5. GOVERNMENT RESPONSE

In the early days of the rising in Hampshire, Wiltshire and Berkshire, there was a good deal of sympathy
with the labourers. The farmers in many cases did not object to the destruction of their threshing
machines. One from Market Lavington went so far as to say that “nearly all the Wiltshire Farmers were
willing to destroy or set aside their machines.” Their motives were mixed. Some sympathized with the
cause of higher wages - provided their own rents and tithes were reduced in compensation. Others,
especially those who had leased machines from contractors, were willing to sacrifice them, to save farm
buildings and contents from destruction.

Fortune had so far smiled upon the rising, and there was some hope of success. In places where the
decline of the labourer had been watched for years without pity or dismay, magistrates were now calling
meetings to consider their circumstances, and there was evidence that they were aware of the desperate
condition of the poor. The following article® called for labourers to be paid at 10 shillings per week:
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However, the same edition carried the response from land occupiers which certainly did not enhance the
labourers’ situation.
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Unhappily the day of conciliatory measures was a brief one. Two facts frightened the upper classes,
represented by the Whig Ministry and Lord Melbourne at the Home Office, into brutality. One was the
spread of the rising, the other the scarcity of troops. As the movement spread, the alarm of the authorities
inspired a different policy, and even those landowners who recognized that the labourers were miserable,
thought that they were in the presence of a rising that would sweep them away unless they could
suppress it at once by drastic means.

The Whig Ministry took over on 22" November and Lord Melbourne succeeded Peel at the Home Office.
The change was marked by a more resolute intervention in the suppression of the disturbances. The day
after taking office Melbourne issued the proclamation offering rewards for information. It was followed two
days later by a circular letter to magistrates, instructing them to act more energetically in enrolling
constables.

In Wiltshire, the Yeoman Cavalry was mobilized and this was supported by Special Constables. These
were recruited through newspaper notices like the following which appeared in the Devizes and Wiltshire
Gazette.
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Large numbers of Special Constables were sworn in Devizes and Marlborough and also in other counties.

Conciliatory methods consequently ceased; the upper classes substituted action for diplomacy, and the
movement rapidly collapsed. Little resistance was offered, and the large numbers of armed and



desperate men melted down into groups of weak and ill-fed labourers, armed with sticks and stones.
There were very few incidents recorded in Wiltshire following the climactic simultaneous defeats of the
mobs at Tisbury and Heytesbury on 25" November. On 28" Colonel Mair wrote from Salisbury that “the
labourers are returning to their work and everything is becoming tranquil”.

By 4th December The Times correspondent in Wiltshire and Hampshire reported that quiet was restored,
that the peasantry was cowed, and that men who had been prominent in the mobs were being picked out
and arrested every day.



