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narratives and from print a dynamic culture which maintained country traditions and
provided an articulate focus to the aspirations of their class.

Modern historians (and in this criticism I include myself) too often equate print and
literacy with a rational appreciation of human agency. In general, early modernists have
been more circumspect, guarding against these whiggish parallels. What David Cressy
says of Tudor and Stuart society might also be applied to nineteenth-century rural
popular culture:

It should be stressed that people were capable of rational action, of acquiring and digesting
information, and of making well-founded political and religious decisions without being able to
read or write. Illiteracy was not necessarily a bar to economic advancement nor did it stand in the
way of common sense. Second, we should not assume that people were wiser or more in control
of their environment just because they had become literate . . . Popular literacy expanded the
audience for politics but it did not inexorably bring about an explosmn in political participation.
Amid the ‘golden age’ of the ‘superstitious’ almanac, chapbook and traditional ballad, it
was complained by George Herbert, and later by John Wesley, that country workers
were ‘ignorant,” and that they tended to attribute mundane events to chance or human
agency, not providence.” Yet if we leap ahead to the nineteenth century, we find that
John Clare, despite his obsession with the supernatural fare of the chapbook and
traditional ballad, freely criticised agrarian capitalism and the reluctance of the ruling
class to embrace parliamentary reform.”® And if we proceed to the Wagon and Horses at
Juniper Hill during the latter years of the nineteenth century, we find Flora Thompson
observing that the oral culture of villagers included discussion of Joseph Arch, Jack the
Ripper and ghost stories — the latter being, she believed, ‘all entertainment’.”’ We must
rethink the meaning of the supernatural ingredients in rural popular culture, and
ultimately question the extent to which they crippled political consciousness. At the same
time we must remember that the printed word was no guarantor of political enlighten-
ment, that Hannah More composed popular-looking broadside songs for the rural poor,
and that John Clare alluded to one John Billings: ‘an inoffensive man he believes
everything that he sees in print is true’.”

This is all to suggest that the traditional ballad is problematic, and that its preoccu-
pation with romance and the supernatural did not necessarily inhibit the development
of a political consciousness among farm workers. If nothing else, the themes of the
traditional ballad expose the delusion in Richard Jefferies’ claim that the lives of English
agricultural labourers possessed ‘absolutely no colour . . . no myths; no heroes. They
look back on no Heroic Age . . . The past is vacant.””’ For Clare, who participated in the
culture that he recorded, the traditional ballad was the ‘Shakespeare’ of the common
people — ‘real poetry in all its native simplicity’:

The lower orders of England from their almost total disregard of Poesy have been judged rather
too harshly as destitute of the fine feelings of humanity and taste . . . yet these very people will
stand around an old ballad singer & with all the romantic enthusiasm of pity shed tears over the
doggerel tales of imaginary distress.*’

The adventure and romance of the traditional ballad conducted the labourers beyond the
physical confines of their local world, offering lessons in history, the antics of Cupid and
the characteristics of Englishness. Thomas Bewick, for his part, went as far as to say that

the old country ballads rendered the labourers more ‘intelligent’ than farmers, who,
his experience, were too preoccupied with financial matters to absorb the sensitivities of

popular lore.”

I
Judging from the major collections of nineteenth-century broadsides,’ the traditional
ballads treating of the supernatural and the chivalrous antics of the nobility lose
market-share to the newer, more topical broadside verse, especially after 1820. Further,
the traditional ballads which continued to thrive in rural culture were those which
honoured the economic importance of agriculture and the heroism of friends of the
common people, such as Robin Hood or the benevolent squire. While even these ballads
remain preoccupied with riches and blood, their emergence during the second and third
decades of the nineteenth century as the paramount themes of the traditional ballad
suggests a subtle revision in the function of rural lore: the genuine hero must manifest
plebeian sympathies and a practical obedience to the old English ideology of fair-play.
As ever with the traditional ballad, the orthodoxy of deference is accompanied by the
idea that labourers, farmers and landlords possess common interests and a common
culture. Nevertheless, these ballads provide a pre-political platform on which the more
topical songs, especially those in circulation after 1815, could erect a class discourse.
Folklorists and literary critics have almost universally denounced the topical songs as
the hack-work of London song-writers, and as markedly inferior to the traditional ballad
in point of literary quality and poetic inspiration. But despite the poetic shortcomings of
the topical songs, and the probability that many were composed for rather than by working
people, the genre itself would become the cultural property of the farm workers. The
‘cottage’ songs (as a sub-genre of the topical verse will be called here) introduce an entirely
new cast of heroes and heroines; humble men and women who live by the sweat of their
brows, maintain hospitality and strive for domestic happiness in the face of material
hardship. At first glance the cottage songs might appear to conform to the values
promoted by the dominant culture’s intrusions into the popular song market, such as the
cautionary songs of Hannah More and the Cheap Repository Tract Society.” But not
so: whereas More’s songs decree that the poor, regardless of their material circumstances,
should leave off idleness and prove content in their station, the cottage songs construct
an alternative code of moral and social priorities. Pride, avarice, gluttony and idleness
are portrayed as vices afflicting the rich, not the poor. Honesty is acknowledged as an
important virtue, but grinding poverty and unjust laws, the songs argue, compel the rural
workers to supplement their wages by poaching and other extra-legal endeavours.
Country workers are advised to be thankful for the beauties and bounties of nature,
though such is difficult, the songs realise, when the poor are denied access to the produce
of their labour. Workers are encouraged to take delight and pride in their daily toil, but
can they be expected, ask the songs, to find cheer in the face of hunger and permanent
exhaustion? The cottage songs consider moral ideals within the context of the labourers’
material situation; and while they stop short of expressing overt antagonism towards
employers and rulers, they demand respect for the labourers’ values and economic

importance. In “The Cottage Boy’ a labourer rejects the stress and conspicuous
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workers to explore the relationship between workplace conflict and the ideological
platform of agricultural trades unions.” Meantime, Keith Snell, taking in hand the longue
durée and the larger canvas of the rural South, has confronted the ‘Hodge’ stereotype by
re-constituting the standard of living debate around the labourers’ own criteria of life
satisfaction, which he determines with reference to a wide range of sources, including
emigrants’ letters, autobiographies and diaries.”

Thus the gradual demolition of the ‘Hodge’ stereotype, together with a new appreci-
ation of the methodological importance of the labourers’ own standards and experiences,
constitutes one of the great new directions in English rural history. This paper will
attempt to contribute to these achievements by exploring popular rural song as an
expressive vehicle of the culture and ideology of farm workers. Like any genre or text,
song is problematic: whose discourse is it? Are country songs so many transcripts of the
labourers’ consciousness or are they the voice of the dominant culture as articulated by
the Grub Street muse? And what is the relationship between oral folk-song and printed
broadside song in the expressive culture of farm workers? Although these questions will
not receive adequate attention here, I will attempt to demonstrate that the songs possess
a degree of representativeness in the construction of a cottage charter, and that in the
evolution of country song over the course of the nineteenth century, we see the farm
workers engaged in collective discourse on the relationship between received cultural

traditions, innovative ideologies and the objective experience of class society.

I

The late Bert Lloyd argued that during the early decades of the nineteenth century,
traditional country ballads (those epic narratives, often of Tudor and Stuart dating,
treating of romance, heraldry and the supematural)m gave way in English popular culture
to ‘bourgeois social song’. In mining and industrial regions, Lloyd claimed, the bourgeois
verse was short-lived and insignificant, being replaced during the 1820s by ‘workers’
song’ or ‘industrial folksong’ — a genre which was created by workers themselves in
response to the conditions of industrial capitalism. An equivalent genre was not observed
by Lloyd in the rural world, which, in his view, remained loyal throughout the nineteenth
century to the traditional ballad and to the bourgeois social song."

Lloyd was certainly correct to draw attention to the vernacular songs of industrial
workers, but his model of the evolution of folk-song does not fit the rural world. During
the Napoleonic Wars, country singers were indeed subjected to bourgeois songs, usually
of a ‘patriotic’ or anti-French description;12 but after 1815, upon the disappearance of
wartime distractions and the onset of agricultural recession, the farm workers abandoned
this verse to the large farmers and landlords, who withdrew to their parlours to perform
lyrical recollections (often the work of government-sponsored ‘poets’ such as Charles
Dibdin) of the defeat of Napoleon, the might of the British navy and the high wartime
price of wheat."’ Here and there a middle-class ditty would stray into the repertoire of
this or that village worker,'* but the great majority of farm workers’ songs consisted of
traditional ballads (we know them well: ‘Chevy Chase,” ‘Barbara Allen,” ‘Lord Bateman,’
and so forth) and of newer, more topical broadside songs which sought to represent the
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workers surpassed rural workers in the composition of new songs, especially during the
latter half of the nineteenth century, but this should not lead us to assume an absence of
songs articulating the cultural and ideological response of farm workers to the conditions
imposed upon their experience by agrarian capitalism.

Before we can approach popular rural song as a vehicle of the expressive culture of
farm workers, we must confront some lingering assumptions about the relationship
between printed and oral narratives in rural popular culture. It is well-known that many
middle-class song-collectors of the ‘first’ folk-song revival of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, most notably Cecil Sharp, viewed oral transmission as a prerequisite
of authentic ‘folk-song’ — to which was appended a belief that only the traditional ballad
was favoured with oral conveyance." Although this latter notion has been undermined
by the research of Dave Harker and Robert Thomson (who have shown that the great
majority of songs which the collectors assigned to ‘oral tradition’ appeared in broadside
form),' some folklorists continue to assume that oral transmission is a necessary
prerequisite of legitimate folk expression, and that the traditional ballad was less
dePendent upon print than was nineteenth-century broadside song. Neither of these
points can be granted. Just as print assisted the transmission of traditional ballads, so

too oral culture assisted the transmission of broadside songs.'”” Moreover, the farm
workers themselves saw print and orality

. i Yy as collaborators in cultural production and
ra ssion. : < . .

f?smlsslorll( i John Clare, probably the earliest collector of the songs
of farm workers in southern England, gathered songs communicated by oral culture and

songs communicated by print, making no distinction between them as to veracity or

currency in rural popular ¢ 18 ’ : ‘s ;
y popular culture.”® The same disposition prevailed among later country

si‘ngers: some of their songs were acquired from oral culture, others from broadsides'” -
either way they were the property of the singers and their communities to perform,
interpret and revise as they saw fit.

‘ If some folklorists tend to exaggerate the oral character of rural popular culture, some
historians have erred in the opposite direction by exaggerating the influence of print.
David Vincent, for example, suggests that oral culture retarded the politicisation of
working people by ensuring ‘conformity to an irrational view of the forces which
controlled the existence of the labouring population’. Taking his cue from working-class
'fiut()biographers (many of whom associated oral culture with superstition and political
ignorance), he argues that the triumph of print over orality made possible a popular
challenge to ‘the ideology of the ruling class’.” Yet we must not assume that oral cultural
forms, then or now, impair the acquisition of innovative ideologies. Many working-class
autobiographers sought to illustrate their intellectual attainments (and in some cases, to
enhance their social and cultural credibility with the dominant culture) by magnifying
the relative ‘ignorance’ of their fellows.?' The custodians of country song, however, were
not the so-called ‘improvers’ but the ‘middle class of working people’;”” those who, in the
words of a Suffolk labourer, ‘worked for their daily bread — men of genius who are seen
on rare occasion among the poor, and who are in a small way lions among their fellows’.”’
As yet we know very little about these ‘lions’, but it seems that they knew no ambition
to make a name outside their community, and that they strove to create from oral
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A frequent complaint among English historians is that the farm workers were a ‘secret
peop?e-’ who seldom interacted with the written or recorded word. If vaguely discernible
S th‘ls or that §tatistic, or anonymous act of physical protest, the labourer’s cultural and
pOlitlcal consciousness was entombed (it is sometimes inferred) in that drudging physical
pau«ltomime which many nineteenth-century commentators assumed to be the primary
ateribute of ‘Hodge’. Even the labourers’ contemporary friends harboured a ‘Hodge’
.tereotype in their assumption that the labourers’ aspirations, or ‘cottage charter’, were
best represented and publicised by ‘articulate’ outsiders. William Cobbétt, who for three
dbcades argued that farm workers were capable of profound thought and articulation,
]mplled as much in his observation that ‘Nobody (excepting himself) tells the tale of the
labourer "In 1848, as a better known Charter was re-stated to the nation from the mass
-adical platform of the metropolis, Sidney Godolphin Osborne lamented that the labourer
‘has few to speak for him, few who care to face the odium of exposing the conduct of
those individuals, or classes, or laws, who or which oppress him’.” Five years later, with
reference to the ‘peasant’ worker, Karl Marx made a similar assumption: ‘they must be
r(Ipresented he drgued and their representative ‘must appear as their master, as an

uthorlty over them.” Even as late as 1880, shortly after the formation of the National
Af_)rxcultural Labourers’ Union, Richard Jefferies confidently proclaimed that ‘the

country labourer possessed no clearly defined ‘Cottage Charter’ and no genuine pro-
Urdmme of the future; that which is put forward in his name is not for him’.*

(ver acentury later, the consciousness of farm workers remains vulnerable to arbitrary
and perfunctory representation. Indeed, the most recent historian of ‘Hodge’ maintains
che old convention that farm workers were generally mute on political matters, preoccu-

;ed with cultural tradition, and inclined to identify ‘with the interests of their
Crnployérs 2 There is emerging, however, a dissenting scholarship which constructs an
alrernative portrait of ‘Hodge’. A dozen years ago James Obelkevich led us through
I‘il,l(;olns.hire villages as the labourers engaged in a conscious and semi-articulate struggle
o rCTC(mCile community-based cultural forms with the objective experience of class
1/Cl,é,tlons.hips with their employers.” More recently, for the neighbouring county of
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1bol was the plough, fortified by the motto: ‘he that by the plough would thrive/
elf must either hold or drive.””’

imultaneous currency of the countryman and class-protest songs would seem to
hat labourers lagged behind employers in recognising the cultural implications
ormation. This might well be true of the 1820s and 1830s when a majority of
est songs envisage traditional farmer-labourer relations as the quickest way
for a partial proletariat which was caught without a strategy of concerted protes't
e farmers opted for class society. The labourers’ protests of these years are
- conditional: they suggest that class conflict will subside if the farmers agree to
the plough and forego their luxuries. But, by the 1840s and 1850s, the protest
7in to shift from descriptive condemnation of the ‘new-fashioned’ farmer to the
“the ‘cottage charter’: ten or twelve shillings a week, the dissolution of the New
w, the division of large farms, and the three Bs: bread, bacon and beer.” A
nd confident class consciousness pervades the mid-century songs as the old
ion for a restoration of the ‘countryman’ bond is joined by prescriptive

ts which presume conflict between labourer and employer:

Around the fair you'll see you know,

Pot-bellied farmers all in a row,

Waiting to hire the farming men,

To do twelve pounds of work, for ten.

But that won’t do for me you know,

Oh dear, no not for Joe,

I want good wages or I don’t go,

That’s the style for me."

discourse, it

ral ) : : I : N B INN
employers preceded their labourers in rallying around a class s
he traditional

e fTrSt recognised the implications of class experience upon t
1an narratives. As if to apologise for their insistence upon class di
e, employers continued to offer harvest-home 1n commemoratio
ong countrymen. Seated at the head table, they sought a countryman persont
rse to verse: “The Husbandman and Servantman’, “The Farmer’s Boy' and that
f harvest home, “We're A Jolly Fellows that F()l]’()w . Plough’.m We can ()Slyt

rses,

the labourers’ .

wbourers” thoughts as they harmonised with these countryman e
ght lie in the experience when they sang
master and the

visions in the

n of cultural

lows’ at harvest-home (})f tw9 Sussex .Singers who recall.ed t‘h’dtj
erarchy. They said tht., they did so entirely for the benefit of the
n the mornin ,\ ) at they were not at all ‘jolly’, that they hate
. 8, that they were not regenerated by twelve hours O %
ed field, and that they despised their employer’s Paternalism"’l Perhaps i

1 to say that by the mid p; . ‘v among
¢ mid ni e o . 5 1 aise of unity
neteenth century, songs in prais ol

d rising at four
f toil iIn 2
t 1s not

ntagonism- O

1en were underst ;
e 00d by labourers as coded expressions of class f both
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Not all the protest songs make an impassioned appeal for solidarity among I
labouring people, but a call to ideological cohesion inheres in the medium of song it
During the late 1820s the labourers turned to song to articulate the manifesto of Car
Swing. In 1834, upon being sentenced to transportation as one of the Tolpuddle Mar
George Loveless obtained a pencil and jotted down a song in praise of liberty and freed
which he delivered, under restraint of irons, to members of his audience.”’ Even {
Vears later, in the annals of the National Agricultural Labourers’ Union, we fi
compelling example of the jurisdiction of song in the expressive culture of farm worl
Joseph Arch, the Union leader, composed what is probably the longest and most det:
autobiography of any farm worker in English history, wherein wé read of his life-
Programme of self-education and of his lack of sympathy with the traditional institut
of rural popular culture, including that school-house of rural song, the country
SOlidarity, according to Arch, was to be enforced upon his membership by stal
lectures and by written proclamations from the executive. Yet the most dynamic inst
of solidarity o receive mention in Arch’s autobiography comes in 1874 when an asser
of rural workers broke into ‘The Fine Old English Labourer’:

Come lads and listen to my song — a song of honest toil,

It’s of the English labourer, the tiller of the soil,

I'll tell you how he used to fare and all the ills he bore,

Till he stood up in his manhood and resolved to bear no more.

He used to take whatever wage the farmer chose to pay,

And work as hard as any man for eighteen pence a day,

Or if he grumbled at the nine and dared to ask for ten,

The angry farmer cursed and swore and sacked him there and then.

By, L ;

th i ArQh, who ordinarily showed little interest in the labourers” SONgs, was moves
¢ Performance:

farmer had passed by on the other side while we were singing this

he English labourer was awake to his wrc
his eyes afte

It .

as

O ot}(llmrc or parson or a

ang ®'S like it, his ears would have told him that t

0 meant v, have his rights at last. Yes, poor Hodg
g slee, 64

¢ was sitting up and rubbing

haracter but necessarily cer

e MCident calls for three observations, disparate in ¢
g. First, the fact that “T'he ]

> fur} €r research into the meanings of popular rural son i
su]d EngliSh Labourer’ was sung to the tune of the ‘The Fine (.)¥d English Gentler

BZESES an altered meaning for the patriarchal themes of traditional song. In graf
" ‘e thne ¢ “I'he Fine Old English Gentleman’ (a song the labourers kr?ew well.) ,
” Finﬁ‘ Old English Labourer’, the singers were collectively engaged in substity

he defer'-é d obeisance of tradition for that of economic conflict and .clas5 cult
| counsel of the ‘0ld English Labou

e to an extent that could not have t
(we must, therefore, att
mance). Third,

tcon nice an i
Ay js implied in Arch’s account, the radica

I ener&)ist‘d and radiated by its oral performanc ‘
%‘tS:Zreq by the circulation of the song in 'broadside form Ve
"Xt alone but also to the transforming power of ora pe,r ek

- qualify Arch’s observation that the Union roused ‘Hodge’ from ‘his long sle
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Arch struggled heroically to lead the Union, but his failure to secure the full confidence
of his membership might have owed something to his general disregard for the medium
of song in the expressive culture of farm workers. Attention to the labourers’ songs would
have taught him, if nothing else, that ‘Hodge’s’ ideological awakening preceded Arch’s

own ‘articulate’ leadership.

Y

The simultaneous currency in the labourers’ repertoires of traditional ballads, cottage
songs and agrarian protest verse would seem to suggest that the labourers were of many
different minds about farmers, landlords and the cottage charter itself. This is perhaps
true to a point, but divergence in ideology should be seen as evidence of negotiation, not
of contradiction. No one song, and no one expression of compliance or protest, casts in
stone the labourers’ voice. Like any species of popular culture, the songs sanction certain
values of the dominant culture without surrendering to its ideological decrees. In their
protest verse the labourers searched for traditional signs and symbols (although these
could appeal as readily to fair-play as to deference) along with innovative ideological
prescriptions. Thus song should be seen as a discourse which was invoked by the labourers
to organise their interpretation of experience, and to provide them with an expressive
forum of sufficient latitude to accommodate both traditional culture and modern political
dialogue.

The cottage charter which emerges from the post-war songs insists upon the labourers’
right (not a privilege or a concession) to bread, bacon and beer; tea and potatoes must
go. They declare a right to a cottage pig, access to common land and the payment of fair
wages (a precise rate is usually stated) by employers, not by the parish. Enclosure is to
be halted, the New Poor Law Bill revoked, and parliament reformed. And at no time in
the nineteenth century do the songs promote emigration. Time and again they repeat the
biblical injunction: ‘the labourer is worthy of his hire’.*”” For the emotive and spiritual
dimensions of the charter we must turn to the cottage songs, which serve notice of the
labourer’s love of country (although, as we have seen, this was conditioned by economic
exigencies) and of family and friends. An important function of the cottage songs was to
provide the cultural infrastructure for the material and ideological charter, for philosop-
hically at least, the labourers predicated their happiness upon the quality of human
relationships within their households and communities.

The constituent parts of the charter were not static throughout the century. On the
eve of the Captain Swing disturbances, the protest songs condemned compulsory parish
labour, unemployment and threshing machines — the foremost grievances of the rioters.
They even offered fair warning to their employers (should they have been listening) of
impending insurrection.” After the disturbances, new themes were introduced, such as
the much needed Reform Bill and the unneeded separation of families by workhouses or
Van Diemen’s land.” Songs of the 1840s and 1850s show a special interest in wages and
exploitation in the workplace, while those of the 1870s and 1880s move in the direction
of the platform of the N.A.L.U.: extension of the suffrage, prohibitions against lock-outs,
‘three acres and a cow,’ and ‘12s. or 13s. a week to keep a family’.” There are also broader,
thematic changes: the early nineteenth-century theme of the luxury and insolence of the
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‘new-fashioned’ farmer, together with the farmers’ abandonment of the plough, gives
way by mid-century to examination of the labourers’ own culture, and especially th’e need
to maintain and nurture their dignity, not as the cultural and economic associates of
larger farmers and landlords, but on their own as ‘poor labouring men’. Traditional
ballads in which the labourer is the unexpected benefactor of benevolent farmers and
landlords do not disappear, but they lose ground, in print at least, to songs urging the
pursuit of reward by a determined stand on behalf of the rights of labour. Perhaps the
most significant evolution is the retreat of songs identifyiné the labourers’ adversarial
relationship with specific occupational groups: farmers and léndlords here, townspeople
there. By the early twentieth century the essential economic division is’ between the
labourers, the ‘prop of the land’, and those ‘who don’t belong to the working class’ 5
If the songs of the farm workers do not permit us to assign a precise date to the l;irth
of class consciousness in the rural world, they do permit us to say that the labourers were
conscious of class experience as early as the 1820s. They protested against this experience

invoking the countryman songs to provide a historical context to their understanding of

agrarian capitalism and its horizontal social formations. The protest songs suggest that

the labourers viewed their class antagonism as conditional, that they were prepared to
cast it from their midst at the very moment that their employers manifested zi)similar
intent. If indeed the labourers aspired to a social and cultural fellowship with their
employ('ers (tbeir countryman entreaties might well have been a strategic devipce to extract
concessions in wages and perquisites), they came to understand, no later than the 1830s
that economic conflict would not retire, even if, perchance, the ’farmer again gripped the’
plough or blessed it speed in the guise of a ‘jolly fellow’. Suited with théir own litany of
moral Precepts, and with confidence in their ability to resolve their non-material problems
on their own terms, they moved away from consolation and towards a cottage chartc;
which demanded their economic and political rights, not the arbitrary and piecemeal
benevolence of the traditional ballad.

To approach this discourse, or even to attain a debating position on the meanings of
the texts themselves, we must free ourselves from the restrictive principle that folk-songs
must be transmitted without the aid of print, and that they be traditional and oral in
origin and transmission. The labourers of the N.A.L.U. who sang “The Fine Old English
Labourer’ would have been aghast to hear that their song might fail to qualify as a ‘folk’
narrative because it was topical, recent in composition and crystallised by its appearance
in printed form. A folk-song, it seems to me, is neither more nor less than a song in the
possession of a social class. It matters not who composed a song: what matters is its
meaning, and the freedom of a class to accept, reject and revise its message according to
the dynamics of experience. If some of the songs in the possession of the farm workers
were the work of individuals external to rural popular culture, they unwittingly supplied
the labourers with ideological portfolios which the labourers could assess in relation to
experience, common sense and cultural tradition. 'T'o assume that the labourers embraced

any cultural production without due reflection is to offer sustenance to the ‘Hodge’
stereotype.
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