
The Swing Riot in Tisbury 1830 
 

      
 
The decline in living standards of agricultural labourers in southern England at the beginning of the 19th century, and in particular 

those from Wiltshire, could at best be described as miserable. When the great radical William Cobbett visited the Pewsey Vale in 

August 1826, he was appalled at what he found: 

 

"In taking my leave of this beautiful vale I have to express my deep shame as an Englishman at beholding the extreme poverty of those 

who work this vale to produce such quantities of food and raiment. This, I verily believe it, is the worst used labouring people upon 

the face of the earth. Dogs, hogs and horses are treated with more civility; and as to food and lodging, how gladly would the 

labourers change with them! By some means or other there must be an end to it; and my firm belief is that the end will be dreadful”. 

 

With the gradual introduction of machinery on the land, the labourers realised they would soon be deprived of their traditional source 

of income. Faced with an uncaring ruling class, they took matters into their own hands. The normally passive and quietly suffering 

agricultural labourers had come to the end of their tether.  What became known as the "Swing Riots" began in Kent in August 1830 

and spread rapidly across southern England reaching Wiltshire in November. Many landowners experienced the full force of the 

rioters’ anger with their barns and stacks set on fire and their machinery broken. The less fortunate met with riotous mobs and 

threatened with violence unless beer, money and food were handed over. 

 

On Thursday November 25th 1830 several hundred agricultural labourers gathered in Tisbury.  They were armed with sticks, stones 

and crowbars taken from a blacksmith’s shop.  Mr. Bennet, the owner of Pythouse in Semley village, rode out with his steward and 

confronted the crowd.  Bennet, worried about his own property, tried to persuade the rioters to disperse but instead they split into three 

groups.   

 

A machine was destroyed at Candy’s Farm, another broken up in a field and one at Lawn Farm.  The men then broke into Bennet’s 

barn, pulled off the roof and smashed his threshing and water-powered machines.  A stone was thrown at Bennet catching him 

between the eyes.  Blood gushed from his nose; more stones were thrown hitting his steward.  The rioters broke open one of the 

bailiff’s beer barrels and had started “refreshing” themselves when the Hindon Troop of the Wiltshire Militia arrived under the 

command of Captain William Wyndham accompanied by Mr. Wadham Wyndham, both of East Knoyle. The Riot Act was read and 

ignored.   44 Militia with cavalry sabers fought several hundred rioters with sticks and iron bars. 

 

“The militia did lay about ‘em wonderful there - they slashed ‘em about awful and one he were just agetting up when one of the militia 

did let off ‘is horse pistol and shot ‘im - the bullet did go in at the back of ‘is head and out t’other side – ‘is name were John 

Harding”. 

 

Mr. Bennet called upon Captain Wyndham not to allow any more shooting. The rioters were surrounded.  Farm horses and carts were 

hitched up and 29 rioters were arrested and taken under escort to Salisbury.  Some were put in the infirmary, others in Fisherton Gaol.  

The driver of one of the carts was John Brickell who gave evidence at the trial: 

 

 “blood did trickle out of the waggons on the way to Salisbury.  They did cry out for summat to drink poor fellows but the militia 

wouldn’t let ‘em have nothin’ - they wouldn’t.  It were an awful cold night and they were most shrammed with the frost”. 

 

On New Year’s Day 1831 Mr. Justice Parkes presided at the trial in Salisbury.  The foreman of the jury was none other than Mr. John 

Benett, owner of Pythouse where the riots took place, and on the jury were Captain William Wyndham of the Militia Troop and 

Wadham Wyndham who had accompanied him on the night! 

 

23 men were tried for their part in the riots at Pythouse of which 14 were transported to Australia for life.  The verdict on the death of 

John Harding was justifiable homicide. 

 

In Wiltshire alone, 399 people in total were arrested during the Swing Riots. 1 was hanged, 152 transported and 57 jailed. The 

government set up a Special Commission to deal with the worst affected counties: Hampshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Dorset 

and Wiltshire. As a result of these trials 9 men or boys were hanged, 450 transported (about 200 for life) and over 400 imprisoned. 

Subsequent trials in the Assize and County Courts raised these figures to 19 executed, 600 imprisoned and 500 transported to 

Australia and New Zealand for terms of 14 years or life.   


