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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2017 EDITION

Joseph Mather is a giant of Sheffield history and yet his name is unfamiliar to most Sheffielders today. We hope by this volume to redress that—at least a bit. Mather did something truly special in his time in articulating and communicating the problems of ordinary people and the injustices of the society he lived in. Despite the passage of the years since he died in 1804, and progress in many areas, if he were alive today Mather would still be railing against inequalities, and would recognise the Tories of today as broadly the same species he knew back then.

You will find no statues to one of the greatest Sheffielders in history, no plaques—not even a gravestone—this was disposed of without ceremony when St Paul’s was demolished and his remains scooped up with others and dumped in a common grave in Abbey Lane cemetery in the 1930s. His memory was quietly buried too by the city’s middle classes, and gradually his memory through oral tradition amongst the ordinary folk of the town has been lost.

His verse has largely been dismissed as “merest doggerel” (e.g. Sheffield historian Mary Walton) and therefore was not celebrated by worthy Sheffielders like the works of Ebenezer Elliott. But that is to misunderstand completely what Mather achieved. His verse was not for reading in drawing rooms but for singing in the pubs and taverns. That is why we wanted not just to produce a book, but to hear it brought properly to life in song. His was irreverent anti-establishment street art. For a 2016 Festival of the Mind project Ray Hearne showed just how good Mather’s songs were when he performed them live in Barker’s Pool. A CD of the recordings is included in some editions of the paperback book, and is available to buy online.

To understand Mather today you have to first understand a little about the Sheffield he lived in: his songs chronicle key events of those times. When he was born in 1737, Sheffield was a town of about 10,000 citizens and was expanding rapidly as manufacturing advances such as crucible steel and silver plate made Sheffield wares desirable. At the same time changes in agriculture including The Enclosures Acts drove working people to the towns. Advances in transport by road, the navigability of the Don, and more efficient banking lead to further expansion.

Conditions for common people in the town were far from sanitary with no drainage or running water, housing then being little more than hovels. Mather himself was, according to Wilson, born in “Cack Alley,” a jennel off West Bar Green, though other (unverifiable) sources say he was one of the immigrants coming from the countryside: Chelmorton, near Buxton, in Derbyshire. By 1792 the population of the town had risen to around 40,000. 

Mather was apprenticed to the trade of file-cutting in the workshop of Nicholas Jackson in the 1750s — and if The File-Hewer’s Lamentation is as autobiographical as is supposed, set up as a “little mester” himself at one stage. It was not unusual for those in the trade to drift in and out of direct employment to “self-employed” freeman status as their circumstances changed.

The events of the American War, 1775 to 1783, and its aftermath had a large bearing on the political climate in Sheffield. Trade stagnated as Sheffield had become highly dependent on American trade; what pioneer in the New World would not want a quality knife? This inevitably brought hardship. Strikes for better wages in 1777 and 1787 in the file, table-knife, scissor and spring-knife industries were partially successful but by the strike of 1794 the tables had turned.

Power began to be concentrated in the hands of the merchant classes and large manufacturers, to the detriment of the freemen cutlers (‘little mesters’) and journeymen (hired hands). The huge polarisation of capital and labour had begun. The Cutlers’ Company previously had been seen as a defender of the rights of the “property of labour” — there was a degree of democracy which evened out the divisions between masters and men. The 1780s saw a bitter fight for the soul of the Company which ended in its emasculation and decline into little more than an excuse for a lavish dinner for the town’s wealthy. The power of money won — but left behind was a strongly politicised underclass, which had gained experience of organising.

Other events served to raise people’s sense of injustice. The song Stevens and Lastley’s Execution recounts a notable event: these two were executed in April 1790 for what was believed to be little more than a Saturday night, post-tavern prank gone wrong. The constable George Eyre (see: Buggy Eyre) and the local magistrate James Wilkinson reacted over-zealously — whether the two “miscreants” were known local radicals can only be guessed at. However, the arrests coincided with a visit by the Prince of Wales and the Duke of Norfolk to Wentworth Woodhouse, the home of the nearest local aristocrat, Earl Fitzwilliam. Was Wilkinson, who was not known for being a harsh man, trying to show he was in control of the town in advance of his invitation to the ball in the Prince’s honour?

The approach of the end of the 18th century saw great upheaval in Europe, and Sheffield was not immune from this. By 1790, fear of Jacobinism led to the law being used against strikes — five of the leaders of the scissor grinders’ strike were imprisoned in Wakefield in September 1790.

The strike started in late Spring that year when Jonathan Watkinson, a master scissor smith, announced that he was changing the terms on which he contracted out grinding. The long-accepted tradition was for fourteen blades to be sent out and, accepting that sometimes one or two were substandard, the expectation was for only twelve to be returned and paid for. This also allowed some leeway for “perks of the trade” — any that weren’t broken being sold on. Watkinson and his Thirteens refers to his change to sending out only thirteen and expecting twelve to be returned: an effective pay cut.

The song Hallamshire Haman is about George Wood, a scissor manufacturer and Senior Warden of the Cutlers’ Company, seen as responsible for the prosecution of the strike leaders. The song is based on the story from the Old Testament of Haman and Mordecai — where Haman fails to destroy Mordecai so instead vows to destroy all his people, the Jews.

In 1791 there were demonstrations against widespread enclosure around Sheffield including further enclosure of Crookes Moor — which had been the site of Sheffield races (the course running from the modern day Broomhill along Fulwood Road).

The main landowning beneficiaries were to be the Duke of Norfolk, the principal landowner in the town, and the Vicar of Sheffield, the Rev. Wilkinson. (In a sense, it could be said that the philanthropy of a later Duke of Norfolk in creating a park for the citizens of the town, was little more than repairing some of the damage done by his predecessor. Also, interestingly, tens of thousands of Sheffielders still pay ground rent to the current Duke of Norfolk, a further relic of this land-grab.)

The commons were also used for bare-knuckle fights, outdoor leisure for the working classes and grazing for their animals. This enclosure provoked a reaction that earlier enclosures had not, presumably because of the popularity of the amenities and the growing politicisation. Against these anti-enclosure demonstrators, troops were dispatched from Nottingham, in itself a very provocative act: strong-arm tactics from outsiders having echoes of Orgreave down the centuries. People then responded by attacking, in turn, the prison (with a nod to the Bastille?), and the property of the Enclosures Commissioners: Vicar Wilkinson’s Broom Hall and of Vincent Eyre, the Duke of Norfolk’s agent. Doubtless, recent memories of Wilkinson — the “old serpent,” the “black diabolical fiend” — for his role in the in the “Black Resurrection” and the executions of Stevens and Lastley were also on people’s minds.  More soldiers were sent from York to restore order, and a “rioter,” and probable scapegoat, John Bennett, was hanged.

The Rights of Man by Thomas Paine, was by then in wide circulation. Every cutler was said to have a copy. This publication was regarded by the establishment as dangerous and was banned as seditious libel, and Paine outlawed. The song Britons Awake was written in response to this assault.

After the execution of Louis XVI, and the declaration of war against France — something which was widely condemned in Sheffield for its damaging effect on trade, as well as from principle — the Sheffield Constitutional Society (which emerged from the disputes of ordinary cutlers with the Cutlers’ Company) wrote: “We have many thousands of members, but a vast majority of them being working men, the war, which has deprived many of the them of all employment, and almost every one of half his earnings, we have been crippled more than any other in the kingdom.— We have the satisfaction to know that we have done great good, but I fear we must content ourselves with good intentions and wishes in the future, as our funds are not only exhausted, but the society is considerably in debt…”

Sheffield’s refomist tendencies flourished for several reasons — reasons which may still have echoes through to today. Firstly, it had little aristocratic influence and no great civil power: its two magistrates in 1792 living out of town. It had many “little mesters” — highly skilled and well-paid craftsman — often literate, who cherished their independence. Joseph Mather was one such — able to read if not write. They were also well organised and easily formed associations. There were several factors in this: firstly they had gained experience during disputes with the Cutlers’ Company, and secondly Sheffield had a high proportion of religious dissenters — they had grievances resulting from the Test and Corporations Act, restricting their ability to hold certain official positions, and crucially they were used to organising through the structures of their chapels. Reformers also had a weekly newspaper The Sheffield Register under the editorship of Joseph Gales who supported the Constitutional Society and spread its message. The newspaper was founded in 1787 and by 1794 had a circulation of around 2000, and was one of the most effective provincial newspapers of its day, giving a lot of space to local issues and opinion. Gales also may have made the acquaintance of Paine when he stayed near Sheffield, but this point is uncertain, though he certainly had many contacts amongst reformers across the country. To this you must add Sheffield‘s “tavern-culture” — proving spaces for reading newspapers aloud, debating and the singing of songs.

Events in France and Europe hit Sheffield trade hard — denying access to markets that had opened up with the continent. Sheffielders were energised by all this change. There was a lot of support for the French Revolution in the town. An assessment of the disposition of troops was made by the Secretary of War’s Deputy Adjutant-General, Colonel De Lancey, in June 1792. You can almost hear him foaming at the mouth here: at Sheffield he ‘found that seditious doctrines of Paine and the factious people who are endeavouring to disturb the peace of the country had extended to a degree very much beyond my conception.’ He reported that: ‘as the wages given to the journeymen are very high, it is pretty generally the practice for them to work for three days, in which they can earn sufficient to enable them to drink and riot for the rest of the week. Consequently no place can be more fit for seditious purposes.’ Two thousand five hundred ‘of the lowest mechanics’ were enrolled in the principal reform association (the Constitutional Society): ‘Here they read the most violent publications, and comment on them, as well as on their correspondence not only with the dependent societies in the towns and villages in the vicinity, but with those in other parts of the kingdom…’

Such seditious machinations included things like collecting 10,000 signatures on a petition to Parliament demanding, of all things, universal male suffrage. At the time Sheffielders had no direct representation whatsoever in Parliament and didn’t until 1832 (other than freeholders able to travel to York to vote, who had a say in Yorkshire’s two MPs).

November 1792 saw the town celebrate the successes of the French army against Austria and Prussia at Valmy — a procession of five or six thousand drew a quartered ox through the streets amid the firing of cannon, the wearing of red liberty caps and the flying of the French flag. In the procession was a caricature painting representing Britannia — Edmund Burke riding a swine — an allusion to Burke’s condemnation of the French Revolution in his 1790 publication and the contempt he revealed for ordinary people in his reference to the “swinish multitude.”

The clampdown was draconian as the propertied classes and aristocracy took fear, especially given the turn of events in France as the aristocracy were put to the sword.

This no doubt hastened the construction of a barracks in the town the following year for two hundred cavalrymen.

Mather’s song True Reformers relates to a scandalous event in this period in British history as the ruling classes wielded their iron fist in a very British, judicial way. As the law stood in 1793 in England, the ruling classes had a dilemma when it came to strangling reform: they could indict someone for high treason or the lesser charge of seditious libel — but both of these handed the powers to the vagaries of the jury. The only other course was summary trial on lesser charges by local magistrates. None of these were sufficiently robust or reliable to strike the sort of terror into dissenters needed to kill off the movement. Scottish law, however, was different: judges were more pliable and juries could be selected. The authorities arrested and prosecuted Thomas Muir, a gifted Scottish leader who was transported for 14 years by what we would now call a kangaroo court. This was followed by the trial of the Rev. Thomas Fyshe Palmer, whose crime was that of writing an address against the war. He was sent to Botany Bay for 7 years. Scottish reformers refused to be cowed and a National Convention was called, to which English reformers were invited. In a show of solidarity delegates were sent: Matthew Browne from Sheffield; with Thomas Hardy, Joseph Gerrald and Maurice Margarot attending for London. The Scottish secretary of the Friends of the People was William Skirving. More trials followed: of Skirving and Margarot who received 14 years transportation, then by Gerrald whose weak health meant that transportation was a death sentence. Skirving also died within a year of arrival in New South Wales. (The sacrifice of these men should be remembered by people who say they can’t be bothered to vote in the 21st century.)

Government launched further assaults on the Constitutional Societies: the Sheffield delegate, Matthew Campbell Browne, was arrested. Then in April 1794, at Castle Hill in Sheffield, 10,000-12,000 protesters against the Scottish sentences gathered at an open-air meeting. It was chaired by the powerful orator, and National Convention delegate, Henry Yorke, who gave a two-hour long address in favour of universal rights. There followed trials of Hardy and Yorke; and it was in this atmosphere that Joseph Gales, radical editor of The Sheffield Register was indicted for conspiracy and fled to America. Legislation was further tightened with the Seditious Meetings Act of 1797 which banned the holding of meetings and the Combinations Act of 1799 which outlawed trades unions. Today’s Tory party may be more subtle, but their 2016 Trade Union Bill shows how little their hatred of the rights of association has abated.
 

This was the climate into which Mather and his abilities as a songsmith was thrust, and the period through which his songs give an alternative commentary. He was able to communicate ideas and passions to ordinary people — the classes incapable of reading The Register or The Rights of Man. He was one of their own, and he was an entertainer: with his hallmark of singing off the back of a donkey, or bull, backwards. This was the 18th century equivalent of the jukebox, karaoke, or stand-up.

Joseph Mather’s talent was natural — he had no education beyond his ability to read, and if he could write at all it was very badly. One of his friends was a young man called Arthur Jewitt, the son of one of the leaders of the dispute between the freemen cutlers and the Cutlers’ Company. (Jewitt’s unpublished memoir is held by Wigan Archives in the Edward Hall Collection: “Passages in the life of A E Jewitt.”) Jewitt says of Mather: “he was however really and truly a poet and for forcible expressions in any think {sic} satirical or plaintive I have never seen his superior. With education it is difficult to say what he might have been.”

Mather composed his songs at his workbench, wielding his six pound hammer. He would arrange them line by line in his mind and commit them to memory. (You can imagine the hammer marking out the rhythm as he worked.) Then he would get one of his fellow workmen to write them down “on a slate or sheet of shabby paper.”

Jewitt then describes how Mather would often bring them to him to correct the spellings before taking them to be printed by the radical printer John Crome in Campo Lane. He says that the dispute with the Cutlers’ Company was for Mather a prolific time: “it was not to be expected that Joseph Mather would let his mind be idle particularly when he was one of those who felt most interested in the event — he therefore gave his Pegasus a loose rein and composed song after song satirizing some or other of the opposite party.”

Mather performed in the streets at the end of the week, after payday, when people were out doing their market shopping — and supping. He went round the taverns and seasonal festivals, fairs and race-weeks. Back then Sheffield had a race-week where he was a regular ‘turn’ until Crookes Moor was taken from the people and and enclosed in the earlier 1779 enclosures. He would have sold his printed songs as he went.

Audience participation would have been a necessity — the tunes chosen were often popular ones from chapel. In the Hallamshire Haman the last word “hell’ was often missed and instead of being vocalised was replaced by rapping on tables.

Ray Hearne reckons that Mather would have “heard, adapted, borrowed, chopped, changed and tailored the tunes and melodies that he heard from other singers, either local or passers through. That for me is how the people’s tradition has always worked. It’s mucky, grubby from pawing by innumerable gentle and powerful dirty hands; a vibrant, dynamic and exquisite vehicle capable of transmitting as great an artistic experience as any other art form Radio Three might mention.”

Another interesting aspect of Mather’s story is that he was never put on trial for his views (it seems his only time in gaol was for his debts). Was he dismissed as irrelevant, or over-looked by the authorities? This seems unlikely given the penetration of the barbs. One factor as provided by Jewitt was that: “though they [Mather’s ‘effusions’ printed by Crome] were highly libellous, and the parties attached sought out for evidence so that they might prosecute the printer the wary Scotchman [Crome] denied their attempts by always taking care to have his types disturbed before a single copy left his office.” Another factor is perhaps as Winifred Gales (Joseph’s wife) said, to explain why it was so long before they came for her husband, that: “we lived in Sheffield, in the hearts of the people, who would have risen en masse at any intemperate proceedings — two-thirds of the people would not inform — the rest dare not.” You can imagine no-one ever knowing, when questioned, where the songs came from and denying that they had ever purchased any, never mind who the author was.
   
Wilson said that little was known of Mather’s parentage or of his early history. The same applies today. In fact not much trace of him exists in the historical record except for his songs and what can be gleaned from them. His passing was noted briefly in the Iris in the “Died” column: “A few days ago Mr Joseph Mather, formerly a well-known character in this town.” The fact that his gravestone and remains were treated with irreverence would have caused him to turn in his grave (had he still got one): in the Black Resurrection he rails against the trashing of the graveyard around St Peter’s when Church Lane was widened into what is now Church Street.
 

Chronology:
 

1737 Mather’s birth

1750s Mather apprenticed as a file-cutter

1775-1783 American War

1782 Execution of Frank Fearne

1784-1791 Disputes over the Act of Incorporation of the Cutlers’ Company

1787 First edition of The Register

1789 Start of the French Revolution

1790 (March) Execution of Stevens and Lastley

1790 (summer) — scissor grinders’ strike

1791 (July) Sheffield Crookesmoor Enclosures Riots

1791 (March) First part of The Rights of Man published, extracts published in The Register that summer

1791 (August) French Declaration of Rights and Constitution printed in The Register

1791 (December) Founding of the Sheffield Association for Constitutional Information (later the Sheffield Constitutional Society, then the Sheffield Society for Constitutional Information)

1792 (January) Cheap edition of The Rights of Man published in Sheffield, followed by the publication of the second part in February

1792 (April) Spence Broughton executed

1792 (May) Royal proclamation against seditious writing — urging magistrates to use existing powers to bring prosecutions

1792 (July) Construction starts on a new barracks for 200 cavalry at a site off the current Infirmary Road (Barrack Lane named after this) (completed 1794) 

1792 (September) storming of the Tuileries  

1792 (November) Celebration of French Victory at Valmy, Sheffield’s address to the National Convention in Paris

1792 (December) Thomas Paine outlawed, The Rights of Man condemned as seditious libel

1793 (January) Execution of Louis XVI

1793 (February) France declares war against Britain  and Holland

1793 (November) Edinburgh Convention: “Friends of the People”

1794 (April) Mass meeting on Castle Hill

1794 (May) Suspension of  Habeas Corpus

1794 (August) Joseph Gales’ exile

1795 (August) Norfolk Street Riot

1804 Mather’s death
 

Collecting Mather’s Songs:
 

Mather’s songs were not printed until probably the 1780s when some were distributed as “broadsides” on flimsy paper and sold for a penny or a ha’penny. Such printed ballads were the most widely available reading material amongst the poor at the time. They therefore played an important part in influencing opinion and educating people about how government oppressed them, and of the need for reform.

It is not known if any of these original printed ballads still exist. There are photocopies of two in Sheffield local studies Library (from one of which the copy of the woodcut of Watkinson was taken — song XLIV); however, they are not to be found in Sheffield Archives. If anyone can help with this, please let us know.

It is entirely possible that Mather was not the author of some of these songs. Jewitt claims that he wrote some songs satirizing the Freemen’s opponents which were printed by Crome and attributed to Mather. Mather apparently declaring: “of some of these that he knew not whose was the child but he was at no loss to know who would be considered its father.” We consider him the father of all the songs here.

The first collection of the songs was published in 1811, by John Crome. In that book, he put out an appeal for songs which he knew to exist in written form but which he was unable to obtain for that volume. These named songs were: Bloodhounds and Snap, Riots at Coalyard, Tom Pox’em, His Son Joe’s Breeches, Robin Lighthead, Dampey’s Journey to Grimesthorpe, Young Johnny’s Nightcap, Spring Gardens, Wilkes and Liberty, Rats Subdued by the Mice, Mrs Frazer, Killamarsh Forge, Solomon had a pig of his own, Young Sorrel, David Kilner, Rough Robin from Curbar, Captain Colley, Wanton Tommy, Black Game of Cribbage, Tommy Kenney’s Club Rules. Should anyone stumble across any of these in their attic, please get in touch.

Crome may have produced another version in 1823, though we have been unable to trace a copy of that.

The song we have called Her Master‘s Bed is taken from the 1811 edition.

It was in 1862 that John Wilson published his remarkable work, which forms the main base of this 2016 volume.

In addition the songs ‘The Standard of Freedom’ and ‘Sheffield the Black’ have been added. The former was reproduced in a 1970s Holberry Society Bulletin, the latter was posted on the Sheffield History website by John Mather (no relation) and was sent him by historian Eric Youle. Beyond that the authorship cannot currently be proved.

We have added Hey Turk — there is reference to it and a version of the chorus in the footnote to the song Ben Eyre. These verses were taken from R.E. Leader’s 1876 Reminiscences of Old Sheffield. That book implies some doubt as to who wrote it, but given Wilson’s note it seems compelling enough to include it.  Reminiscences has two additional verses which don’t seem connected, so have been omitted.

Wilson also added some other local folk songs to his volume and, although not attributed to Mather, we have left them in this edition. Two of these: The Mayor of Donchester, and To a Robin Redbreast are the work of James Montgomery.

John Wilson was an admirer of Mather from a distance in time. He treads carefully, given the changes in society and ideas of morality during the intervening period, and often ends up apologising for Mather’s coarseness: the moral faults of Mather needing to be forgiven as being common to the age — how Victorian society had become more civilized and looking back on predecessors with a certain filter of moral superiority. That he couldn’t bring himself to publish Her Master’s Bed speaks volumes. However, Wilson’s collection was a remarkable piece of amateur scholarship — providing explanation and background notes. He also gives each song a title, most of which were the names they are likely to have been known by. Wilson excuses any error by saying: “the only apology I can offer for any defects of mine is that the work has been accomplished in moments stolen from my slumbers. The cares of a family would not allow me to devote time which duty required to be devoted to more profitable pursuit. Should the work prove either amusing or instructing to any class of the community, the labour bestowed will not be regretted.” We shake hands across the generations with Wilson. The same excuse applies to the publisher of this edition. We don’t expect it to provide any real return on the time invested (…no expectation of either literary honours or emoluments!) We just hope to restore at least a little of Mather’s rightful position as a great Sheffielder.
 

Note on the text:
 

John Wilson said: “The annotations to the songs might have been rendered more pungent by revealing the names of some of the persons introduced by Mather. The editor, however, has no desire to obtain popularity by causing pain to innocent parties.” Wilson also abbreviated profanities. We have taken the position of trying to re-insert names and profanities wherever we could.
 

Steven Kay and Jack Windle, 2017




PREFACE TO THE READER (1862)

In issuing to the public this volume of local songs, the editor has no expectation of obtaining either literary honours or emoluments. His connection with the book is the result of accident. For the coarse language he is not responsible—no one being more fully aware of Mather’s defects than his present editor. But as “Old Chaucer” says:
 

[1]“Who so shall telle a tale after a man,

 He moste reherse as neighe as ever he can

“Eyerich word, if it be in his charge;

“All, speke he never so rudely and so large;

“Or elles he moste tellen his tale untrewe,

“Or feinen thinges or finden words new.

“He may not spare although he were his brother;

“He moste as wel sayn O word as an other.

“Crist spoke himself ful brode in holy writ,

“And wel he wrote no vilanie is it;

“Eke Plato sayeth, who so can him rede,

“The wordes wrote Ben Cosin to the dede.”
 

Therefore having no desire to “feinen thinges,” or give to these songs a fictitious character, all their defects must be placed to the faults of the age in which they were written. Some of the songs are historically interesting, showing, as they do, the state of feeling that existed between masters and workmen in a bygone age. Others have never before been printed, and in obtaining such from oral tradition some defects may have occurred. The same remarks will apply to many of the notes, tradition being the only source from which information was obtainable. The annotations to the songs might have been rendered more pungent by revealing the names of some of the persons introduced by Mather. The editor, however, has no desire to obtain popularity by causing pain to innocent parties. Supposing all that was sung of them be true, the present generation are not responsible for ancestral sins. Some of the songs will be interesting to the politician, others to the artizan, while some will perhaps excite the attention of the archaeologist in his inquiries after old things. Many of the notes which are added are only amplifications of some which were written for my own amusement as marginal references to a manuscript copy of songs which I had collected. If the original editor of Mather found difficulties in his path, the lapse of more than half a century has not lessened them. Several of the “Miscellaneous Songs” which have never before been printed, I thought sufficiently interesting to rescue from oblivion. There is great force in these lines from the “Jovial Cutlers”— 
 

“When does ta mean to get thy sours done?

Thy mester wants them in to-day.”
 

Having spent the best part of my life among the working classes, I have not been an indifferent observer of their moral, physical, or intellectual condition; and many of these songs have ever been popular with Sheffield workmen. At “loosings,” or “foot ales,” some of them have been sung by workmen of the “old school,” whose reminiscences of their early days must be heard to be appreciated. Some person better fitted by education and leisure would have discharged the editorial duties more efficiently than myself. The only apology I can offer for any defects of mine is, that the work has been accomplished in moments stolen from my slumbers. The cares of a family would not allow me to devote time which duty required to be devoted to more profitable pursuits. Should the work prove either amusing or instructing to any class of the community, the labour bestowed will not be regretted. And, if the book should prove a nucleus round which some more intellectual collector of “Local Songs and Traditions” should gather some other fragments that are yet in existence, an interesting work may be produced, and my endeavours in this direction will not have been in vain.
 
 

JOHN WILSON.

Sheffield, July 14, 1862.




MEMOIR OF MATHER (1862)

Little is known of Joseph Mather’s parentage or of his early history. If his obituary notice be correct he was born in 1737. As no one can be held responsible either for the time or place of his birth, it was no fault of our author that he was ushered into this world in a locality that enjoyed the odoriferous name of “Cack Alley;” my informant however, says that, “vulgar people called it by a more expressive adjective.” This delightful region was a “jennel” which led from Lambert-street to Westbar Green. Its name very probably accurately described its sanitary condition. In early life Joe was apprenticed to the file trade, and he has sung about his profession in the “File Hewer’s Lamentation.” The general opinion about him is that, in early life, he belonged to the Methodists, and among that people he acquired the knowledge of the Bible which he frequently quotes: in fact it is nearly the only book he refers to in the whole of his songs. Even some of his coarsest pieces end with a moral drawn from the sacred writings. In appearance he was low in stature, but his breadth fully compensated for any deficiency in height. His countenance was remarkable for gravity, and this gave effect to his rebukes. On one occasion, when he was singing “Frank Fearn,” a well-dressed bystander rather hypercritically took him to task for using the word “pate,” declaring it to be a vulgarism only used by
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