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How like a stithy is this land!

And we lie on it like good metal

Long hammer’d by a senseless hand!

Ebenezer Elliott, from Goethe, 1834


Introduction

IN THE YEAR 1842 Sheffield was the main centre for the cutlery and tools industry. There were many political groups active in the rapidly expanding city. Chartists, Trade Unions, and the Anti-Corn Law League were all seeking to improve the lot of working families. Some people would have belonged to all three groups, while others might support just one cause. These groups worked independently, but would unite at times over a shared concern.

In 1838 the London Working Men’s Association drew up a People’s Charter, comprising of six points and demanding:

1. Universal male suffrage.

2. The secret ballot.

3. Equal electoral districts.

4. Abolition of the property qualification for MPs.

5. Payment of MPs.

6. Annual general elections.

Although these ideas had been raised before, they had never been put together in an organised way. The Chartists quickly gained support from working people throughout the country. In 1839 they presented their Charter to Parliament with 1.2 million signatures. It was rejected, as were two later petitions in 1842 and 1848.

Although at the time it looked as though Chartism had failed, we now have the first five points of the People’s Charter at the heart of our system of democracy, along with votes for women. The sixth point of the Charter would be hard to put into practice!

There were by then Trade Unions in existence and members paid Union dues. In return the Unions would work to keep wages steady, improve working conditions, pay out sickness benefits, and maintain a high quality of goods produced. Employers who took on non-Union labour in order to pay them at a cheaper rate were bitterly resented by the Unions particularly during a period of depression. In order to enforce Union rules, artisans felt themselves morally justified in using non-violent pressure, ie. warning letters, removal of grinding belts, locally known as ‘rattening’. These rattenings were not officially sanctioned by the Unions, so that individuals would be held responsible if caught. The heads of the Unions denounced the use of gunpowder or violence, but did not discourage the milder forms of rattening.

The Corn Law or Bread Tax prohibited the import of corn until home grown corn had reached 80 shillings a quarter. These laws were bitterly resented by the working classes because they kept the price of bread high even when wages dropped, bringing real hunger to poor families. An Anti-Corn Law League was founded.

This is a very brief and simple explanation of a complex and fascinating subject.


CHAPTER ONE

The Charcoal Burner’s Grave

His books were rivers, woods and skies,

The meadow and the moor;

Ebenezer Elliott

SHARP SUNLIGHT CUT down through the trees, but Ben still shivered. It was chilly, even for April, though fat clumps of primroses patterned the grass and delicate white wood anemones raised purple stained caps. Ben hurried through Ecclesall Woods, clutching his new linen work jacket about him. The sun was high in the sky but still he hurried. He was determined to find the charcoal burners. They should be setting up camp deep in the woods for they usually arrived at the beginning of April. Ben had been looking for them for weeks now, and this was his last chance to find them; his last day of freedom.

Tomorrow he was to start work; he’d be taking Jake Thornton’s place as cellar lad in the crucible workshop. Tomorrow he’d be running around at everyone’s beck and call. So today was special; he must explain to Green Mort and his family.

Ben swore under his breath as he tripped over dry brown trailing brambles. They scratched his bare ankle with needle-sharp thorns, making him stumble clumsily into marshy ground.

Now his new clogs were coated with thick brown mud and his good fustian working breeches spattered. His nan would be sure to turn red in the face and yell at him.

Water, that was what he needed.

The marshy patches always appeared where trickles of water overflowed from the streams. He strode towards the faint gurgling sound and soon splashed down into a wide pool. He gritted his teeth as the water stung. But Ben was tough, he’d suffered worse than scratched ankles in his eleven years of life. He stood there in the water gently slopping his clogs up and down, sighing with relief as the pain faded and his shoes washed clean. He lifted his head and suddenly smiled with satisfaction. A wisp of smoke came curling through the fresh green leaves of a clump of alders.

“Charcoal burners,” he whispered. “I knew it.”

He splashed out of the water and set off in the direction of the smoke, slowly working his way deeper and deeper into the woods.

“What’s up wi’them,” he muttered. They didn’t usually set up camp so far from the wide carters’ road.

His eyes began to water as thin twirls of smoke grew into thick choking white clouds that puthered through the trees.

Can’t have been here long, he thought. That was clear enough. It was always like this when they first set the stacks burning. The starting up was the worst bit; the smokiest bit. In a few days time all those smothering clouds would have cleared, leaving a fine blue haze hovering over the slow burning wood.

At last he stood at the edge of a clearing where five bell-shaped wood stacks smoked steadily beneath their covering of green turves. Ben clamped his hands tightly over his face to stop himself from coughing. No wonder folk called them the Devil’s Chimneys. The burning made no sound and though there was one small cone-shaped hut, Ben could see no sign of Mort or his family.

It was quiet, too quiet.

Green Mort brought his wife and their six children to camp in the woods throughout the summer months. The woodland around the chosen clearing usually rang with shouts and laughter as the charcoal burner’s children played catch and built dens and climbed trees.

Back in Dyson’s Scythe Works where Ben lived, he was surrounded by noise and plenty of it. There was the whirr of grinding wheels, the clang of scythe forging, and the deafening bursts of thunder that came from the tilt hammers; not to mention the raucous shouts of laughter of Jess and the packing women. The deep silence of the charcoal burner’s clearing was quite strange and frightening.

All at once Ben’s heart thumped for he saw that the stacks were watched after all; and he was not alone. A thin man with a soot-blackened face was sitting there, leaning against the hut. He kept himself as still as stone. He was hard to see for his clothes were faded green, the same dull shades as the dried out turves that covered his hut.

Ben spied on him from the shelter of a low holly bush.

“Where’s Green Mort?” he whispered.

The man was not really watching the stacks as he should have been, his attention was taken by something else. Ben crept forward dodging from bush to bush, curiosity getting the better of fear. The man was reading a book. That was more surprising than anything. A charcoal burner reading a book!

Ben watched for a long time, his legs beginning to ache with the effort of keeping still; the sharp holly spikes pricking him whenever he made the slightest movement. He looked up and squinted through the bobbing green tips of the branches. The sun had travelled well across the sky towards the west. His day of freedom would soon be over.

All at once his attention was caught by the sounds of harsh coughing. The loose wooden hurdle that formed the door of the charcoal burner’s hut flopped forward and rested on the stick that had been set there to catch it. The familiar sound of Green Mort’s voice came to him across the clearing.

“Could sleep all day,” Mort grumbled. “But I dare say you’d be complaining.”

He came yawning and stretching from the hut.

“Light’ll be going soon,” the thin man said, shutting his book with a thump.

Ben strode towards them, gaining courage from the appearance of his friend. He cleared his throat politely, making both men look over at him.

“Ben!” Green Mort smiled broadly and went to clap him on the shoulder. “Grand to see thee, lad.”

The new charcoal burner got to his feet. He was very tall as well as thin. His face was dirty, but his eyes were clear blue and he watched Ben steadily all the while.

“Wondered how long you were going to stay there behind that holly,” he said.

Ben felt foolish. “I was looking for John and Ned.”

Green Mort sighed. “The Missus won’t come this year; she’s expecting another bairn. Our John’s gone to work over Wharncliffe way, and Ned’s been taken on as a cooper’s apprentice. So here I am with Lanky Dan. He comes from Nottingham way and he usually works near Sherwood.”

“Sherwood!” Ben stared at the man with new interest.

Mort laughed. “Nay lad! He may wear green, but he’s not Robin Hood. They call him the Book-Fuddler.”

“Book-Fuddler!” Ben was puzzled.

Both the charcoal burners laughed.

“You know what a Fuddler is?” Mort asked.

“Aye,” said Ben doubtfully. He’d heard his nan speak of drunken men being fuddled with drink.

“Fuddlers spend their earnings getting blind drunk,” said Mort. “This feller spends his money in the second-hand bookshops.”

Ben was amazed.

“That’s right,” said Lanky Dan. “Books. That’s what keeps me going! I get wild and cheerful reading ’em. Sometimes I get angry, too.”

“Well!” said Ben. He was speechless at the thought of such a thing. Whatever would his nan think of that? She certainly thought drunken fuddlers the lowest of the low.

“It’s my missus’ idea,” said Green Mort. “She made me promise that I’d not work alone. Not after what happened to poor old George.”

Ben nodded. He understood that all right. Everyone knew the dreadful story of George, who’d left his charcoal stacks and gone to drink at the Rising Sun alehouse. Somehow next morning his hut had been burned down and poor George with it. Some said that he’d been so drunk that he’d fallen into his fire, others that he’d been too drunk to beat out sparks that had blown on to his hut. Nobody knew the real truth of it. His drinking companions had been so upset that they’d raised a good sum of money and had a carved gravestone put out there in the woods. They were determined that George should not be forgotten.

Ben had often stared at the carefully made inscription, wondering what the words meant and wishing that he could read them. Suddenly Ben realised that maybe his chance had come.

He looked shyly up at the Book-Fuddler. “You can read,” he said. “You could read George’s grave?”

The man raised his sooty eyebrows in surprise. “I suppose I could! Where is this grave, then?”

The grey carved stone stood amongst young saplings. Ben felt a little uncomfortable alone with the Book-Fuddler. Mort had stayed behind to watch the stacks.
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The tall man stood before the lonely grave set so deep in the woods, his thin face solemn. He pulled his cap from his head and cleared his throat. Then he spoke out in deep and ringing tones as though he addressed a great crowd, making Ben jump.

“‘In Memory of George Yardley, wood collier. He was burnt to death in his cabin on this place, Oct 11th 1786. William Brooke, salesman, David Glossop, gamekeeper, Thos Smith, beesome maker, Samson Brookshaw, innkeeper.’ Well … that’s what it says, lad. They must have thought a lot of him. Would cost a pretty penny, this would.”

Ben blinked hard. For some reason he suddenly wanted to cry. They stood side by side in silence for a while, the light fading fast; Ben’s day of freedom gone. At last he stirred himself, remembering why he’d come into the woods in the first place.

“I meant to tell Mort that I have to start work tomorrow.”

“Aye,” said the man, unsurprised. “I thought as much. New clogs on your feet; new work jacket.”

“I used to come running through the woods with Ruth,” said Ben. “We came to play with Mort’s little uns.”

The man sighed. “No more running through the woods,” he said.

“No,” said Ben. “I’d better go.”

He left the man still standing there in front of George’s grave and strode off in the direction that he thought he’d come from. The silence and the gathering darkness seemed to thicken around him. At last he started to run but that set strange frightening woodland sounds trailing after him. Which way! Which way! Surely he couldn’t be lost! His heart began to thump. He couldn’t catch his breath. Then he heard it; a sound that warmed him right through to his very stomach. The regular thud of the plating hammer starting up after its seven minutes rest. It banged away in the distance as Ben slowed down, smiling at his own foolishness. He turned to walk confidently in the direction of the Scythe Works. He was not lost. How could he ever be lost, when he lived in such a place. A place that filled the whole valley with the thunderous sounds of its work.


CHAPTER TWO

The Cellar Lad

NAN WAS IN a right old taking when Ben got back. She was banging pots about and spilling water on the freshly scrubbed kitchen floor. Ben hesitated by the back door of the small workman’s cottage.

“I’m sorry,” he panted. “I forgot the time. I never meant to be late.”

Nan looked up at him, puzzled, as though he were the last person she’d expected to see.

“Ben? Oh aye … I see it’s dark! You’re late, lad.”

Ben sighed with relief. Nan was forgetful at times. It was clearly not his lateness that had put her into a fretful mood. He should have kept his mouth shut and she’d not have noticed.

“I’ll get the bowls and spoons, Nan,” he hastened to soothe her.

“Aye, and will you fetch a jug of ale from Widow Blackitt’s? Your father’ll be here any minute and I want his dinner to be ready for him and a good drink of ale to go with it.”

Ben snatched up the empty jug and set off for the small alehouse, past the Works’ gates, where Mrs Blackitt kept an open door to all the Scythe workers’ families.

“Now then, Ben,” said Widow Blackitt as she filled his jug. “From what I hear you’ll be doing plenty o’ fetching ale before long.” She was a fat cheerful woman who talked non-stop.

Ben nodded and sighed. “That’s right. I’ve to
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