market Cross, in 1815. James's
sons, Stanton and Steven, were born in 1796 and 1805 respectively.
Stanton was probably apprenticed to Charles in the 1810s, and in
1822 took over and rented these premises, prior to buying the Market
Cross from his father. In 1824 the father handed over the Chiddingly
business to Steven, thereby establishing both sons in the butchering
trade. Stanton erected new premises on adjacent land in 1826-7,
raising the capital by mortgaging the Cross to his father for £500.'

Economic divisions were underpinned by religious affiliations.
Since the seventeenth century, the village had hosted a strong
dissenting element, reflected in the ambitious construction in 1801 of
a 400 seat Congregational Chapel destined for a stormy future. Only
one Alfriston farmer, John Bodle, was a Chapel worshipper, and
support derived principally from tradesmen, with some farmworkers,
from Alfriston and neighbouring villages. John Newman was an
original trustee; in 1799 he went into a partnership in a tanning
business with twenty-one year old Charles Brooker, who soon broke
his family’s Anglican allegiances, and was eventually appointed to the
ministry and a trusteeship. In 1810 he married his partner’s sister,
Elizabeth. Brooker was involved in various rifts, including the 1811
decision to exclude visiting preachers from the Countess of
Huntingdon’s Connection, and the 1812 contested appointment of
George Betts as pastor. Betts’s ministry was also troubled, notably by
his 1825 refusal to marry Brooker to his deceased wife’s sister, Ann.
The couple were married, but under Anglican auspices, and although
Ann was buried in the Chapel on her premature death in 1827,
another dispute exploded in 1831 with Brooker locking Betts out of
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the building, in an episode which terminated in riot charges brought
at the Assizes. This ‘foolish business’ in the estimate of an Anglican
vicar who attended court, at least produced ‘some amusing . . . cross
questioning’. A substantial proportion of the congregation seceded
and worshipped in the Seven Croft Barn during the 1830s, leaving
Brooker and the new pastor to dominate the Chapel, until this rump
split fatally in 1839, when Brooker again used his powers as trustee to
lock-out his opponents. Despite these ruptures, some loyalties sur-
vived. Labourer William Ford, who joined in 1807, benefited from
charitable collections in the 1810s, and ‘Died in the Lord’ in 1838,
having responded positively to censure over the conduct of a
beershop which he ran in the last years of his life. John Thorncraft, an
Arlington farmworker, was another early communicant who con-
tinued into the 1830s, surviving censure for heavy drinking in the
1820s. Thorncraft’s four children were all baptised in the Chapel,
including son Samuel in 1809.

Some tradesmen retained Anglican loyalties. Stanton Collins’s two
children were baptised as Anglicans, and in 1820 voted for a
controversial rate to repair and extend the church. However, farmers
comprised the backbone of the Anglican congregation, symbolised by
that branch of the Brooker family who graduated into farming during
the war years, when William took the tenancy of the sixth largest
farm in the parish. Churchwarden from 1801 to 1811, and again in
1825, William transferred the farm lease to son James in 1819, who
survived a change of owners in 1822, and took — in partnership — an
additional farm in 1823. James’s son, Charles Springate, was farming
his own land on his early death in 1850, and all his six children were
baptised Anglicans. Civic officers were drawn from both sides of the
religious divide. Anglicans William and Charles Brooker Senior both
served as overseers in 1813, and the former again in 1816; in 1825
Charles Junior served with his trading partner Newman. Property
owned jointly by William and Charles Senior was rented to the parish
from 1801 to house paupers, and in 1827 the vestry rented part of the
Market Cross from Collins, for subletting to impoverished farmwor-
kers. Alfriston housed a disproportionate number of labourers as
their numbers were swelled ‘by the residence there of labourers
working for farmers in adjoining [Downland] parishes there being
very few cottages’ available in the latter. Many labourers were also in
receipt of allowances in-aid-of-wages.'”

But, if members of both the trading and farming sectors of the
community thus exploited the old poor law, the post-war agricultural
depression generated conflicts between ‘the trades’ and the farmers,
which principally derived from the latter — both inside and outside the
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parish — driving poor rates up through minimising employment in
general, with mass lay-offs during the winters, and also paying
derisory wages. During one typical February, according to a hostile
observer, the labourers

were all without Employment, loitering about in listless and destructive
Idleness and receiving relief . . . beyond the wages given to independent
labourers in some parts . . . the population discontented & the paupers
laugh at the honest labourer when they see him doing his utmost to keep
off the Parish, telling him what a fool he is to work himself to Death . . .
when they can get just as much from the Parish.

Nevertheless, harsh decisions by cost-conscious vestries were univer-
sal, and expanded the poor law as a theatre for three-dimensional
conflict between, farmers and tradesmen, and claimants with both,
the latter ‘terming’ parish officials ‘their Enemies™.'®

Alfriston’s geographical location gave the village superb advan-
tages for smuggling, and its eighteenth-century notoriety as a centre
for contraband was broadened in the early nineteenth century by the
scale of crime and protest. In 1831 the press said its ‘population
abounded with smugglers, poachers and bad characters’, and in 1834
the vicar noted that Alfriston was ‘famous for disaffection . . . for
years a scourge to the Neighbourhood'. In February 1824, Henry
Pagden asserted that along with all farmers he had ‘for some Time
past lost divers Quantities of Oats, Barley and Peas’, and a press
report the following year related that the district was infested by
‘plunderers’ who stole clothing, implements, and anything edible
from farm premises; farmworkers, including Pagden’s, were also
victims, losing jackets and even lunchboxes. Charles Brooker
repeatedly suffered at the hands of shoplifters. Thieves targetted
Anglican churches; copper piping was stolen at Alfriston, and at
nearby Folkington even the ‘large copper sundial’ disappeared. A
prosecuting society, founded during the war, and supported prin-
cipally by Downland farmers from several parishes, struggled futilely
against successive crime waves. Minor successes were scored against
petty thieves, including the one month hard labour term served by
the seventeen-year old Samuel Thorncraft for the theft of seven
apples from major farmer Ade in 1826."

Arson in the district assumed serious proportions in the 1790s, and
before the end of the war, Downland farmers who introduced
threshing machines were threatened with incendiarism. The trough of
the depression in 1822, and a peak year for incendiarism, included
among its victims farmers who used threshing machines at adjacent
Folkington and Jevington. In October 1829, another machine owner,
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farmer, and tithe-proctor Rogers of neighbouring Ardingly, ignored
threatening letters against its use, and a massive fire, started in
different places, consumed thirteen hay and wheat ricks, and the
barn containing the offensive technology. Although the rector
subsequently ascribed the start of Captain Swing in Sussex to this
incident, the Alfriston district was not an epicentre of that revolt.2
In the autumn of 1830, the nearest mass mobilisations occurred six
miles away to the north and east, at Laughton and Eastbourne. But
arson was again employed against threshing machine owners at
nearby Berwick and East Dean. However, it is symbolic that a
fugitive Swing rioter from Ninfield, a Wealden Swing centre, sought
sanctuary at Alfriston, and on his arrest was ‘rescued on the road’.
with the terrified constable forced to unlock the handcuffs. Alfris-
ton farmworker William Pearson was acquitted of the rescue at the
Assizes.?!

Smuggling remained a further volatile ingredient. Tradition has it
that Congregationalist leaders condemned participation, and in April
1815 a party of Seaford fishermen stoned the Chapel; the fact that the
only man arrested secured his release with bail set at the huge sum of
£100, suggests that these men were smugglers. Chapel leaders
effectively compromised. accepting a public apology, in return for
abandoning legal proceedings. Stanton Collins was reputedly a
leading smuggler, and tradition again has it that this was the source of
serious antagonism between him and the younger Charles Brooker.
The hard evidence on this score eludes, but antagonisms certainly
derived from Brooker’s resort to litigation in 1825 over the alleged
rape by Collins, of a girl employed by him under the vestry’s
auspices. Brooker, as overseer, together with Newman and
churchwarden William Brooker, were the responsible parish officers
at the time, whereupon ‘many determined young men ... were
heard to vent the most violent threats and express the greatest
disgust’ at these officers’ conduct. All of their properties were the
targets of nocturnal attacks, but the rewards offered by the pros-
ecution society drew blanks. Committal proceedings against Collins
foundered on evidential problems, whereupon the dispute was
transferred to inter-personal innuendo exchanged in the columns of
the county press. The Brookers launched prosecutions against
Collins’s friend, William Adams of The George, who was fined
heavily and subsequently imprisoned, for repeated licensing offences
early in 1826, successes which stimulated further attacks on the
Brookers’ properties.?2

Whatever Collins’s involvement in smuggling, in the 1820s he
emerged as the organiser of an extensive criminal fraternity. He dealt
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in stolen corn, the Lewes brewer Chitty being one regular cus-
tomer, and Collins also fenced rustled sheep. Much intelligence of
appropriate targets came from farmworkers, some of whom includ-
ing Sam Thorncraft, had permanent employment, and who regu-
larly liaised with Collins at The George. Several of these men were
convicted criminals, including Thorncraft, William Pearson and
George Huggett; others, like Lewis Awcock, John Reeds and
William Adams’s son, Robert, were not. A typical raid occurred on
20 April 1831 after Huggett and Pearson inspected the Rev.
Capper’s tithe barn at Arlington to see ‘if there was any booty
worth having’. On discovering oats, they repaired to The George,
and Collins subsequently provided the cart for the theft of twenty-
eight bushels valued at £3. A similar robbery executed by Collins
and Robert Adams at Litlington netted twelve bushels of barley,
which they took to Collins’s brother-in-law, miller John Gorringe of
Horsebridge, some six miles from Alfriston. Gorringe was clearly a
prosperous rogue who employed several men, including one who
had been tried recently for thieving from a previous employer.”
Gorringe’s employees were suspected members of Collins’s frater-
nity, and the miller himself was ‘not much surprised’ to be called up
at 1 a.m. one night to receive goods stolen by Collins. On 11
November 1831, an itinerant jeweller staying overnight in the
village, was robbed of his entire stock of 481 items valued at over
£200. These were but some of a spate of thefts enumerated by the
press in 1831 under the headline ‘Depredations . . . prevailing at
Alfriston’.?*

The terrorist tradition established in the 1820s was maintained
but not restricted to affluent targets. Labourer Sawyers had his
beehives thrown into the Cuckmere, and shoemaker Boniface’s
house was stoned. The parsonage barn, rented by two farmers,
including the dissenter Bodle, was fired in October 1831, and huge
corn stocks destroyed. Thorncraft thought little of taking days off
from his employment of ‘several years’ with farmer Ade of Arding-
ly to spend at beerhouses. Although suspected of allegiance to
Collins, Thorncraft blandly asserted that Ade *“knows better than
to discharge me™, and on one occasion flourished a steel ‘that was
what he set the barns and hovels on fire with’. Collins himself
became more brazen in the tense atmosphere prevailing in the
immediate aftermath of the Swing revolt, and even one of his
defence witnesses subsequently admitted that Collins’ ‘Character
has been blackened of late’. In plebeian circles he achieved folk
hero status, given a rough musical rendition by Thorncraft in the
Royal Oak at Arlington.
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Collins is merry merry there;

And we will be merry, merry here,
And set the barns on fire,

About their ears.

Collins’s downfall followed theft accusations levelled against
brother-in-law Gorringe, and the arrest of confederate William
Pearson, who eventually cracked after repeated judicial interroga-
tion. He, and Gorringe, saved themselves by giving evidence against
Collins, who was arrested while driving through Lewes on 26
November 1831. Excited press speculation at the impending dissol-
ution of the Alfriston gang extended to farmer Ade. who had
Thorncraft arrested, but quickly lost his nerve when unable to
expeditiously find a magistrate to commit, and Thorncraft was
released. Collins, charged with corn theft and receiving, rather than
the sheep stealing of legend, knew on his committal on 2 December
that he faced transportation. On the 4th he conferred in Lewes jail
with his attorney, and paid his mortgage by signing over the Market
Cross to his father.”> Collins subsequently handed over ‘several
thousand pounds’ to his daughter, thus evading the sequestration to
the crown of transportees’ assets.

Ironically, many of the propertied inhabitants of Alfriston. includ-
ing Collins, had been summonsed for jury service at the same Assize
at which he was indicted; in the event farmers from Hamsey and
Newick — themselves the recent targets of Swing and serious sufferers
from crime — deputised. Social tensions in the district increased in the
days proceeding the trial on 13 December. Sinister conversations
were overheard in the beershops and at The George. On Sunday 11
December the dispute at Alfriston Chapel exploded into riot, and
Brooker laid charges against two members who took the Rev. Betts’s
side, but the sparse evidence does not reveal any relevance to the
impending trial of Collins. That evening, concerted attempts to
intimidate prosecution witnesses commenced, with arson attacks on
Ade at Arlington and Brooker at Alfriston. Ade’s three barns. full of
corn, and two adjacent hay stacks were fired. ‘Several well known
suspicious characters’ drinking at The George, and more from the
‘various beer and pothouses in the neighbourhood’, ‘left en masse’,
some to ‘render assistance’, others including those responsible,
Thorncraft and John Reeds to watch. At this moment an incendiary
device exploded in Brooker’s warehouse, only to be immediately
extinguished by a passer by, or ‘the whole of the adjacent premises’
would have ignited and spread to the ‘very old . . . buildings in the
town’. In the event the witnesses against Collins held fast; indeed,
Brooker was so determined to give evidence, that he distinguished
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himself by stating that on the night central to one charge, ‘I saw a cart
under the trees, but cannot swear that it belonged to Collins’. This
presumably contributed to Collins’s acquittal on the receiving charge,
together with Huggett tried for the theft itself; Collins was convicted
on the other indictment, although his co-defendant, Robert Adams,
was found not guilty. Collins was sentenced to seven years trans-
portation, as was Lewis Awcock, convicted of robbing the itinerant
jeweller.

Meanwhile the net closed on Thorncraft. The Bow Street detective
sent down, discovered incendiary devices, including a ‘scallop shell
with . . . brimstone in it’, at Thorncraft’s lodgings, and it was also
established that Thorncraft had tried to implicate a fellow employee,
who had accused Thorncraft of thieving, in the arson attack. His
accomplice, Reeds, quickly calculated that the preservation of his
own life depended on a swift confession, and he went on in a ‘cool,
deliberate and unfeeling manner’ to give the evidence to the March
1832 Assize which sealed Thorncraft’s fate. After his conviction,

he stood unmoved during the passing of the sentence, and at its conclusion
several of his companions advanced to shake hands with him. Among them
were most of the witnesses,

including the wives of the proprietors of beershops patronised by
him, the labourer subjected to his attempted incriminations, and
other workmates, at least two of whom were from families like his
own who had worshipped at Alfriston Chapel. Thorncraft ‘assumed a
ferocious appearance, and . . . shook . . . his fist at’ Reeds. Thorn-
craft’s religious upbringing was reflected when he told his aged
parents that while he did not fear death, ‘I fear some dread on
meeting my God’; he declined to name any partners in crime, and
stoically refused twice to make the customary scaffold speech regret-
ting his criminal career: instead, his ‘composure and fortitude’
sufficed to ‘astonish the spectators’.

The removal of Collins, Thorncraft, and two others in 1831-2,
dealt with but a minority of criminal associates. As one Alfriston
resident, Ann Marchant confided, the authorities had ‘secured some
but . .. there are still many left’. Henry Pagden’s new vigilante
patrols, comprising the more determined farmers, scored a few minor
successes, although they were not responsible for the successful
charges brought in 1835 against John and James Huggett for assault
and robbery, sheep stealing, and animal maiming, for which they
were transported. Too many of the old confederates remained active,
including John Reeds, and the ‘inveteracy for thieving’ hardly
abated. In the early 1830s the press was discouraged from reporting
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incendiarism, but one Lewes journalist who reported another
Arlington blaze in the autumn of 1832, also claimed that the current
situation mirrored that obtaining two years earlier during Swing.?®
Meanwhile, Charles Brooker who was also a recurrent victim of
crime after Collins’s transportation executed some extraordinary
property deals. In May 1832 he purchased the Market Cross for
£800 from Collins’s father, raising £500 through mortgaging the
building to Lewes butcher Waters. As Brooker soon claimed that
Collins’s nine year old son, also Stanton, was his tenant, this deal
was clearly part of the plan to preserve Collins’s Alfriston business
intact.?’

This tense situation in the district was aggravated further by the
furore of the protracted Reform Bill crisis, and the subsequent
politicisation campaign by working-class radicals in the countryside.
Alfriston was one theatre where ‘the poison of some popular political
publications has been instill'd into’ workers.?® The passage of the
radically utilitarian Poor Law Amendment Act, and the arrival of
assistant commissioner Hawley to implement the legislation in the
area in September 1834 brought this tension to fever pitch. Hawley
ordered existing poor-law authorities to soften up current claimants
by modifying existing relief schemes on the new Act’s principles,
notably that no payments should be made to the able-bodied. until
rigorous examination of every recipient’s circumstances, and then
only in return for work.

The work itself should be digging, and it is quite immaterial whether or not
it returns one farthing to the Parish purse as a lucrative speculation, it is
from the System and not from the Profit that the parish will reap its
remuneration and advantage . . . By a strict adherence to this System you
will find that you shortly get rid of some of your worst and most idle
characters and though a first essay may not . . . induce . . . all to find more
desirable and more profitable employment elsewhere immediately, still it
will have the effect of making them more provident in future, and the
[harvest and ploughing] wages of the ensuing Autumn will be laid by, to
avert the necessity of accepting Parish relief on the above terms the
following Winter.

Hawley also insisted that existing workhouse inmates be subjected to
rigorous discipline. A crop of summary convictions reveal that the
magistracy supported parochial poor-law authorities in their various
responses to Hawley, ‘some trying gradual & minute alterations:
some plunging at once into bolder & harsher measures’. Those on the
receiving end asserted that ‘Government is not the Poor Man’s
Friend’, as
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‘a cruel & unjust law has been passed, that they are deprived of their
rights, & that the magistrates are disgraced for not having taken their parts
against their Oppressors’.””

The Act’s support derived mainly from landowners and major
farmers, including Pagden. The latter’s support at Alfriston for
Hawley’s crusade stimulated an incendiary attack on his farm, and
goods worth over £700 went up in flames. It caused prodigious
alarms, press comment that ‘the character of the English peasant is
entirely changed’, and proof of Hawley’s contention that the village
was ‘notorious for the bad Character of its inhabitants’. John Reeds
and another were arrested immediately ‘somewhat hastily . . . inter-
rogated without . .. a magistrate’, and released, while another
suspect fled reputedly to America; rewards, and another Bow Street
detective drew blanks, except an anonymous letter threatening
Pagden’s life. Miscellaneous protest, notably covert ‘depredation and
wanton outrage’ continued throughout the 1834-5 winter.?

These events galvanised fierce opposition to Alfriston’s — and
Seaford’s — incorporation into Hawley’s proposed Eastbourne Poor
Law Union; his insistence ‘would destroy the harmony that would
otherwise prevail’ amongst agrarian capitalists in the other parishes.
Hawley was undeterred, as his political calculations projected a pliant
Board of Guardians, with existing premises in the former barracks
used as a workhouse, ideal for the immediate classification of inmates
on the new Act's principles, to quickly create an East Sussex
equivalent of the model Union established through the dictatorial
sway of the Duke of Richmond. in his territory at Thakeham, in the
western division.?! Charles Brooker, horrified over the un-Christian
separation of man and wife under the new regime, decided to fight it
from within by election to the Board, which entailed standing against
Pagden backed by ‘a Combination of agriculturalists’. Brooker
claimed that ‘the Trade, or rather the Householders are for me’, but
he was supported by only one farmer, the dissenter Bodle, who
shortly died. ‘Death or Liberty’ flags accompanied the election,
which Brooker won, but on Pagden’s instructions, the responsible
parish officers, including farmer Dray, the owner of the barn where
the anti-Brooker dissenters worshipped, ruled illegally that Brooker’s
property qualifications were inadequate, and formally returned Pag-
den. Brooker was personally rebuffed by Hawley, who nevertheless
privately informed the Poor Law Commission that Brooker had been
‘ousted . . . unfairly’.*

Brooker fought on, ‘harangued the populace in the Public High-
ways’, and appealed for support from ‘the Working People’, thereby
generating their ‘hostility to their Employers’, who responded by a
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printed spoof royal proclamation against ‘persons assembling
together’. In April 1835 Brooker arrived at the inaugural meeting of
the Board of Guardians, but was refused admission. His return to
Alfriston was ‘met by a considerable concourse . . . with banners and
mottoes’, and a band. He orchestrated a petition from ‘the labourers
of Alfriston’, took it personally to Somerset House, where he was
denied an audience by Edwin Chadwick. Further covert protest
erupted, especially malicious damage to the properties of those
‘Farmers and Tradesmen’ joining Pagden in a boycott of Brooker’s
and his son-in-law’s businesses. Hawley argued for Pagden’s main-
tenance in office, as a new election would galvanise ‘renewed
excitement destructive of all parochial government’. Chadwick
penned a masterfully tactful letter to announce the decision, prag-
matically attributing electoral ‘irregularities’ to ‘misapprehension’ on
the parts of the churchwardens and overseers: Mrs Marchant, the
wife of one, whose devotion to ‘a quiet social life’ underpinned her
long-term aversion to Alfriston, neatly portrayed relationships in the
‘place; . . . a scene of discord and to be free from it I must remain for
ever in my own little circle’.*

The Amendment Act’s implementation caused a further furore;
the election of two working-class delegates from every parish to lobby
the new Board, was quickly subsumed by the emergent ‘United
Brothers of Industry’, a farmworkers’ trade union, formed to prise
out wage increases to compensate for the abolition of allowances
in-aid-of-wages. Union recruitment forged ahead through rallies,
which are difficult to demarcate from the repeated mass lobbyings of
the Board: the ‘machinations . . . of desperate Characters in . . .
Alfriston’ were central in both phenomena, and possibly to a riotous
explosion of open protest in nearby Willingdon when the new
relieving officer was ceremoniously carted out of the parish. Hawley
seized on this incident to orchestrate show trials, which reflected
traditional divisions, with farmers giving evidence for the prose-
cution, and tradesmen for the defence. The jail sentences were met
with two Downland fires, and further incendiarism in September,
when the huge crowd which convened revealed ‘great apathy’ to
firefighting. The remainder of the year witnessed repeated ‘wanton’
slaughter of notably Guardians’ sheep, the carcasses ostentatiously
left in the fields. Only Hawley's repeated attendance at Board
meetings, combined with strategic deployment of army detachments,
infiltrations of secret policemen, and the collapse of the ‘United
Brothers’ after a lock-out, saw the belated introduction of workhouse
classification. The house itself remained a centre for protest — from
within. Regular revolts by youths, more by able-bodied men refusing
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to work and visiting their wives en masse, and the ‘demolition’ of
‘three very strong cells’, originally designed to incarcerate soldiers,
eventually broke the governor, who took to heavy drinking. His
replacement’s arrival was greeted by an attempt to fire the house.*
Covert protest characterised the later 1830s and early 1840s.
Nevertheless, the Eastbourne Board emerged as a cohesive and
determined administration, and Brooker abandoned plans to fight
Pagden electorally, in favour of a more ambitious political campaign.
Through a series of press articles, pamphlets, and rallies, he
attempted to imitate the northern Anti-Poor Law Movement, and
eventually became a Chartist, twice standing unsuccessfully for the
Brighton parliamentary constituency, shortly before his death in
1843. He made at least one rhetorical reference to earlier events:

We have heard of the Alfriston gang, and no wonder that persons have
been sent abroad for outrageous proceedings at Alfriston; pity, it seems,
that a few more, as associates to accompany them, had not been shipped
off from Alfriston.*

The Barcombe Gang

Barcombe, in the Ouse valley three miles to the north of Lewes,
comprised ‘remarkably neat houses, but scarcely anything in the
shape of trade’, other than a corn and oil mill. The village experi-
enced typical post-war demographic growth, rising from 753 in-
habitants in 1821, to 1028 in 1841. Several of the larger farmers,
including Nathaniel Guy, also cultivated land in adjacent parishes,
and Lewes butchers, among them Benjamin Morris, rented or
owned pastoral land in Barcombe. Amongst the wealthiest resi-
dents was the rector, Robert Allen, possessed of the living
annually worth £719, and Captain Richardson JP, the largest land-
owner. Allen, like Morris, was a Swing target in 1830, and the
rector claimed that several of the farmers, in cahoots with Rich-
ardson, directed a mass assembly of labourers to the rectory, who
were appeased only by promises of tithe reductions. Acrimony
between the two men continued for years, with Allen repeating
and Richardson denying the allegations to the Tithe Commis-
sioners in 1838. Pre-1834 poor rates were high, and administered
by a tight, oligarchic vestry comprising the richest farmers in close
consultation with Richardson; the rates ‘would never have been
collected’ from the lesser contributors, but for the exertions of a
full-time, professional assistant-overseer. The notorious Rounds-
men System was used, but only ephemerally to counter peak
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January lay-offs of farmworkers, whose deteriorating attitude to
their employers was attributed exclusively by Richardson to the
influence of the new beershops, which he argued required much
stricter control or ‘there will not be an industrious man in the
Parish’. Barcombe did not figure in the anti-New Poor Law riots of
1835, though neighbouring Ringmer witnessed a fierce protest, and
the imprisonment of a core of leaders. In the later 1830s Barcombe
vestry annually excused between twenty and forty of the smallest
ratepayers, mostly labourers, from payment.* The high incidence
of crime, and perennial poaching, was attributed to the proximity
of Lewes. The larger farmers subscribed to the Hamsey, Barcombe
and Chailey Prosecuting Society, whose regular resort to rewards
rarely resulted in criminal convictions.?

In 1839, in the words of a member, the ‘Ringleader . . . for some
years’ of the Barcombe gang was thirty-three year old William
Heasman, a ‘smooth-faced light haired gawky countryman’, domi-
ciled with his wife Martha, four children under ten, and his aged
mother, in the ‘old workhouse premises’, converted into a row of
tenements. Heasman received old poor-law benefits prior to 1835,
but under the new legislation was excused rate payments as his
children were ‘all young’. Heasman was one of several children; a
brother was a farm foreman, and an unmarried sister was a yearly
servant on village farms. Like many of his plebeian neighbours,
Heasman kept a pig and fowls; he ‘never had constant work’, but did
specific tasks on a casual basis for village farmers, and on occasion
laboured for Lewes residents. In common with many farmworkers he
migrated for the hop-picking season. Perhaps he was one of those
locally identified to the Constabulary Commissioners as ‘idle drunken
fellows who could hardly live upon the wages they chose to earn and
have recourse to other means’. Heasman certainly achieved notoriety
among his class for ‘getting his living by thieving’, and he boasted that
his livestock was raised on stolen corn, while his fuel came from raids
on faggot and hop-pole stacks.*® There is evidence that Barcombe
farmworkers, like those elsewhere, were divided into ‘roughs and
respectables’,” the latter rewarded for their honesty including the
character who handed over a concealed hoard of three fowls to their
owner, and received them back for his own consumption. One young
labourer, Elphick, would not join Heasman for poaching, saying that
‘my Father and Mother would be crazy if 1 ever did’. Heasman
particularly feared, on three counts, his next-door neighbour bar one,
thirty year old James Towner. First, Towner was in Richardson’s
permanent employ. Secondly, Heasman knew that Towner saw ‘him
bring things home at different times’, and was *afraid . . . [he] should
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tell some of the Captain’s Men’.* Thirdly, Heasman’s attempts to
protect himself by drawing Towner into the criminal fraternity were
vehemently opposed by Towner’s wife, because even the suspicion of
wrong-doing could jeopardise her husband’s job. Heasman inti-
midated those workers he believed might incriminate him:

if he knew any one saying anything against him or trying to hurt him he
would . . . have his revenge . . . in any kind of way by poisoning their Hog
if they had one or destroying their Bees.*!

A combination of sympathy, temptation and intimidation, served
Heasman well between 1835 and 1839. Towner — and Elphick — were
eventually drawn in; George Tapp, employed by the Rev. Allen, was
clearly intimidated. The village shoemaker concealed vital informa-
tion about shoes mended by him, and worn by a Heasman associate,
from constable Austin in pursuit of the robbers of a Ringmer barn.
Big farmer Knight’'s employees ‘did not make much answer’ to
questions about the discovery of stolen sheep skins. One labourer
said it all with the admission that

I never told . . . my Master nor a Peace Officer nor to any one which might
have led to detection, but I spoke of it amongst my fellow workmen.

Heasman’s known criminal associates were principally drawn from
his working neighbours. Thirty-six year old John Jenner, a self-
employed carpenter, commonly worked ‘Trug making . .. Fence
making’, but like so many craftsmen in the depressed post-war years
was reduced to ‘Farming’ labour on occasion. William Miles (21) and
George Day (22) were both principally, though neither permanently
employed at the Mills. The remainder, Richard Funnel (45), Joseph
Markwick (35) and Elphick (24) were all agricultural day-labourers.
Jenner and Markwick were family men; Funnel and Towner had five
and six children respectively, and were invariably excused poor-rate
payments.*? Only George Ware, a higler of Buxted, and later of
Lewes, was not a local man.

The catalogue of this association’s exploits once Heasman ‘con-
fess[ed] . . . to all I can recollect’, was extensive; the absence of
corroborative evidence restricted criminal charges to the asterisked
items only on the following list.

*23 April 1836: Hamsey: theft of two sheep from farmer Nathaniel
Guy; Heasman and Funnel.

*30 November 1837: Barcombe: theft of one sheep from Benjamin
Morris; Heasman and Funnel.
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*27 May 1838: Barcombe: theft of two sheep from farmer James
Brook; Heasman and Funnel.

*11 August 1838: Wellingham: theft of two sheep from farmer John
Rickman; Heasman, Jenner and Funnel.

*3 September 1838: Barcombe: theft of partridges, beehives and
onions from farmer Richard Knight; Heasman and Jenner.

14 September 1838: Fletching: theft of three sheep from farmer
Charles Cave; Heasman, Jenner and Markwick.

*8 November 1838: Chailey: theft of four lambs from farmer Charles
Carey, part of flock depastured for Lewes auctioneer, Richard
Verrall; Heasman and Jenner.

*7 December 1838: Barcombe: theft of three sheep from the
‘Common Field’, occupied by farmer Lashmar, who farmed Great
Henver Street Farm, Hamsey, though domiciled in Lewes: Heasman
and Jenner.

*20 January 1839: Hamsey: theft of twenty-one chickens from
Morris’s labourer, who kept them on commission for Barcombe
farmer, Henry Guy; Heasman and Miles.

9 February 1839: Barcombe: theft of 60lbs pork, 40lbs. butter, from
forcibly-entered dairy of N. Guy; Heasman and Jenner.

*19 February 1839: Ringmer: theft of a sack of oats from farmer
Water’s barn, and wheat from Clayhill Farm, owned and farmed
directly by Henry Blackman JP; Heasman and Miles.

April/early May 1839: Barcombe; theft of three sheep from Rich-
ardson; Heasman, Jenner and Markwick.

*10 June 1839: Newick: theft of one sheep and a lamb, from farmer
John Ellis; Heasman and Day.

*21 July 1839: Barcombe: theft of three hens and eight turkeys from
farm of Brighton banker, George Wigney; Heasman, Day and
Elphick.

August 1839: Chailey: theft of two ‘sacks . . . of Wheat Ears’ from
farmer Carey’s ripening crop; Heasman and Towner.

August 1839: Barcombe: theft of one chicken and six chicks from N.
Guy; Heasman and Towner.

Early September 1839: Barcombe: theft of twelve chickens from
farmer John Waters, and five geese from Knight; Heasman and
Ware.

*12 September 1839: Hamsey: theft of one sheep from Waters;
Heasman and Day.

Late September 1839: Isted: theft of ten geese from Mr Atree;
Heasman and Day.

3 October 1839: Hamsey: theft of eleven geese from blacksmith and
occupier of Covell’s Farm, Samuel Smith; Heasman and Day.
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*6 October 1839: Barcombe: theft of six fowls from farmer Thomas
Foster; Heasman and Day.

11 October 1839: Barcombe: theft of three sheep belonging to Morris,
but depastured on the Rev. Allen’s glebe; Heasman and Towner.

Heasman, who poached game and fish, and stole fuel and grain on
his own, took one and occasionally two of his associates on these raids.
Although his criminal activities were regular and extensive, and his
notoriety thoroughly earned, at times he was directly motivated by
poverty; there is a suggestive chronological coincidence between the
apparent start of his criminal career, and the first winter of the New
Poor Law, which was particularly severe on the casually employed.
One November (1838) when demand for labour customarily plum-
meted, Heasman ‘came’ to Jenner ‘and said he was starving’ as he had
no work; desperation on this occasion clearly stimulated determin-
ation, for having failed to entrap the first target of sheep, ‘Heasman
said he must have something he would rob a hen roost’; they ended up
at Chailey and unusually took four ‘rubbishy things’ from a flock of
lambs. Heasman also exploited his neighbours’ poverty. In February
1839 Miles ‘said he had got no work’ and ‘he didn’t know what he
should do’; Heasman recommended that ‘we get a little Wheat and
. . . have it ground into Flour’ and they raided two barns. In June 1839
Heasman and Day ‘had nothing to do that day and we agreed to have a
sheep’. On Saturday 5 October following, Heasman contacted Day
‘told him I should like to have something for a pudding . . . for
tomorrow’, and with Day’s concurrence in securing a decent Sunday
dinner, fowls were stolen. Towner's poverty drove him to join
Heasman in 1839, a year of inflated living costs; unable to afford his
customary breast of lamb, Towner was reduced to boiling bones for fat
for suet ‘cakes . . . for the Children which was cheaper than Bread and
Cheese and Meat’. His crisis broke when he ‘must kill my Pig’
although ‘it was doing well . . . for I could not keep it longer’. But
unemployment, financial difficulties and hunger, were not invaried
stimuli; Jenner ‘had work’ when he went after sheep, and succumbed
to Heasman’s stated preference for Jenner as he ‘had been before’.

The participants invariably divided the booty, though status clearly
mattered, with younger and less experienced partners receiving
smaller portions. Mutton and lamb were partially eaten fresh, and the
remainder salted, and concealed outside homes, including meat
hidden in a rick thatch and taken ‘a bit at a time when we wanted’.
Stolen beasts were always eaten, and never sold, and skins aban-
doned; the sale of fells was commonly the source of rustlers’
detection.*® Getting stolen wheat ground caused problems when it
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was ‘missed’ and ‘Enquiries made’, and had to be concealed until the
heat died down. Heasman fenced some poultry through Barcombe
butcher Coppard, and also disposed of booty through the notorious
beershop, brothel and lodging house, kept by Traft at Lewes.*
Heasman spent the odd day at Traft’s establishment, tippling with the
serving girls, and on one occasion when Heasman arrived with eleven
partridges, Traft despatched the one-legged Smith, who hung about
the beershop executing such commissions, to licensed dealer Oliver.
He made an offer, and tangential evidence suggests he was supplied
by several poachers and fowl-thieves.*> Samuel Simmons who ‘sold
fish and poultry” was another ‘likely man’ to purchase stolen articles,
and representative of those at the bottom of market-town entre-
preneurial hierarchies, whose insecure base was reflected in his
residence in Hailsham workhouse a year later. Higler Ware was
similarly placed; on one occasion he ‘must have some . . . Geese or
Chickens . . . soon for he had got no Money’ to finance legitimate
deals. Ware encouraged Heasman to become a regular supplier,
initially in January 1839 ‘when Fowls sold so dear’. But Ware never
paid ‘the full price as he knew how we came by them’, and Heasman
also supplied him on credit. Although Ware went on some raids
himself, his heavy drinking worried Heasman, who preferred simply
to supply those in need of Dutch courage.

Heasman was resourceful and careful. Targets were usually identi-
fied beforehand, and friends often supplied intelligence in the
comfort of the Royal Oak at Barcombe, where some raids were
planned. Further intelligence derived from Heasman’s sister, includ-
ing that of her employer’s recent slaughter of a hog, which could be
‘got out pretty easy’, and Jenner came too despite acknowledgement
that this constituted ‘House Robbing’.*® Heasman refused to operate
in wet weather to avoid the chance of detection through footprints,
the recurrent fate of thieves in the countryside. The record is full of
Heasman’s caution, typified by his killing and disposal of a day-old
chick, which he intended to raise with his own fowls, when he noticed
its deformed claw. He was furious with Towner’s theft of feeding
dishes which enhanced the possibility of detection. Heasman drank
moderately, if at all before setting out, and enforced the same on his
partners. He operated in a restricted district with which he was
thoroughly familiar, and his furthest — and temporary — fence lived
eight miles away, which in the main minimised distances to be
traversed with stolen goods. Moreover, only one known victim was
targetted for reasons other than pure theft. Heasman noted that
farmer ‘Knight and I are not very good friends’, which derived from
being sacked, and vengeance motivated Heasman’s planned robbery
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of the partridges Knight shot on the first day of the 1838 season.
When a mere eleven birds were found in the farmer’s safe, Heasman
‘said it would not satisfy him’, so he took a beehive and two bushels
of ‘pretty good onions’. Heasman's abstinence from ‘protest theft’
was probably contrived to minimise suspicion.

On 15 October 1839 the victim of fowl thieves obtained a warrant
to search Heasman’s house: no fowls were discovered, but forty
pounds of mutton temporarily there — which Heasman admitted
‘looks bad” — were. He decided to pre-emptively incriminate his
partners, correctly anticipating that either Jenner or Towner might
turn informer to save themselves, and in the event they were
encouraged to think they might become Queen’s Evidence by the
wily Henry Blackman, who spent days interrogating these men and
achieved confessions from all three. Heasman'’s crew had not simply
and extensively thieved from local farmers and two landed gentlemen
and magistrates; the fraternity had targetted the properties of
important members of the urban bourgeoisie, including Brighton
banker Wigney, butcher and meat merchant Morris, and wealthy
auctioneer Verrall, both of Lewes. In addition, Heasman had
supplied urban criminals, including the notorious Traft, against
whom charges were also brought. Heasman’s evidence permitted five
charges against Jenner, four apiece against Day and Funnel, two
against Miles, and one each against Towner and Elphick, and the net
was closing on Ware, who decamped. only to be arrested in 1840.
Their convictions would dissolve a major criminal association
comprising primary thieves and active fences. The Grand Jury came
under pressure from the Session’s chairman to indict, despite eviden-
tial flaws. Although Heasman, described by the press as a ‘rustic
Jonathan Wild’,

gave his evidence on each trial in a quiet and unconcerned manner, as if he
had been the most innocent person in the world, describing the details of
each robbery with perfect coolness and without the least hesitation,

the prosecution partially collapsed. The first trial, of Miles for theft,
brought a rider to the guilty verdict that he had ‘been drawn . . . by
an older offender’. The second case against Miles was dropped. The
prosecution’s resort to the evidence of Heasman's wife against
Funnel, was rejected by the court, and two other charges against him
dropped; a joint charge with Jenner was ‘abandoned’ during the trial.
Other prosecutions were also abandoned while in process, and
additional charges withdrawn. Traft too was acquitted. Jenner’s, and
Towner’s confessions served., to secure their conviction, and
respective ten and fifteen year transportation sentences. Miles























































































