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Elderly inmates of the workhouse.1905

The Dartford Chronicle, 25 September 1924

All Hope Abandon Ye Who Enter Here

“All hope, abandon ye who enter here.” 
The words seemed to mock me as I passed 
through the entrance of the Dartford workhouse. 
After months of such hardship I thought it 
impossible to sink any lower. These cold, harsh 
words were the final indignity. Why am I here? 
I’m old, nearly eighty years of age and have no 
family to keep me. When my illness forced me 
to give up the job I’d had since I was a boy, I 
could no longer pay my rent and was forced to 
come here to beg for help. 

Now I’m sitting outside the Master’s Office 
waiting for him to admit me. My Sunday best 
was pawned a long time ago, so the sorry rags 
I’m wearing are all I have left in the world. 
Soon even they will be taken from me and 
once in uniform I’ll blend in so perfectly with 
the grey walls of the workhouse that Richard 
Roberts will be invisible to the world outside.

A tram passes by the Dartford Workhouse building 
on West Hill. Richard Roberts was admitted to the 
Dartford Union Workhouse on Sunday, 14 August 1904.  
Crayford Town Archive

The Dartford Workhouse today. The workhouse 
eventually became West Hill hospital before closing 
in 2000. However the main workhouse buildings 
were saved and are now private flats and offices. 
Peter Daniel
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Plan of Dartford Union Workhouse 1868 
Ordnance Survey Map. The map clearly shows 
how families were split on entry into the 
workhouses and sent to separate areas of the 
complex.

Dartford Poor Law Union was formed on 19th May 1836. It was overseen by an elected Board of Guardians 
representing 21 local parishes (figs in brackets indicate more than one Guardian): Ash-next-Ridley, Bexley (2), 
Crayford (2), Darenth, Dartford (2), Eynsford, Erith, Farningham, Fawkham, Hartley, Horton Kirby, Kingsdown, 
Long-field, Lullingstone, Ridley, Southfleet, Stone, Sutton-at-Hone, Swanscombe, East Wickham, Wilmington.
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Crayford Clock Tower. Built by Dartford Rural 
District Council in 1902, it served as a sewage 
lift station as well as commemorating the 
coronation of Edward VII. 

Crayford Town Archive

God Save the King!

That outside world passed by the barred 
windows of the Receiving Ward that fronted 
onto West Hill. Through them I watched as a 
tram trundled by so close I could recognise 
the faces of some of my former workmates 
at Swaisland’s, the fabric printers, who were 
sitting on the top deck. In a few minutes they 
would be getting off for work opposite the new 
clock tower they’d built in Crayford to mark 
the coronation of King Edward VII. We’d had a 
right good knees up when they’d built that. 

The whole town had come out to march behind 
the Swaisland’s brass band and a coronation 
banner made by the silk printers at David Evans 
that declared our loyalty to the new king. 
I think I must have been the only one there 
old enough to realise how different things were 
the last time there’d been a coronation when 
a young Queen Victoria had been crowned so 
many years ago.

That day King Edward was crowned I followed 
the procession as far as St Paulinus church but 
as they wheeled off towards the Rectory Field 
I was suddenly so overcome with emotion that 
I’d had to sit down and rest. A vision of a long 
forgotten scene had flashed into my mind for a 
second, then dived away leaving me gasping for 
air. The wind, the tower, the weather-stained 
old porch had not changed. The sunshine and 
clear blue sky never change but those I’d once 
joined on a very different march so many years 
ago were no longer with us. Their lives had once 
interlocked with mine like the warp and the 
weft of a fine calico cloth but now all that was 
left of them were their faded shadows stored 
in my memory.

Edward VII Coronation Parade 
Church Hill, 1902. The children of 
Crayford National School marched 
behind a silk coronation banner 
made for them by David Evans. 
Crayford Town Archive
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St Paulinus Church, Crayford. 

Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840

St Paulinus Church, from near the entrance of 
the Rectory in Perry Street Crayford.

Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840
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Crayford Bridge. Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1835

The Hungry Forties

In my youth Crayford once stopped at St 
Paulinus churchyard. No single building 
ventured farther; the houses ran the other 
way instead, pouring down the steep hill 
in a tumble of bricks and roofs. We had no 
station then, just the London Dover Road that 
connected us with the outside world. 

Along that very same road, by the Bear and 
Ragged Staff, I’d glimpsed the pale white face 
of a young Queen Victoria. Our eyes met for 
a fleeting moment as her carriage thundered 
past me along the narrow cobbles to Dover 
and I’m sure I saw fear in those blue eyes. 
You see it was 1842, the ‘Hungry Forties*,’ 
and a time when revolution was in the air 
and there had already been three attempts 
on her life.

* The ‘Hungry Forties’ were a time of economic 
depression and crop failures that led to widespread 

starvation across Europe at the beginning of the 1840s. 
The despair this created led to the revolutions that 

swept through Europe in 1848.

The Swaisland’s Upper Works dominates 
the town. It had become Murgatroyd’s 
tanning factory by the time this 
picture was taken around 1900 from 
Crayford Station.
Crayford Town Archive

Queen Victoria and 
her husband Prince 
Albert travelled 
from Windsor Castle 
to see the Duke of 
Wellington at his 
home at Deal Castle 
in Kent in November 
1842. This visit 
included her first 
train journey 
from Slough to 
Paddington and then 
she travelled along 
the Dover Road 
passing through 
large crowds in 
Crayford and 
Dartford en route.
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Ode to Queen Victoria
The jewelled crown upon thy 

youthful head
Was chased and wrought by men 

who pine for bread
The flowery lace, the silk and 

satin train,
Were wove by hands all cramped 

by cold and pain.

Dr Peter Murray M’Douall 
April, 1849

British Museum AN250259001

Dr Peter Murray M’Douall

Look and Learn Archive

Two Assassination Attempts on Queen 
Victoria’s Life in 1842
On May 29, 1842 one John Francis 
took a shot at the young queen in St. 
James’s Park. His motive, it has been 
suggested, was fame. Francis missed 
and was convicted of high treason, 
which would ordinarily carry a 
sentence of death, but he was bundled 
off to a penal colony for the rest of his 
life. 
Just over a month later John William 
Bean fired a pistol at Victoria. The 
July 3rd attempt was designed to fail 
because Bean had loaded his weapon 
with only paper and tobacco.
He received a remarkably lenient 
sentence of 18 months imprisonment. 

Whilst the Bucks Herald remarked on the 
popularity of the Royal family as they made their 
way through Kent in 1842, widespread unrest 
known as the Plug Plot riots spread through the 
factories of northern England. Dr Peter Murray 
M’Douall, who was later to come to Crayford 
in 1844, led an uprising in his home town of 
Ashton-Under-Lyne. In 1848 he was arrested and 
sentenced to two years in prison where he wrote 
his ‘Ode to Queen Victoria’ to highlight what he 
believed was the true cost of the Queen’s crown.

Bucks Herald, Saturday 19 November 1842
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A Child Worker at Swaisland’s

My father Richard got me my job in the colour 
house at the Swaisland’s Mill when I was 
12. I had to meet one of the owners, Charles 
Swaisland, before I started. The Swaisland’s 
factory had opened in 1814, although I heard 
there’d been fabric bleaching and printing long 
before that in Crayford. A short distance from 
us was another calico printing factory owned 
by Mr Augustus Applegath, but it was dwarfed 
by the Upper Works of the Swaisland’s firm. 
Here 240 men worked in the biggest factory 
for miles around, certainly the biggest in 
Kent. It rose four stories high in the centre of 
town and its tall chimney, which puffed sooty 
black clouds into the heavens, helped place 
our village on the map.

The River Cray was at the heart of everything 
we did. Calico cotton came by barge to the 
factory along it and before the use of steam 
engines all of the calico mills in Crayford had 
relied on water wheels for power. The clear 
fresh waters of the Cray were also used to 
bleach the grey cotton material and to wash 
the freshly dyed fabric we made. The fabrics 
were pegged out on the bleaching grounds in 
the meadows of Barnes Cray and from the hill 
above created the mirage of a great lake.

Swaisland’s Upper Print works. 
Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840

A photograph of Swaisland’s Lower Works 
owned by G.P. and J. Baker from 1894 until 1963. 
It is now the site of the industrial park behind 
the Tower Retail Park.

Swaisland’s Upper Print Works  from Orchard 
Hill The Upper Works is now the site of the British 
Telecom depot opposite Sainsbury’s.
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Swaisland’s Lower Print works. Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840

Crayford Village. Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840

The road on the right in the painting above is Swaisland Drive and the cows 
occupy the current site of Barclays Bank. Both pictures show how rural Crayford 
was at this time and the prominence of the River Cray.
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Our Beautiful Surroundings

My job was in the colour house preparing the 
dyes that would be applied to the fabrics. 
We made natural dyes like ‘madder red’ that 
made a rich red from the roots of the madder 
plant. To make sure dyes like these didn’t run, 
they were fixed to the cloth using chemicals 
known as mordants, the excess of which was 
removed in a bath of hot water containing cow 
dung! 

As having a ready supply of muck was such a 
vital part of the dyeing process, printers like 
Mr Swaisland always kept their own herd of 
cows. This meant that once I walked out of 
the factory gates at the end of the day, it was 
just like entering another world, a landscape 
full of grazing cows and lush green meadows. I 
know that it wasn’t just me who was inspired 
by our beautiful surroundings.

Blind Lane Morning (Chapel Hill)

Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1845

Cows grazing by Hall Place in Bexley.
Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840

Chapel Hill. The immediate foreground 
to the left of this painting is now the 
site of Chastilian Motor Spares (2013). 

David Evans kept a herd of cows at 
Shenstone to keep him supplied with 
muck for the dyeing process.
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West Kent Guardian, Saturday 29 January 1853

William Hubbard

There was a togetherness about all who worked 
at Swaisland’s mill at this time. There were 
two owners of the factory, Charles Swaisland 
and his nephew, Amos. We were particularly 
fond of Charles because we felt he was one of 
us. He’d been born in Crayford and still lived in 
the village and seeemed genuinely concerned 
about our welfare. 

Charles Swaisland took great pride in the 
quality of our work and made sure we employed 
the best fabric designers in the country at 
Crayford. To make sure of this he later set up 
our own design school and we were proud that 
people called our factory the “Mecca of Calico 
Printing”. One of the designers I remember 
well was William Hubbard. He loved to paint 
pictures of the local area and of his family. He 
had five beautiful daughters, perhaps that’s 
maybe why I remember him so well!

William Hubbard, 
around 1849-51

Three of William Hubbard’s 
five daughters.
Watercolour by William Hubbard, around 1849-51

Hubbard’s wife, Mary Grocer 
Hubbard around 1849-51

William Hubbard’s family originally came from Ireland. A talented designer, he initially worked for William Tagg, the original owner of the Upper Works, who ran his calico printing firm from 1796 until 1832 until he sold out to Charles and Amos Swaisland. Tagg left £1000 in his will to William Hubbard who went on to become one of the designers at Swaisland’s and helped them become known as the “Mecca of Calico Printing”. Following the company’s success at the Great Exhibition, Hubbard and George Haité became involved in the development of a school for designers at Crayford, developing talent for the nationwide industry.
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Garden flowers (1836) Wild Blackberries, Rosehips & Cobnuts (1866)

Iris (1836) Wild flower 
studies (1836)

William Hubbard’s wife Mary was a keen gardener and picked wild flowers 
every day for William to study and illustrate. These beautiful fruits and flowers 
became the inspiration for many of the fabrics he designed.
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West Kent Guardian, Saturday 29 April 1843

The Haite DynastyThe Haité Dynasty

Another of our top designers was George Haité 
Senior. George was descended from a French 
Huguenot family who had settled at nearby 
Darenth. His father Henry was a highly skilled 
block printer but George followed the footsteps 
of his grandfather, William, and became a 
designer. It must have been in their blood as his 
son, George Charles Haité, is now the famous 
illustrator of the Strand magazine. He produced 
some beautiful designs for ladies shawls and 
always managed to keep up to date with the 
latest fashions. We were all thankful he did as 
he kept us in work even when other factories 
were struggling during those ‘Hungry Forties.’ 
When work dried up we would be laid off and 
then it was only a new order coming that would 
keep us out of the workhouse at Dartford.

George 
Charles Haité

Mary Hubbard 
models a 
Swaisland shawl

The Strand 
Magazine

The fantastic quality 
of the hand block 
printed fabrics 
made at Swaisland’s 
Crayford and 
modelled (left) 
by Mary Hubbard, 
helped to keep 
the firm afloat 
in the economic 
depression that hit 
the industry in the 
1840s.

George Charles Haité was born in Bexleyheath, 
Kent, on 8 June 1855, the second child and eldest 
son of George Haité senior. His ancestors were 
French Huguenot immigrants. His great grandfather, 
William Haité, and his grandfather, Henry, both 
worked for William Tagg in Crayford. His father, 
George Haité senior (1825–1871), became one of 
the most prominent early Victorian cashmere shawl 
designers for the Swaisland factory (as did William 
Hubbard). Sadly, he became so disillusioned with 
being a “slave of the fashion of the hour” that he 
actively discouraged his son from taking up design. 
Ironically, it was his father’s premature death of 
smallpox aged 45 which propelled George Charles 
Haité to do just that when he became head of the 
household aged just 16. He, later, became a leading 
landscape painter and donated copies of his father’s 
work to the V&A. He achieved fame as the illustrator 
of the Strand Magazine that launched Sherlock 
Holmes.
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George Haité Senior’s Fabric designs for shawls (V&A)
George Haité’s designs helped to make the Swaisland’s Crayford factory the “Mecca of 
Calico Printing.” Almost all of the designers at this time came from humble backgrounds 
and remained anonymous. It is only because George Charles Haité kept his father’s 
designs and donated them to the V&A that we are able to appreciate his genius today.
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Dinner time in the Marylebone Workhouse, c1910

The Dartford Union Workhouse

The Dartford Union Workhouse. That last word 
alone was calculated to send a shudder down 
your spine. It signified the end of the line, the 
last resort for those desperate beyond all hope. 

A family arriving at its gates in West Hill knew 
that husbands and wives were split up and kept 
apart from their children. They would be fed 
just enough to sustain them and given work 
of such mind numbing weariness that nobody 
would go there out of choice. It wasn’t always 
so. When I was born the old Poor Law gave 
some respect to the poor, but now you were 
punished for your misfortune. I know I wasn’t 
alone in feeling a burning sense of anger at 
the injustice of it all. It’s an anger I still feel 
within me today.

The  Parish Workhouse

There children dwell who know no parents care,
Parents who know no children’s love dwell there,

Heart broken matrons on their joyless bed,
Forsaken wives and mothers never wed,
Deserted widows with unheeded tears,

And crippled age with more than childhood fears;
The lame, the blind and far the happiest they,

The moping idiot and the madman gay.
George Crabbe 1783

The English Pauper

London Standard, 
Saturday 10 Feb 1838

Edwin Chadwick, the social 
reformer, believed that generous 
assistance to the poor encouraged 
idleness and larger families. His Poor 
Law Amendment Act of 1834 was 
designed to control rising costs that 
were angering the middle classes 
who had just gained the vote in 1832. 
Chadwick planned to make savings 
by banning “outdoor relief” (helping 
people at home) and forcing paupers 
into the workhouse. Each workhouse 
had a board of guardians, who raised 
their funds through a poor rate. By 
1839, the 15,000 parishes of Britain 
were grouped in 600 unions running 
350 workhouses.
Dartford was one of the first workhouses 
in the country to deliberately split up 
families on entrance to the workhouse.
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Richard Cobden

The One Bell pub, Crayford

The Hungry FortiesThe Crayford Anti-Corn Law League

Several bad harvests at the start of the 1840s 
drove the price of wheat so high that people 
were unable to afford bread. The Government 
made things worse with their Corn Law that 
put a tax on wheat imported from abroad. One 
of Mr Swaisland’s friends, Richard Cobden, 
who owned calico printing mills in Lancashire, 
formed an Anti Corn Law League, a branch of 
which was set up at the One Bell pub. Cobden 
argued that if we stopped taxing food imports, 
other countries would remove the taxes on 
the things we sold them. Our fabric would 
be cheaper for them to buy and the extra 
demand this would create would allow us all 
to earn higher wages. Better still, if the price 
of wheat fell, we would all have more bread. 
Mr Swaisland told us this was called free trade 
and it seemed a strong argument to me at that 
time.

Hertford Mercury and Reformer, 842

The Morning Chronicle, 25 January 1842

Mr. Middleton, of Crayford, Kent in forwarding two pieces of silk for the bazaar at Manchester, wrote, that “with them trade was at a low ebb, so much so that many of our families, who two or three years ago were living in comfort, were now reduced to subsist on a potato diet”. Indeed starvation was staring many poor families in that village in the face and no chance of better times. 

‘The Crayford Anti-Corn-law Association convened a public 

meeting at the Market-house of Bexley Heath, in Kent, on Monday, 

to receive a lecture from Mr. Sidney Smith. 

About seven hundred persons of the middle and working 

classes attended, one-fourth of the number being females. It was 

announced after the lecture, that petitions would be circulated 

throughout the neighbourhood for signatures.’

Page 11 of Colonial Gazette, 21 April 1841
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DARTFORD, The immigration of the Irish is not confined 
to Liverpool, but is experienced here to some extent. During 
14 days of last month, of the number of “casual poor” relieved 
180 were Irish, the majority of whom had 2s. 6d given them 
to pay their passage to this country. From Dartford they go to 
Gravesend or Chatham, claiming relief of the parish officers, 
and if refused, threaten to break their windows. The overseer of 
Dartford has been obliged in self defence to have a police-man 
keeping guard at his home day and night.

The God’s of St Stephen’s*
To the Senate of Britain, snug seated at head,

The potato-scour’d millions related their grievance.
Half naked and hungry they begg’d to be fed,

When this answer arriv’d from the clique
at St Stephen’s:

“Your ill manner’d noise,
Interferes with our joys,

It spoils all our mirth, and our slumber destroys;
Your murmurs are daily-be warn’d-

Let them cease,
Refrain this bad habit and leave us in peace.

(*St Stephen’s = Parliament)

Thomas Raynor Smart

County News newspaper, Saturday 15 May 1847

The Irish

When the potato harvest failed in Ireland, the 
Corn Laws stopped the import of cheap foreign 
wheat that could have saved the lives of 
thousands of starving Irishmen. In desperation 
they fled their country and many came to 
north west Kent. They roved the countryside 
in hungry bands and drove down wages for 
everyone as they were willing to take work 
at any price. This made them very unpopular 
throughout England where they were already 
seen as outsiders because of their Catholic 
faith. However, Crayford became a refuge 
for many Irish families thanks largely to the 
Reverend Augustus Applegath. He was the 
first parish priest of St Mary of the Crays, a 
Catholic church built in the grounds of his 
family home at Shenstone. His father owned 
one of the Crayford calico mills but despite this 
privileged position he was always a champion 
of the poor.

The famine in Ireland. Peasants at 
the gate of a workhouse

Northern Star, Saturday 18 July 1846
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Northern Star - Saturday 18th July 1846

No. 250. Richard Roberts, aged 15 years. Examined April 8th:-

Can read and write a little. Attend a Sunday-school. Been here 
about two or three years. Work in colour-house. Attend to a 
copper, boiling fustic chips, and carry gum from next place to 
colour-house, and wash out the pans and brushes. Come to 
work at six and leave off at seven in the evening; sometimes 
longer, till nine, just as the work is oftener in winter than in 
summer. An hour and a half allowed for dinner, half-an-hour 
breakfast, go home to meals. It ain’t very hard work, does not 
tire me, don’t feel it very hot, used to it, can sit down whenever 
I like. Pay 6s. a-week, paid for extra work. Mr. Swaisland hired 
me, he pays my father, who pays me. Plenty of good food. Very 
good health. Smell of colours don’t hurt me, never hardly 
smell’em. Ain’t ill-used, don’t get tanned (beaten) once a year. 
Like the situation. Have time to play at breakfast and dinner. 
Sometimes have holidays, not very often.
			   (Signed)	             Richard Roberts

Richard Roberts interview transcript from British 
Parliamentary Papers. Irish University Press

Shaftesbury &
the Crayford Calico Printers

A Model Factory

We always had a lot of visitors come to our factory 
to see how we worked. I think we were seen as a 
model factory. I was 15 when I was interviewed 
by one of Lord Ashley’s (Shaftesbury’s) factory 
inspectors. There was a big campaign to try 
and improve the lot of children who worked 
in the factories and to cut their hours to 10 a 
day. Many calico mills in the north of England 
were employing very young children from the 
age of 5 or 6. We never took children that 
young at Crayford and although I was at work 
from 6am until 7pm, the Swaislands always 
honoured our breaks. They gave us half an 
hour for breakfast and an hour and a half for 
lunch and made sure that working conditions 
were good. Unlike many factory owners at 
that time they never cut costs by sacrificing 
the safety of their workers.

Lord Shaftsbury visits a cotton mill.
Look and Learn Archive



20 21

Hansard Report of 10 Hours Debate

HC Deb 18 February 1845 vol 77 cc638-68 638 Lord Ashley

“The Rev. John Dempster, Minister of Denny, states that infants may be seen at work 
as early as five years of age, having got at school little more than a knowledge of 
the alphabet, and that they go to continuous employments at all ages, from seven 
upwards. The Rev. J. A. Bonner states, ‘Our common schools now often look like 
infant schools, from the paucity of older children.’ But the printfields in Kent 
afford, in regard to infant labour, a remarkable exception to all others in the 
United Kingdom. In the works of Mr. Swaisland there were found only two girls and 
five boys, and in Mr. Applegath’s only six boys, under thirteen years of age.”

“Robert Crawford, block maker, states, that in the kiln, where the block runs 
through on rollers to dry the colours, no one can work above three or at most five 
minutes. Mary Moody and Mary Maxwell, stove-girls, state, that the girls often faint 
from exhaustion caused by the heat. John Rodger, machine printer, states, that 
the girls who attend on the dash-wheel have to stand with the feet and petticoats 
always wet, and that this in severe weather causes great hardship. Mr. David Young, 
surgeon, of Bridgetown, says, that from his experience as a medical man he knows 
that at certain periodical seasons the dash-wheel produces very injurious effects 
on women. But of Mr. Swaisland’s works in Kent, there is a different report: the 
whole of the premises, particularly the room where the teerers work, are clean, 
spacious, lofty, and well-ventilated, heated in winter by warm-water pipes, and 
thoroughly drained. The same is said of the works of Mr. Applegath, and at West Ham, in 
Essex. Showing, therefore, that health and cleanliness may be consulted by care and 
attention, and without any formidable loss of profit.”

In 1844 Lord Ashley (Shaftesbury) put forward an act of parliament that would limit to the 10 hours a child 
could work in a factory. This eventually became law in 1847. The Hansard extracts above show how he 
used the fine example of the conditions for child labourers at the Swaisland’s factory to make his case. 
Shaftesbury’s dedication to improving the lives of the poor and particularly children are remembered by the 
fountain in Piccadilly Circus. The memorial is sometimes given the name ‘The Angel of Christian Charity’ and 
is popularly mistaken for Eros, the god of selfish love, whereas the statue created by sculptor Alfred Gilbert 
in 1892 to honour the work of Shaftesbury is in fact Anteros, who symbolises selfless love.

‘The Angel of Christian Charity’ in Piccadilly is often 
mistaken for Eros. It was originally dedicated to 
Lord Shaftesbury’s memory

The Earl of Shaftesbury
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Charles Green 
c1836

Painting by 
H Ladru

The Kentish Gazette, Tuesday 5 July 1842

The Albion Balloon

One evening in June 1842 I was sitting on 
the wall of the churchyard when I saw a 
golden sphere floating towards me through 
the blue summer sky. Squinting, as it passed 
over St Paulinus, I could pick out the word 
‘Albion’ written on what I could now see 
was a balloon. Entranced, I followed its 
graceful descent and when it finally came 
to ground, the whole village seemed to be 
there to mob its occupants. Aboard was the 
famous balloonist, Charles Green, who told 
us he’d flown from Hoxton and would soon 
attempt a flight across the Atlantic. With so 
much unrest across the country, I thought 
then how all of us could be inspired by this 
man’s courageous spirit to help change our 
Albion, the England we all loved, into a 
better country for all of us to live in.

Ascent of Mr Green with The Albion 
Balloon, from the Standard and Albert 
Pleasure Gardens, Hoxton. 
Drawn and engraved by Whittock

Charles Green (31 January 1785 – 26 March 1870) 
was the United Kingdom’s most famous balloonist of 
the 19th century. He experimented with coal gas as 
a cheaper and more readily available alternative 
to hydrogen for lifting power. His first ascent was 
in a coal gas balloon on 19 July 1821. He became a 
professional balloonist and had made 200 ascents 
by 1835. In 1836, he set a major long distance 
record in the balloon “Royal Vauxhall”, flying 
overnight from Vauxhall Gardens in London to 
Weilburg, Duchy of Nassau (Germany) a distance of 
480 miles (770 km) this record was not broken until 
1907. By the time he retired in 1852, he had flown 
in a balloon more than 500 times. Green is credited 
with the invention of the trail rope as an aid to 
steering and landing a balloon.
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West Kent Guardian, Saturday 24 September 1842

David Evans Wood Block. Crayford Town Archive

The Coming of David Evans

When Mr Applegath was declared a bankrupt 
later in 1842, we realised how bad things 
were getting. People said that Crayford made 
the best printed fabrics in all of England but 
the problem was we were being continually 
undercut by cheap machine printed copies of 
our designs. Printing in both Crayford factories 
still depended largely on block printing by hand 
which made our cloth expensive compared to 
the machine printed fabrics made in Lancashire. 
As orders dried up, many printers’ families 
in Crayford were close to starvation whilst 
Applegath lost everything including his home 
at Shenstone. His son remained as the parish 
priest at St Mary of the Crays but the church 
his father had built had not been fully paid for 
and left a large debt for the poor, mainly Irish, 
parishioners. The new year of 1843 brought 
a new owner of Applegath’s calico works, Mr 
David Evans, who moved himself and his family 
into Shenstone.

Calico Printing in Lancashire 
The illustration below shows the calico printing process. The worker on the left is using a machine printing 
process with engraved copper rollers transferring the pattern onto the cloth. The worker on the far right is 
a block printer, using hand carved wooden blocks. Note the buckets of dye under the machine. One cylinder-
printer, attended by one man and one boy, could do as much work as 100 block-printers with 100 boys.
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Shenstone House
David Evans

David Evans, his family and servants  appear on the 1851 Crayford Census (below) of 
Shenstone House, now the site of Shenstone and St Joseph’s Schools and St Mary of the Crays RC church. 
The National Archives
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Swaisland Royle note 
book shirting designs, 

c1860 
Manchester 

Metropolitan 
University

The Kentish Philanthropist

David Evans quickly established a reputation 
with his workers as a hard task master. In 
contrast we felt very lucky to have Charles and 
his nephew Amos Swaisland running our factory. 
In 1844 they celebrated the 30th anniversary 
of Charles Swaisland setting up business in 
Crayford, by organising celebrations for the 
whole workforce. We walked up what is now 
Station Road (but was then in those days before 
the railway, plain old Swan Lane) to the heath 
and played cricket, bowls and quoits before 
returning for a grand meal and concert in the 
factory all at our owner’s expense.

West Kent Guardian, Saturday 13 July 1844
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Poster 
Bexley Local 

Studies 
and Archives

The Lord Hill Pub is now known as the 
Coach House and is on the Crayford 
Bexleyheath border. It served as the HQ of 
the Bexleyheath and Crayford United Cricket 
Club which played all the leading club 
sides in the south east. 
The report on the left describes a match 
against Blackheath and comments on the 
reputation the area once had for highway 
robbery. 
The cricket pitch was situated facing the pub 
and drew large crowds of locals who liked to 
bet on the result. The poster below is for a 
match against Lewisham.

This painting is close to the site 
of the Bexleyheath and Crayford 
United Cricket ground across the 
road from the Lord Hill pub.

Gravel Lane (Hill) 
Bexleyheath.

Watercolour by 
William Hubbard, 
1852
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CHRISTMAS HOSPITALITY, -At Crayford, Dec.7, at the 
Winter Sale, £100 worth of flannels and calicos were sold 
to the poor at half price. - Dec.24. The lady of J.F. Fassett-
Burnett,Esq., of May-Place, in the parish of Crayford, gave 
13 bullocks away to 75 poor families. On the same day 
Mr. Chas. Swaisland (who might have justly be called the 
Kentish Philanthropist), gave 120 stone of beef to his men, 
working in the factory; and Mr Edward Stoneham, gave a 
quarter of a bullock to his agricultural servants.

West Kent Guardian, Saturday 13 January 1841

Below a herd of cows form part of a telescopic 
view towards Bexley after a storm.

Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1845

Christmas Hospitality

If there was one thing Charles Swaisland knew 
how to keep well, it was Christmas. The papers 
said that he should be called ‘the Kentish 
Philanthropist.’ I know we thought he was 
our very own Saint Nick, as during the bleak 
winter of 1841, he made sure that nobody who 
worked for him woke up on Christmas morning 
without the prospect of a roast dinner to fill 
their hungry bellies.

The stables where the David Evan’s cows were 
housed can still be seen on London Road, Crayford

Shenstone Park Cows 
The fields that are now Shenstone Park were 
grazed by David Evans’s herd of cows which were 
housed in a stable block (pictured left) that still 
exists on London Road. Evans was not alone in 
keeping cattle. Charles Swaisland kept a herd of 
cows and won prizes for breeding champion bulls. 
In 2011 a memorial (above) to Crayford’s colourful 
past was installed by Bexley Council.
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The One Bell from Old Road. 

Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1845

The Chartists are Coming!

Trade picked up a little in 1844 and David 
Evans took on some extra men from the other 
London calico printers based in Mitcham and 
Stratford. One of these Mitcham men at Evans, 
Henry Gardner, called himself a Chartist and 
would bring a copy of their newspaper, The 
Northern Star, to read to everyone in the One 
Bell. He told us that we’d all been conned by 
the free trade factory owners like Cobden. He 
warned us that as soon as the Corn Laws were 
repealed they would use the reduction in the 
price of bread as an excuse to cut our wages. 
We told him that Mr Swaisland would never do 
that, but Henry Gardner offered to bring down 
the editor of the Northern Star, Mr Edmund 
Stallwood, to explain to us why we needed 
the People’s Charter* to protect us from being 
exploited. * see p34

Northern Star,
Saturday 29 June 1844

Edmund 
Stallwood

Edmund Stallwood 1810-66 was best known 
as the London correspondent for Feargus 
O’Connor’s Northern Star from 1843-50. 
Stallwood was a member of the committees of 
the National Union of the Working Classes and of 
the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union. 
He was a key London delegate to the Chartist 
Convention of 1842.



30 31

Chartism 
Chartism was a working class movement, 
which demanded sweeping changes to 
the political system of Britain between 
1839 and 1848. Above all it wanted the 
introduction of ‘The Six Points of the 
People’s Charter. (see poster left) 
The leaders of the Chartists were often 
at odds with each other. There were the 
head strong like Feargus O’Connor and 
Dr Peter Murray M’Douall (who gave a 
speech in Crayford in 1844) who wanted 
to use force to get Parliament to accept 
the Charter. Others like William Lovett 
and Edmund Stallwood (who was the first 
Chartist speaker to visit Crayford to speak 
at the One Bell) wanted to use more 
peaceful methods to persuade Parliament 
to accept change.
This mixture of persuasion and the use of 
force did not make for strong leadership 
in the Chartists. No one knew for sure 
which direction to take.
One of the methods used by the Chartists 
to persuade Parliament was the collection 
of petitions. The theory was that 
Parliament would be impressed with the 
number of people who supported the 
Chartists and would push through popular 
change. Petitions were collected in 1839, 
1842 and 1848. The last petition had 5 
million signatures on it but it was a farce. 
Many of the signatures were faked by the 
Chartist, even Queen Victoria’s signature 
appeared on the last petition!! The 
Chartists movement collapsed.

Dr Peter M 
M’Douall

In October 1844 Dr Peter Murray M’Douall gave a speech at the 
Bulls Head Inn in Crayford High Street that radicalised the 
Crayford calico printers and led to the strikes of 1847 and 1852.  
Crayford Town Archive
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Dr Peter Murray M’Douall (1814-54) (pictured) was 
a trained surgeon who came to Chartism first as a 
campaigner for factory reform.  M’Douall attended 
the first Chartist convention and became a prominent 
advocate of both physical force and of the Sacred 
Month (or General Strike). In July, 1839, he was 
arrested and imprisoned in Chester for a year in 

connection with the Bull Ring riots.  Following his release, he helped 
organise the General Strike of 1842.  With a reward of £100 for his capture now hanging over him, he fled to 
France, where he lived until September, 1844. In Paris he mixed with many revolutionaries, which fired his 
determination to seek change in his own country. On his return to England, Crayford was one of the first places 
he called at.  In 1848, M’Douall was arrested again 
and sentenced to two years in Kirkdale Gaol 
following the abortive Ashton-under-Lyne rising. His 
family suffered badly leading to the death of his 
daughter.  Devastated he emigrated to Australia in 
1854, but died soon after arriving.

Northern Star, Saturday 12 October 1844

The Notorious Dr M’Douall

Henry Gardner started something with Mr 
Stallwood’s visit that soon had us questioning 
the way things were.  In October, 1844, the 
notorious Dr Peter Murray M’Douall arrived 
in the village fresh from exile in France.  
We gathered in the Bull to hear him speak 
with a passion that had not been diminished 
by his time on the run when a frightened 
government had put a £100 reward on his 
head.  His message was simple.  Nothing would 
ever change unless the People’s Charter was 
adopted as the law of the land.  Without the 
vote, the working man could never bring about 
change and improve his lot.  He urged us to do 
all we could to achieve this; peacefully if we 
could but forcefully if we must.  I knew he was 
right and there and then I pledged my life to 
the cause of Chartism and my fellow workers.

A Chartist meeting. Look and Learn Archive
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Morning Chronicle, 
Monday 17 August 

1835

Shaftesbury &
the Crayford Calico Printers

Give the Vote to the Working Man

Those that attended the meeting with Dr 
M’Douall left the pub that night invigorated 
with the feeling that power to change things 
for the better lay within our grasp.  We no 
longer had to accept things as they were, as 
we could take charge of our own destinies.  
Our Chartist group grew quickly and our new 
found confidence showed itself when we wrote 
to Sir Robert Peel, the prime minister, soon 
after he repealed the Corn Laws in 1846.  We 
congratulated him on what he had done but 
then urged him to give the vote to the working 
man.

Sir Robert Peel, 2nd Baronet (1788 – 1850) 
served as Prime Minister from 1834 –1835, 
and 1841-1846. While Home Secretary, 
Peel helped create the modern concept 
of the police force, leading to officers 
being known as “Bobbies” or “Peelers.”  
He famously repealed the Corn Laws in 
1846.

Caledonian Mercury, Monday 5 April 1852

In 1846, an address in the Right Hon. Baronet

in Kent.
was agreed to by the inhabitants of a place called Crayford

have begotten within us a lively hope that the time is not far
distant when the propriety of an enlarged enfranchisement
May become a topic of prominent consideration

Sir Robert Peel Senior (1750-1830) 
Sir Robert Peel Senior was the owner 
of a calico-printing firm, in Blackburn; 
educated in London and according to the 
Morning Chronicle article, above, served his 
apprenticeship in calico printing at Crayford.  
He made full use of the new textile 
inventions in his factories. By the 1790s Peel 
employed over 15,000 workers including 
many workhouse children from London. He 
later entered parliament and was involved in 
putting forward factory acts in 1802 and 1819 
to protect child labour and apprentices.
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St Paulinus Churchyard.
Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1845

Tragedy and Farce in Crayford

Away from the political debates at the One Bell 
we did have some lighter moments, none more 
so than the mystery of the Crayford ghost.  All 
through 1844 people had been terrified by 
reports that a flaming demon was haunting the 
road by the graveyard at St Paulinus.  Many 
of the girls at Swaislands were frightened to 
go home alone at night so Hayman Smith, our 
local police constable, set a trap and captured 
two of the village lads who somehow were 
prosecuted for, ‘unlawfully assuming the 
appearance of ghosts.’  If the story showed 
me anything it was how daft the law was for 
charging someone with something so stupid.

Morning Post, Wednesday 11 September 1844
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Morning Post, Monday 5 January 1846

Crayford Town Archive

A Fatal Accident

It wasn’t just Chartism that changed the 
atmosphere in Crayford, but a tragedy 
that hit Charles Swaisland so hard, I don’t 
think he ever really recovered from it.  It 
happened over Christmas, 1845 when his 
young nephew, Amos Swaisland, was fatally 
injured after he was thrown from his 
carriage outside the White Swan pub.  His 
wife was pregnant and when she gave birth 
to a son some months later nobody knew 
what to say to her or Charles Swaisland.  

I will never know if the events that followed 
from then would have been different if Amos 
hadn’t been killed, but his death seemed 
to mark the end of the togetherness we’d 
once known.

The White Swan (right) stood 
on the site currently occupied 
by the Carphone Warehouse 
on the Tower Retail Park. 
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The 1847 Strike

The bleak atmosphere created by this terrible 
accident was only made worse by a terrible 
trade depression that followed through 1846.  
The repeal of the Corn Laws did not bring 
the wealth and prosperity we all hoped for.  
In Lancashire the factory owners, having no 
orders for printed cloth, locked out their 
workers and we feared the same in Crayford.  
Both Mr Evans and Mr Swaisland asked us to 
take pay cuts to keep both firms going.  This 
the block printers reluctantly agreed to twice 
so that a printer, who once earned twenty 
five shillings a week, now took home barely 
fourteen.  When Mr Swaisland announced a 
further cut in wages in June, 1847 the men had 
had enough.  Peter Hoy, who led Number One 
Branch of The London Silk, Wool and Cotton 
Printers Society, called the men at Swaislands 
on strike.

The Bell Inn, Old Bailey was one of the 
main London Chartist meeting rooms 
and it is from here the Crayford men 
wrote their letter to the Northern Star 
newspaper in November 1847 (above) 
outlining why they were out on strike.
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Morning Post
 Monday 5 January 1846

Crayford Town Archive

The Era, Sunday 21 November 1847

A Diversion from a Bitter Strike

After three months of deadlock, one of the 
Crayford block printers, Willis Washington, 
helped divert everyone’s attention away from 
our grim situation.  Willis ran like lightning and 
had long taken part in what was known then as 
‘pedestrianism.’  

There had been much banter locally as to who 
was the fastest runner over 100 yards, Willis, or 
a man called Carnforth, who lived in Woolwich.  
We all went up to the Anchor and Hope at 
Shooters Hill to watch the two men settle the 
argument.  Willis was the odds on favourite 
and was heavily backed by the Crayfordians 
gathered to watch the race.  Sadly he didn’t 
win only the bookies did- as they always do. I 
wondered then if they would back us to win our 
strike. 

We Anchor in Hope pub, Shooters Hill

The We Anchor in Hope pub’s unusual name 

is not nautical, as you might think, it refers to 

the historic practice of carriage drivers using 

anchors to negotiate the steep Shooters Hill in 

slippery conditions. 

(Below) The Era, Sunday 26 September 1847
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Northern Star, Saturday 2 October 1847

Richard Cobden

David Evans

Northern Star, Saturday 13 November 1847

Hunger Forces Men Back to Work

With Swaisland’s out on strike, we all waited 
to see what David Evans men would do.  As it 
was, they had no decision to make as Evans 
closed the gates of his factory and locked 
them all out.  Both Mr Evans and Mr Swaisland 
then tried to break the Block Printer’s Union.  
Richard Cobden sent men from Lancashire to 
replace the men on strike at Swaislands whilst 
David Evans sent his orders to be printed at 
cheaper rates elsewhere.  Henry Gardner failed 
with his appeal to the National Association of 
United Trades to support us, and after a bleak 
Christmas, hunger forced the men back to 
work at the start of 1848.  It was a hollow 
victory for both Swaisland and Evans because 
the men that returned to work for them were 
bitter, angry men.
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The Lion of Freedom 
(A tribute to Fergus O’Connor)
The lion of freedom comes from his den,
We’ll rally around him again and again,

We’ll crown him with laurels our champion to be,
O’Connor, the patriot of sweet liberty.

Anon

The Year of Decision

The anger caused by the failure of the strike 
only stoked our determination to see change.  
The Chartist meetings were busier than ever 
and contact was made with the Chartists in 
Greenwich.  We realised that nothing would 
ever change for us until we were represented 
in Parliament.  Our Union leader, Peter Hoy, 
encouraged us to invest in a new scheme 
that would give ordinary workers the chance 
to become landowners and with it the right 
to vote. Money was also sent to support the 
Chartist leader Feargus O’Connor’s fight to 
become M.P for Nottingham, as he started 
putting together a huge petition in favour of 
the People’s Charter with the aim of presenting 
it to Parliament.  At the Bell in Crayford, we 
read about the preparations in the Northern 
Star newspaper and were excited to hear that 
nearly 1000 people had signed the petition in 
Dartford alone.  Revolution was in the air and 
we all felt that 1848 would be,  “the year of 
decision.” 

Northern Star, 12 February 1808

A letter was read from the Chartists at Tonbridge 
Wells, stating their willingness to aid us in sending 
a delegate to the forthcoming Convention. It is 
requested that the secretary of the Crayford locality 
will correspond with us for the above object. Letters 
to be addressed to the Greenwich secretary.

Northern Star, 29 March 1845

Northern Star, 1 April 1848

Feargus O’Connor (1794-1855) first came 
to England as MP for Cork in Ireland.  His 
links to Cork would have made him popular 
with the Irish community in Crayford who 
were largely drawn from there. He set up the 
Northern Star newspaper and was National 
Chartist Association leader.  An advocate 
of physical force he was imprisoned before 
becoming Nottingham MP (1847). He led the 
Kennington protest in 1848.

Feargus O’Connor set up the Chartist Cooperative Land Company 
in 1846. He helped set up O’Connorville in Hertfordshire.

Feargus O’Connor
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Morning Post, Monday 10 April 1848

The Wat Tyler Brigade

On Sunday, 9th April, the day before the 
petition was to be presented to Parliament, 
the West Kent Chartists gathered at Whitfield’s 
Mount in the middle of Blackheath, a place 
that had once been called Wat Tyler’s Mound.  
As Crayford lads we all knew the story of 
Wat Tyler, the leader of the Peasant’s Revolt, 
who had once led the men of our area to this 
very spot in 1381 to fight for the rights of the 
common man.  Speaker after speaker urged 
the men gathered there to attend the grand 
meeting at Kennington set for the following 
day.  Ominously they all seemed to predict 
that the final reckoning had come and that we 
should come prepared for a fight.  One of the 
speakers, a man named Robinson, received 
the greatest cheer when he summed up the 
feelings of the crowd: ‘We are determined 
to conquer tomorrow, nothing shall put us 
down. We shall not be terrified by bullets or 
bayonets.  They have no terrors for oppressed 
starving men.’Kennington Demonstration poster, 1848. British Library

After the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381, Jack Cade led 
20,000 Kent and Essex Yeoman on to Blackheath 
in 1450, where they set up camp in opposition to 
higher taxes being imposed by Henry VI. After 
fleeing to Sussex, Cade was eventually caught by 
the King’s forces and murdered. A later rebellion, 
of Cornishmen angry at being taxed for Scottish 
wars, was put down in the Battle of Blackheath 
Field in 1497; over 2000 of the slain are reputedly 
buried in and around Blackheath. Whitfield’s 
Mount is presumed to be their main place of 
burial.  During the English Civil in the 1640s a 
group known as the Levellers met there and would 
argue that all men were equal and none had 
the right to raise themselves above others like 
the King did. As Blackheath was used for Church 
revivalist meetings in the 18th century by both 
Wesley and Whitfield, it was decided to rename 
the mound.  As with similar sites in London (such 
as Kennington Common and Parliament Hill), 
people had the right to hold public meetings here.  
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Northern Star - Saturday 29 March 1845

The Dartford origins of Wat Tyler have been contested  in recent years.  However, John Dunkin’s History of 
Dartford (1835), written during the Chartist era, placed the starting point of the Peasants Revolt in the town. Local 
people would also have known of the story because of the well known pub beside Holy Trinity Church, Dartford. 
Abel Kerr, one of the leaders of the revolt in 1881, came from Erith which would have undoubtedly influenced 
the Greenwich Chartists to name their Chartist group the Wat Tyler Brigade, as they considered themselves 
Kentishmen rather than Londoners.  

When Adam Delved and Eve Span,
Who was then the Gentleman?
These famous lines acted as inspiration 
for the Chartists.  They were spoken 
by John Ball,a preacher, banished 
from the Church and imprisoned for 
his radical views. He was freed from 
Maidstone Prison by the rebels at the 
start of the Peasants Revolt in 1381. 
After his release Ball spoke to an 
enormous audience of peasants on 12 
June 1381 from what is now Whitfield 
Mount, Blackheath; he gave his famous 
sermon about the equality of man: 
“My good people, things cannot 
go well in England, nor ever shall, 
till everything be made common, 
and there are neither villeins nor 
gentlemen, but we shall all be united 
together, and the lords shall be no 
greater masters than ourselves. What 
have we deserved that we should 
be kept thus enslaved? We are all 
descended from one father and mother, 
Adam and Eve. What reasons can they 
give to show that they are greater 
lords than we, save by making us toil 
and labour, so that they can spend?”

Lakeland poet Robert Southey was a romantic radical who, 
in his younger days, harboured idealistic notions of building 
a communist society. But the early fire soon cooled once he 
received payment from the government as Poet Laureate 
(1813-43) and he was to be a fierce opponent of Chartism.

Look and Learn Archive

Wat Tyler - Act II
Blackheath 

Song

‘ When Adam delv’d, and Eve span,  
  Who was then the gentleman?’ 

Wretched is the infant’s lot,  
Born within the straw-roof’d cot!  
Be he generous, wise, or brave,  

He must only be a slave.  
Long, long labour, little rest,  
Still to toil to be oppress’d;  

Drain’d by taxes of his store,  
Punish’d next for being poor;  
This is the poor wretch’s lot,  

Born within the straw-roof’d cot.  

Robert Southey (1774 – 1843) 
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Sheffield Independent, Tuesday 11 April 1848

The Duke of Wellington

Revolution?

As news spread about the revolutionary 
speeches that were being made across London, 
the Government prepared for trouble. Queen 
Victoria and Prince Albert were sent away to 
the Isle of Wight whilst the Duke of Wellington 
was put in charge of the army. We all knew 
that the Bobbies would be out in force, as 
they had been at Blackheath, to put down any 
sign of revolt. The papers said that thousands 
of middle class men had been sworn in as 
special constables and that the government 
had 200.000 men at their disposal in total. 
Posters were put up everywhere warning us 
not to attend the meeting, but all of the lads 
a Crayford were determined to attend and 
take our place at Kennington on the 10th April 
alongside other men of out trade. John Leech, Punch 1849

Sheffield Independent, Saturday 15 April 1848
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Anti-Chartist pamphlet by Augustus Applegarth Senior. 
11 Aril 1848.  Bridwell Library special collections, Perkins 
School of Theology Southern Methodist University USA

The Chartists Are Coming
What a row and a rumpus there is I declare,  
Tens of thousands are flocking everywhere;  

To petition the Parliament, onward they steer,  
The Chartists are coming, oh dear, oh dear.  

To demand equal justice, their freedom and rights,  
Pump-handles and broomsticks, lawk, how they can fight;  

The nation, they say, is o’erwhelmed with grief,  
A peck loaf for two pence and four pounds of beef.

Chorus: 
Hurrah for old England and liberty sweet,  
The land that we live in and plenty to eat; 

We shall ever remember this wonderful day, 
The Chartists are coming, get out of the way

A Broadside Ballad c1848

Sussex Advertiser, Tuesday 11 April 1848

This watercolour by William Hubbard is possibly of 
the Red Lion Shooters Hill

Kennington 1848

Monday, 10th April, 1848 dawned. As we arrived 
at the Bell you could see the determination on 
the face of every man. With Irishman Peter 
Hoy leading the Swaisland men (No1 Branch) 
and Harry Gardner leading the Evans men (No 2 
Branch), each unveiled banners which showed 
both our allegiance to The London Silk Wool 
and Cotton Printers Society and the skills and 
craftsmanship of our trade. We set off along 
the old Dover Road singing,‘The Chartist’s 
are coming!’ and, as we passed the new 
Catholic church in Old Road, we were joined 
by some of the Irish lads who were waved off 
by Father Applegath. Together we marched on 
over Shooters Hill until we met the other Kent 
Chartists at Blackheath. As one body of men, 
now several hundred strong, we then set off for 
Kennington.  
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At the Dawn of a New Age

On arrival at Kennington the Chartist Marshalls, 
wearing their bright red, white and green 
sashes, led us to our designated spot amongst 
the London Block Printers. Many of our men 
had friends and family already there from the 
calico printers at Mitcham and Stratford and 
they warmly greeted our arrival.  I remember 
how we sang ’The Chartist National Anthem’ 
in the bright morning sun, all of us firm in the 
belief that we were at the dawn of a new age.  
Each of the trades represented on the common 
bore a banner, but only the one belonging to 
the Irish Confederates could match the ones 
we’d brought ourselves.  Their bright green 
banner bore the Harp of Erin in gold and the 
legend, ‘Erin Go Bragh!’ or Ireland Forever.

Chartist meeting at Kennington Common. 
Photographed by William Kilburn

Early portrait photographer, William Kilburn, took a set of 
daguerreotypes (an early form of photograph) from the top of The 
Horns Tavern, of the Chartist meeting held at Kennington Common 
on 10th April 1848. It is believed to be the first crowd scene ever 
photographed. The illustration below from The Illustrated London 
News was engraved from one of these pictures.

Variations of the above flag design have 
been used at different times to express Irish 
nationalism. Erin go Bragh is most often 
translated as “Ireland Forever.”

The Chartist National Anthem
God bless our native land!

May heaven’s protecting hand
Still guard our shore!

May right its power extend
Industry to defend-

Soon may oppression end
All Britain o’er!

Anon. 
The Midland Illuminator

11 April 1841
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Feargus O’Connor at Kennington. Illustrated London News,
April 1848

Broken Hopes

Finally O’Connor arrived together with the 
monster petition which needed a carriage all to 
itself.  We waited as he and the other speakers 
climbed aboard a wagon on the side of which a 
banner proclaimed: ‘The Charter. No surrender. 
Liberty is worth living for and worth dying for,’   
I think we all believed each and every word 
as expectations had been driven higher than 
Charles Green’s Albion balloon. We were soon 
brought down to earth with a bump though 
with what O’Connor was about to tell us.  He 
warned that any attempt to make a procession 
to parliament was doomed to failure and we 
soon found out why when we attempted to 
ignore his advice. 

Leaving Kennington, we found the approaches 
to Blackfriars Bridge blocked by mounted 
police armed with sabres and more Bobbies 
on foot eager to crack a few heads to show 
who ruled the streets. When the rain began to 
fall like tears on our broken hopes, we knew 
there would be no revolution and all we had to 
look forward to was the long trudge home to 
Crayford.

Let Us Strive for the Charter (v.5)

All honour to Feargus!  Our thanks are his due-
On Kennington Common so dauntless and true!

So firm ‘midst the howlings of faction insane;
Oh, we’ll rally around it again and again! 

William Jones 
Northern Star 13 May 1848

Blackfriars Protest. Illustrated London News, April 1848
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Extract from ‘A Letter on Chartism’ 
by Augustus Applegath Senior

Bridwell Library Special Collections, 
Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University 

The Kennington Fiasco

We arrived home that evening  soaked to the 
skin, but it wasn’t the weather that had broken 
our spirits but the sense that our moment had 
passed,  Kennington had been a fiasco.  The 
press declared it another victory for the Duke 
of Wellington, another Waterloo for the old 
boy.  O’Connor had taken the petition by cab 
to parliament claiming it contained 5,700,000 
signatures but it had less than half of that.  
Some had even put the Iron Duke’s name on it, 
which helped the newspapers poke still more 
fun at our ‘revolution.’  Henry Gardner took 
things very badly.  After our own strike defeat, 
he’d firmly believed things would be different 
at Kennington.  He’d told anyone who’d listen 
that it would bring us ‘our Jerusalem’ an 
England that would be heaven on earth. Its 
failure seemed to crush him and he was already 
ill before becoming one of the many victims 
of the cholera epidemic that brought further 
misery to the Cray valley in the new year.

Kennington and the Chartist Petition 1848

John Leech’s Punch cartoon, ‘The Beginning and 

The End,’ highlighted the failure of the Chartist 

protest at Kennington. This was the third and last 

time the Chartists attempted to present a petition 

to Parliament following failed attempts in both 

1839 and 1842. Fearing an attempted revolution, the 

Government prepared immensely for the Kennington 

meeting and filled London with 85,000 special 

constables, as well as putting 8,000 soldiers on 

alert. Although there were probably upwards of 

20,000 (perhaps as many as 50,000) people present, 

the meeting was a peaceful one.

The Debunking of the Charter
After the crowd at Kennington dispersed Feargus 
O’Connor and the Chartist Executive delivered 
the petition to Parliament in a series of coaches. 
O’Connor claimed the petition had 5,700,000 
signatures.  The former Crayford factory owner, 
Augustus Applegath ridiculed the Chartist leaders 
who claimed this figure in his anti Chartist 
pamphlet (below).
Punch magazine produced the cartoon (left) to 
highlight that after examination by clerks from the 
House of Commons it was found to contain only 
two million names. These included a number of 
false signatures, such as those of Queen Victoria, 
Sir Robert Peel and The Duke of Wellington, which 
only served to discredit the petition further. 
Despite the huge amount of legitimate signatures, 
Parliament did not take the petition seriously and 
it was rejected.
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The Northern Star,1848

‘A Letter on Chartism’  
A. Applegath Snr Bridwell Library Special Collections, Perkins School 
of Theology, Southern Methodist University USA

St Mary of the Crays c1842. Watercolour by William Hubbard

Father Applegath 
‘The Chartist Parish Priest’

As governments across Europe fell to 
revolution there was a ferocious backlash 
against Chartism. Those with a vested interest 
in keeping political power restricted to a 
wealthy elite of landowners closed ranks.  
Queen Victoria called for the leaders of the 
Kennington protest to be arrested whilst 
closer to home the bankrupt calico printer, 
Augustus Applegath, published a pamphlet 
warning his former workers in Crayford about 
the consequences of their actions.  Almost 
every newspaper did its best to ridicule us.  
The only exception was Feargus O’Connor’s 
Northern Star. It’s at times like this, when 
everyone is against you, that you realise 
who your true friends are.  In Crayford the 
ordinary working man had no greater friend 
than the parish priest at St Mary of the Crays, 
Father Applegath.  He helped Peter Hoy and 
other local Chartists write a pamphlet in our 
defence even though it pitched him directly 
against the views of his own father.

In 1842 the Rev Augustus Applegath built St 
Mary of the Crays RC Church in the grounds of his 
father’s (also Augustus) home ‘Shenstone’. In April 
1848, father and son found themselves on opposite 
sides of the Chartist debate. After Applegath Senior 
printed a pamphlet condemning local involvement 
in the huge demonstration at Kennington, his son 
collaborated with local Chartists to write a damning 
response. (The original pamphlet with Applegarth’s 
handwritten notes can be viewed on 
www.crayfordhistory.co.uk)

‘Gentlemen of Parliament have looked very 
carefully after the interest of the land . 
In my opinion, every profession and trade 
ought to be represented, then all classes 
might be treated fairly!’

The “injustice” now consists of the 
smaller class (the law makers) making 
most particular care of themselves. I want 
justice for all - and the people have it 
now.’

Extract from Rev. Augustus Applegath’s defence of Chartism 
in response to his father’s pamphlet (above right). 
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The Transportation of William Cuffey
Cuffey’s conviction for levying war on the Queen was 
obtained through the evidence of two police spies. One, 
Thomas Powell, widely known as ‘Lying Tom’, said in cross-
examination that he had told the Chartists how to make 
grenades: “I told them that gunpowder must be put into an 
ink-bottle with an explosive cap, and I dare say I did say 
that it would be a capital thing to throw among the police 
if it had some nails in it.” The other spy, George Davis , a 
second-hand book and furniture dealer from Greenwich and 
a member of the Chartist ‘Wat Tyler Brigade’ there, told 
how he had attended its meetings and ‘reported within two 
hours all that had occurred at each meeting to the inspector 
of police. For the past few weeks the people of Greenwich 
had suspected him of being a spy, and he had lost his trade 
as a result. The Metropolitan Police had paid Powell £1 
per week, Davis a lump sum of £150, and had also bought 
information from at least two other Chartists. As a result of 
their evidence Cuffey was transported to Australia.

Let Us Strive for the Charter (v.4)
Though Secret assassins-lewd

government spies,
Disgraced our Petition and stained it

with lies;
Our cause shall yet triumph-yea

spite of vile men-
For we’ll rally around it again and again! 

William Jones 

Northern Star 13 May 1848

West Kent Guardian, Saturday 7 October 1848

Spies

That summer that followed Kennington, the 
Wat Tyler Brigade from Greenwich, who 
had marched with us to Kennington, found 
themselves wrapped up in a revolutionary plot 
that made national headlines.  They became 
involved with William Cuffey, a black tailor 
from Chatham in Kent, who believed the time 
had come to unite with the Irish Confederates 
and start a revolution.  In hindsight, it was 
lucky that we were never involved with them 
as otherwise we’d have joined them on a one 
way trip to Australia.  The papers revealed the 
Greenwich Chartists were betrayed by two of 
their own men, ‘Lying Tom’ Powell and George 
Davis. We’d heard there were government 
spies everywhere and this confirmed our 
suspicions.  It put us on our guard because we 
were sure there must be similar men willing to 
betray us much closer to home.

The Bexley Spy 
John Paterson, the Bexley 
attorney who spied for 
the Duke of Wellington, 
sent this poster to the 
‘Iron Duke’ as part of 
his observation of the 
Irish Confederates, who 
in 1848 were plotting to 
combine with the Chartists 
to overthrow the crown. 
Two of the letters he sent  
are shown on subsequent 
pages.
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The Duke of Wellington Leading Chartist
James Bronterre 
O’Brien

Bexley Kent 5 August 1848
20 minutes to one p.m.

My Lord Duke

	 A letter is in Town from a policeman in Ireland addressed to his brother in 
London.  There is no signature to it-and the writer states he withheld his sig-
nature for obvious reasons.
	 Some parts of the letter have been erased-as if purposely to conceal a 
part of the contents, evidently done by the party who received the letter– The 
letter is dated from Clonmel.
	 The writer assures his Brother that there will be in Ireland a dreadful 
struggle– That the Rebels mean to fight for it at the point of the Pike and 
no quarter will be shown on either side-That he never expects again to see his 
family.  It moreover states that O’Brien is in the neighbourhood of Killyvally 
County Tipperary surrounded by 6000 armed men– That is supported by French 
Officers and Engineers-That the States are all flocking from all parts into 
Clonmel.  My man has been informed that support will arrive from France and 
America.

John Paterson
The ‘Iron Dukes’ spy from Bexley
With the country on the brink of 
revolution in 1848 a number of 
spies and informers were recruited 
to infiltrate local Chartist and Irish 
Confederate (Nationalist) groups.  
One of them was Bexley solicitor 
John Paterson.  He began a regular 
correspondence with the Duke of 
Wellington, who passed his letters 
to Sir Richard Mayne, the Head of 
the Metropolitan Police.  Paterson‘s 
offices were in Cannon Street 
and this allowed him to mingle 
with groups in the City as well as 
with local groups, including the 
Greenwich based Wat Tyler Brigade.

The National Archives
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Bexley  19 August 1848
Addressed to Sir Richard Mayne 

(Head of the Metropolitan Police).

My dear Sir 
	 I have nothing to consequence at present-but expect that I shall have in 
the course of the day.
	 Whatever I have to communicate will be addressed to your private 
residence in Spring Gardens, you will therefore have noted that no delay may 
take place in forwarding the dispatches, wherever you may be-if any be sent to 
you.
	 I am afraid that T. Powell’s evidence will bring an odiousness upon the 
Govt.  He is the same person to whom I alluded some time ago in a communication 
I made to the Duke of Wellington as the person who had such a quantity of 
spike heads intended to injure the cavalry Horses in his possession.  There is no 
doubt he has been offering for sale cutlasses, guns, pistols and other implements 
of destruction and instigating the Chartists to all manners of mischief.  In short 
my informer assures me that it was so-That he was one of the leaders of the *29th 
May. I remain 
		  Yours Truly
		  J Paterson

Anti cavalry spikes

On *29 May 1848 a crowd of 3,000 to 4,000 heard 
Chartist speakers and marched down Fleet Street, 
halting to hoot and groan at the offices of the Weekly 
Dispatch and The Times for their coverage of the 
Kennington protest. 

The National Archives
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The Smuggler’s Retreat in Erith.
Watercolour by William Hubbard

West Kent Guardian, Saturday 4 August 1849

The North Kent Railway

When you saw how the Wat Tyler Brigade 
were set up and dealt with so harshly by the 
courts, you started to question everything. I 
remember when they opened the North Kent 
Railway in the summer of 1849 how excited 
everyone was.  Mr Swaisland had been one of 
the key campaigners for building the line and 
it certainly helped us get our fabric to and 
from the factory.   However, there was much 
discussion at the Bell about how else this 
railway could be used.  In 1842 the railway 
had been used to take troops up to quell the 
Chartist uprising in the north.  If there were 
any problems in north west Kent you would 
be sure that they’d do the same here now.  
In any case, only the rich could afford the 
shilling it cost to take the train to London 
from Erith so I wasn’t going to make much 
use of it.

The North Kent Railway
When the London and Greenwich Railway 
opened on the 8th February, 1836, it was the 
World’s first passenger railway in a capital city. 
It was built on a viaduct consisting of 978 arches 
that ran from London Bridge to Greenwich.  The 
extension of the line, known as the North Kent 
Railway, opened for traffic on 30th July, 1849.  
At that time Plumstead marked the outer limit 
of suburban development so the extension of 
the railway to Erith had a dramtic effect on the 
area. It led to a rise in Erith’s population from 
2,082 in 1841 to 4,143 by 1861. Crayford did 
not get its own station until the Dartford Loop 
line was opened in 1866, so local people went 
to Dartford or Erith if they wished to travel by 
train to and from London.
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A contemporary print showing the magnificent glass structure of the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park 1851

Morning Chronicle, Wednesday 1 October 1851

The Great Exhibition

In 1851 Mr Swaisland and Mr Evans both made 
the decision to enter samples of their work 
into the Great Exhibition that Prince Albert had 
organised.  I’m sure they hoped this would try 
to raise moral amongst the men who worked 
at both factories.  Evans sent in some of their 
designs for silk handkerchiefs, whilst Charles 
Swaisland asked Mr Carter, who had worked 
in Crayford as a designer for over 50 years, 
to come up with a design for a woollen shawl 
that could bring the prestigious Gold medal 
back to the village.  The Crystal Palace at Hyde 
Park, where the exhibition was held, was a 
wonder in itself but it was what this wonderful 
building held that was truly amazing.   Charles 
Swaisland paid for 28 children from the Sunday 
School at St Paulinus to see the exhibition. I was 
glad to hear this, as this same school was the 
one that had taught me to read and write.Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper, Sunday 20 July 1851

Crayford Sunday-school, 28;

The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations was organised by Prince Albert, Henry 
Cole, Francis Henry, George Wallis, Charles Dilke and other members of the Royal Society for the 
Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce as a celebration of modern industrial technology 
and design. It was arguably a response to the highly successful French Industrial Exposition of 1844.  
Its prime motive was for Great Britain to make clear to the world its role as industrial leader.
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Impressing the Queen

We heard Queen Victoria took a special interest 
in our stand at the opening of the Great 
Exhibition. It made me laugh to think that three 
years before we could have been kicking her 
off the throne and here we were now trying 
to impress her with the quality of our work! 
Mind you our barege shawl was certainly good 
enough to impress anyone.  The design that 
Mr Taylor came up with took 550 impressions 
to print it and easily won Swaislands the Gold 
Medal award from the judges.

Gold 
Prize 
Medal

Contemporary print showing Queen Victoria and Prince Albert being welcomed to the Great Exhibition

Charles Swaisland won the Gold Prize 
Medal (left), for printing on wool 
for his barege shawl design (above). 
The design used 550 impressions to 
complete. GP & J Baker
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‘The noise and confusion here this 
morning is so great that my head is 
spinning. There about forty flags on either 
side, two tremendous bands and 150 
constables... The voters are drinking and 
guzzling and howling in every house of 
entertainment there is.’

Charles Dickens writing as a reporter on an election 
in 1835

The hustings referred to a platform or pavilion, a 
temporary structure erected at the place of an 
election. During polling, each vote was declared 
openly on the husting, with the elector orally 
declaring for whom he was casting a ballot. The vote 
was recorded in a poll book, along with the name of 
each voter (enabling enquiries to be made about his 
eligibility to vote). In certain occasions, additional 
candidates were nominated as the polling continued, 
since this gave an opportunity for more speeches. 
Polling could continue for many days, so long as 

there were voters wanting to participate and the 
candidates desired to continue. At the end of the 
polling, the returning officer was required to declare 
the result from the hustings and return the members 
elected. This could be a problem after a hotly 
contested election, and rioting was not unheard of.

Corrupt Elections

When local hustings were held in the market 
Place at Dartford to elect an MP for West Kent 
in 1852, it brought it home to us that the 
working man was still excluded from the vote.  
The whole thing was rigged back then.  The 
candidates would stand on a platform to give 
their speeches and then do their best to ply 
everyone with enough drink to persuade them 
to cast their votes in favour of them.  Some 
of the candidates were not even this subtle in 
persuading the local property owners to vote 
for them.  In 1859, the Tory candidates, Lord 
Holmesdale and Sir Edward Filmer, hired a team 
of prize fighters to intimidate voters into voting 
for them.  That’s what you got when there was 
no secret ballot to keep who you voted for to 
yourself.  They said the People’s Charter was 
dead but how could it be when you saw this 
kind of behaviour in a country of so called free 
people.

Morning Chronicle, Wednesday 1 October 1851

Illustrated London News 1859
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West Kent Guardian, Saturday 14 August 1852

Ode
Men of England ye are slaves,

Though ye quell the roaring waves-
Though ye boast, by land and sea,

Britons everywhere are free.

Men of England, ye are slaves,
Bought by tyrants, sold by knaves;
Your’s the toil, the sweat, the pain,

Their’s the profit ease and gain.

William  Sankey
Northern Star 29 February 1840

Mr Swaisland’s Crayford Mansion, c1845 
Watercolour by William Hubbard 

Hull Packet, Friday 20 August 1852

The 1852 Strike

In August 1852 the simmering tension with 
Mr Swaisland and Mr Evans boiled over once 
more.  Things came to a head when once 
again both employers informed the men that 
wages would have to be cut, but we knew 
there was more to it than that.  This time 
they hoped to break our union once and for 
all, something they had failed to do in 1847.  
Henry Gardner had predicted that once the 
Corn Laws had gone, the employers would 
use the fall in the price of wheat to force 
down our wages and he was right.  Swaisland 
and Evans would have Cobden on their side 
again but we were ready for them and would 
not back down without a fight.
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The Masque of Anarchy
“Stand ye calm and resolute,
Like a forest close and mute,

With folded arms and looks which are
Weapons of unvanquished war.

And if then the tyrants dare,
Let them ride among you there,

Slash, and stab, and maim and hew,
What they like, that let them do.

With folded arms and steady eyes,
And little fear, and less surprise
Look upon them as they slay
Till their rage has died away

Then they will return with shame
To the place from which they came,
And the blood thus shed will speak

In hot blushes on their cheek.
Rise like Lions after slumber
In unvanquishable number,

Shake your chains to earth like dew
Which in sleep had fallen on you-

Ye are many — they are few” 

Percy Bysshe Shelley

Written after the 1819 Peterloo Massacre 
When innocent protesters were slaughtered 

by troops

Illustrated by 
Michael Foreman
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The Strikebreakers

I expect that Swaisland and Evans had prepared 
for the strike weeks in advance, but then so 
had we. We knew that they would try and 
use the new North Kent Railway to bring in 
strike breakers from amongst Cobden’s men in 
Lancashire so we had pickets out at Dartford 
and Erith stations to try and turn them back 
before they could get to Crayford. This didn’t 
work for long as they hired two London 
omnibuses to bring them in by the Dover 
Road. We had no way of stopping them now 
because just as at Blackfriars Bridge in 1848, 
a troop of mounted police rode into the village 
brandishing sabres at anyone brave enough 
to venture near. Despite the provocation 
we didn’t give them the fight they clearly 
wanted. Instead, we defiantly looked each 
and everyone of them in the eye to show them 
they hadn’t broken us.

Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper, Sunday 29 August 1852

“Depend upon it, nothing 
can be got by fraternizing 
with trades unions. 
They are founded upon 
principles of brutal 
tyranny and monopoly.” 
Richard Cobden, 1842

 West Kent Guardian, Saturday 18 September 1852

Richard Cobden owned calico printing 
factories in Lancashire at Crosse Hall Mill, 
Chorley and Sabden Mill, Clitheroe.  He 
was one of the leaders of the Anti-Corn 
Law League whom Charles Swaisland was 
a committee member. He opposed any 
restrictions on trade and had a particular 
hatred of trade unions. This motivated him to 
assist Charles Swaisland in breaking the 1852 
Crayford strike. 

Illustration by Michael Foreman
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Master and Servant

I actually felt sorry for the Lancastrians.  
They were shunned by everyone in the village 
and every time they left the factory gates we 
would follow them to explain how they were 
hurting our families by breaking our strike. 
I know now it wasn’t as simple as that. 
These men had been unemployed and their 
own families were starving and so they were 
here more out of desperation than greed. I 
wasn’t surprised that some of them turned 
to drink and that others, realising what they 
had got into, left to return home. Trouble is, 
they were not free to decide this. Once they 
signed their contracts they were no better 
than slaves. The Master and Servant Act 
ensured that, and gave Swaisland and Evans 
the power to send the Coppers after them. 
Six Mancunians were dragged from their 
homes in Manchester at 4am one morning 
and were tried at Dartford Magistrates Court 
at 5pm the same day.  Hard labour followed 
for them in Maidstone Prison.  It was hard not 
to agree with Mr Bumble in Oliver Twist that 
the law of our land was an ass.

Kentish Gazette, Tuesday 31 August 1852

Ode (verse 3)
Men of England ye are slaves,
Beaten by policeman’s staves
If their force ye dare repel,

Your’s will be the felon’s cell.

William  Sankey
Northern Star 29.2.1840

Strikebreakers who returned to Lancashire were arrested. 
Illustrated by Michael Foreman
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West Kent Guardian, Saturday 30 October 1852

West Kent Guardian, Saturday 2 July 1853

Suicide Extraordinary

After three months on strike and with no 
funds left to fall back on, we returned back 
to work in October, 1852 as broken men.  If 
anything this was far worse than 1847, or the 
debacle at Kennington in 1848.  We had to 
accept wages that were not enough to put 
bread in our bellies.  I was alright as a sin-
gle man but others with families had a stark 
choice.  They could be honest and watch 
their children starve or steal from local farms 
and face stiff penalties if they were caught.  
Some could not contain their anger and one 
day an effigy of Charles Swaisland was hung 
from a tree in Swan Lane before Mr Swaisland 
and Sergeant Baxter came to cut it down.

Station Road was known as Swan Lane before 
the railway came in 1866. The road ran down 
past Swan Farm, shown on the left of this 
picture, to the Swan pub, which stood beside 
the clocktower until the Tower Retail Park was 
built and it was demolished. The picture below 
was taken in 1905. Could the tree opposite the 
Charlotte pub be where the effigy of Swaisland 
was hung at the end of the 1852 strike?  
Crayford Town Archive

West Kent Guardian, Saturday 2 July 1853
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Manchester Row

After the first group of Mancunians had caused 
him so much trouble, Charles Swaisland 
ensured that the men he brought down in 
future would not return so quickly.  He knew 
that if they came down with their families they 
would stay. However, he also knew they would 
struggle to find acceptance.  After the strike 
in 1852 he set about building Manchester Row 
in a field set away from the village.  Those 
homes stood out on the hill like a blistering 
sore for decades. Only after some time had 
passed did their link to the strike of 1852 and 
our bitter defeat start to fade from memory.  
Some of the block printers from those strike 
years never recovered from what happened 
and more than one was to take their own life 
in the immediate years that followed.

CRAYFORD

SUICIDE.-On Saturday week, John Wheatley, a printer 
about  66 years of age who had for many years in the employ 
of Mr. David Evans, left his home around 11 o’clock in 
the forenoon and about three hours afterwards he was 
found hanging on a bridge between Crayford and Bexley.  
Immediate information was given to the police and surgical 
assistance procured, but life was perfectly extinct.  It appeared 
that Wheatley had previously attempted to hang himself, 
during the period of the printers’ strike about four years 
ago.  An inquest was held on the body on Monday week, 
before C.J.Carttar Esq coroner, when a verdict of “temporary 
insanity” was returned. West Kent Guardian, 1855

Manchester Row (below right) was built by Charles Swaisland to house the many Lancastrians who arrived in 
Crayford as a result of the strikes of 1847 and 1852.  The terrace homes were built in a field away from the 
village in an area in front of where St Paulinus Primary school now stands in Iron Mill Lane.  
They were badly damaged in World War 2 and demolished at the end of the war.

1861 Census Manchester Row
The Ashtons (below) are typical of the 
Lancastrian block printer families that moved 
to Crayford.  They came from Chorley where 
Cobden owned the Crosse Hall calico printing 
mill.  You can see that their daughter Mary 
was born in 1855 marking roughly when they 
came down.  Was her father Henry one of the 
men that were bussed down to break the 1852 
strike?  Volunteer, Muriel Hudson, found that 
8 of the 18 Lancastrian families on the 1861 
census had children born in Crayford between 
1854-56 linking their arrival to the strike.

Henry Ashton		  b1825 in Chorley, Lancs
Elizabeth (Wife)	 b1827 in Chorley, Lancs
John Ashton		  b1853 in Chorley, Lancs
Mary Ashton		  b1855 in Crayford, Kent
Henry Ashton		  b1857 in Crayford, Kent
Elizabeth Ashton	 b1860 in Crayford, Kent
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William Morris

William Morris

After the crushing nature of our defeat, it was 
little wonder that so many Crayford printers 
felt so desperate.  It was a bitter sweet victory 
for Charles Swaisland though. Worn out by 
those years of struggle, he continued to run 
the firm until he died in 1865. By then Chartism 
was dead too.  With no hope of gaining the 
vote to help bring about change it was left 
to a handful of men to continue the struggle 
on behalf of the working man.  One of these 
men, William Morris, built a beautiful home, 
Red House, just a few miles from Crayford in 
Bexleyheath.

William Morris (1834-96) asked his 
friend, the architect Philip Webb 
to design a house for him on land 
he had bought  in Bexleyheath, 
which was then a rural area. Morris 
wanted a modern home which would 
nevertheless be ‘very medieval in 
spirit’. This is exactly what Webb gave 
him.  Morris and his wife Jane moved 
into Red House (below) in 1860 and 
spent the next two years furnishing 
and decorating the interior. Morris did 
much of the work himself, with help 
from his artist friends. 
Prompted by the success of their 
efforts, Morris and his friends decided 
to start their own company, Morris, 
Marshall, Faulkner & Co. in 1861. Their 
aim was to produce a range of original 

domestic furnishings that valued 
traditional handicraft skills, such as 
those possessed by the Swaisland 
block printers, rather than items 
mass produced in a factory. This arts 
and crafts movement inspired designs 
like the ‘Trellis’ wallpaper and ‘Cray’ 
fabric designs below.  This was Morris’s 
first attempt at designing a wallpaper, 
which he did because he was unable 
to find any he liked to 
use in his own home. Its 
pattern is said to have 
been inspired by the 
gardens at Red House, 
which were organised on a 
medieval plan with square 
flowerbeds enclosed by 
wattle trellises for roses.

The ‘Trellis’ design 
(below) was inspired 
by William Morris’s Red 
House Medieval garden.

The fabric design ‘Cray’ 
(below left) was part of a 
series designed by William 
Morris to celebrate the 
tributaries of the Thames. 
It was featured on a Royal 
Mail first class stamp in 
2010.

Red House, William and Jane’s Bexleyheath home
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When Adam Delved & Eve Span,
who was then the Gentlemen?

Red House gave Morris the taste of a Medieval 
England he so admired. It was perched above 
the Cray Valley, looking across ancient fields 
that had once borne witness to the Peasants 
Revolt. Just as we had been inspired at 
Blackheath in 1848, he drew inspiration from 
the words of John Ball, the rebel Kentish 
priest: ‘When Adam delved and Eve span, who 
was then the gentlemen?’ Why should some 
men be born into privilege when the Bible 
said all men were equal?  Why should some 
men have the vote and others be deprived of 
a voice?  Morris dared to ask these questions 
at a time when the working man’s voice had 
been silenced. He also spoke up for the skilled 
craftsman and many Crayford men were able 
to find work at the factory he later set up at 
Merton Abbey Mills. Through both his words 
and deeds he gave us hope that our struggles 
had not been in vain and that one day we 
would have the things we fought for.

A Dream of John Ball 
(1888) William Morris
‘A Dream of John Ball’ told 
the story of the Peasants 
Revolt. At the time it 
was written, Morris took 
part in a violent march on 
central London himself.  
On Sunday November 
13th, 1887, he joined 
thousands of Londoners 
in a huge demo to defend 
the right of free speech, 

after the government banned public protests in 
Trafalgar Square.  Morris was one of thousands of 
demonstrators cleared from Trafalgar Square by a 
violent police charge followed by Guardsmen with 
drawn bayonets. Three people died and hundreds 
were injured on what came to be known as ‘Bloody 
Sunday’. 

The Day is Coming
Come hither, lads, and hearken, for a tale there is to tell,  
Of the wonderful days a-coming, when all shall be better than well. 
And the tale shall be told of a country, a land in the midst of the sea,  
And folk shall call it England in the days that are going to be. 
There more than one in a thousand in the days that are yet to come  
Shall have some hope of the morrow, some joy of the ancient home. 
For then--laugh not, but listen to this strange tale of mine -  
All folk that are in England shall be better lodged than swine. 
Then a man shall work and bethink him, and rejoice in the deeds 
of his hand,  
Nor yet come home in the even too faint and weary to stand. 
Men in that time a-coming shall work and have no fear  
For to-morrow’s lack of earning and the hunger-wolf anear.  

William Morris Chants for Socialists 1894 

William Morris loved Bexley’s links to the 
Medieval period. Places like Hall Place 
(above) with its stories of the armour clad 
spectre of Edward ‘The Black Prince’ were 
inspirational for him.

Hall Place. Watercolour by William Hubbard, c1840
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G.P. & J. Baker floral design for Liberty of London 1900

Glasgow Herald, Saturday 21 January 1893

G.P. & J. Baker

After the 1852 strike the company seemed to 
struggle and in 1861 I found myself out of work 
and having to take a job as a farm labourer. I 
eventually got my job back, but after Charles 
Swaisland died in 1865, things were never 
quite the same and in 1893 we went into 
liquidation.

The Upper Works was sold to Murgatroyd’s, a 
leather tanner, but the Lower works was taken 
over by G.P. and J. Baker and I was lucky that 
they kept me on in my old job. I think when I 
finally had to leave, because of my increasing 
frailty, I was the only one left that had been 
there throughout those years of struggle.  
Still the old factory name lives on, because 
even though G.P. and J. Baker, are the owners 
everyone still calls us Swaisland’s.  By the time 
I left many things had changed but one thing 
that never did throughout my time there was 
the quality of our work.

George Percival Baker (left) 
took over the bankrupt 
Swaisland company in 1893.  
Together with his brother 
James he was to restore the 
factory to the prominence 
it had enjoyed in the mid 
nineteenth century. George 
was a keen gardener and 
many of the textiles he 
commissioned celebrated 
English fruit and flowers.

Printers from GP & J 
Baker Ltd 1920

Crayford Town Archive

The head printer, 
Mr Tagg, came from 
the famous Crayford 
printing family from 
whom Charles Swaisland 
originally purchased the 
company.

Mr Tagg
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The Fabric of Our Town

So my story comes to an end here at the 
workhouse. I have nothing left but my pride 
and that’s something they will never take 
away from me.  I’m proud of what we did as 
Chartists and I’m proud of the fabric of our 
town and I don’t just mean the wonderful 
printed cloth I used to make at Swaisland’s. 
It’s something more than that, something 
I was reminded of every time I passed St 
Paulinus church.  I’d look at that ancient 
tower and realise that in this life we are all 
just passing through. 

Each of us like a wandering weft thread must 
trace our own path through the events and 
relationships that make up our lives. Each of 
us is different yet we’re bound together by 
the common thread, the warp, the pillars that 
hold our community together and like that 
church will remain long after we’re all gone.  

I know that even though I’ll die a pauper, I 
can take pride in leaving behind something 
far richer than gold.  I fought for those six 
points of the Charter to ‘build our Jerusalem 
in this green and pleasant land.’ and that’s 
my gift for those that will live in this town in 
the future.  

Richard Roberts died in the Dartford Union 
Workhouse on December 29 1904.

Illustration by Michael Foreman

Above the Six Points of the People’s 

charter that the Crayford men fought for.

Eventually all the demands of the People 

Charter were made law, except for 

annual elections.



Jerusalem

And did those feet in ancient times
Walk upon England’s mountains green: 
And was the holy Lamb of God, 
On England’s pleasant pastures seen! 
 
And did the Countenance Divine, 
Shine forth upon our clouded hills? 
And was Jerusalem builded here, 
Among these dark Satanic Mills?

Bring me my Bow of burning gold; 
Bring me my Arrows of desire: 
Bring me my Spear: O clouds unfold! 
Bring me my Chariot of fire! 
 
I will not cease from Mental Fight, 
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand: 
Till we have built Jerusalem, 
In England’s green & pleasant Land 
William Blake 1808


