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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to address an acknowledged gap in the historiography of leisure ï 

that of rural working class leisure activities.  The first objective of this thesis is 

therefore to investigate different types of rural leisure, including órational recreationô, 

traditional and innovative, and gender-specific pastimes.  Using Norfolk as a case 

study, I examined a range of different leisure opportunities.  The second objective is 

to question the changing nature of leisure provision and the impact that this had on 

rural lives, and it was found that opportunities for leisure increased considerably 

throughout the period 1840-1940.  This was brought about by better working 

conditions, including fewer working hours and higher wages.  Technology also 

played a key role, providing increased availability of transport, both public and 

personal, and this allowed access to urban recreations, unavailable in the countryside.  

Some traditional pastimes endured, while others were replaced by new forms of 

entertainment, such as the cinema and modernised fairground attractions.  Other 

innovations included the rise of local sports, for instance cricket and football, and 

alternatives to the public house ï reading rooms and village halls, the latter being 

open to all sections of society and not solely men.  Arguably, rural women benefited 

most from these remarkable transformations.  The introduction of new societies, such 

as the Mothersô Union and the Womenôs Institute led to considerably enhanced lives 

for their members.  There is clear evidence of the gradual adjustment from 

widespread philanthropy to self-determination among working people, and together 

with the remarkable alteration in outlook produced by the First World War, this 

increasingly caused local communities to take control of their own leisure provision.  

This is consistent with the social changes occurring in all spheres of rural life. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

Increased means and increased leisure are the two civilizers of man.   

Benjamin Disraeli (speaking about the working classes in 1872.)
1
 

This thesis is about the recreational activities of the rural working classes during the 

period between 1840 and 1940, with special reference to the county of Norfolk.  It 

considers how the leisure pursuits available to working people changed during this 

time.  During the last sixty years there has been an increasing interest among 

historians in many aspects of the study of leisure.  Yet while numerous investigations 

have been made into urban leisure, little academic attention has been paid to the 

situation in the countryside. This study examines the transformation in leisure during 

the century under examination and the impact this had on the rural working class.  It 

focuses on the opportunities for recreation at different periods, the average personôs 

behaviour in a leisure situation and last, but not least, the impact of leisure on 

country peopleôs social well-being. 

The choice of Norfolk for this research is particularly appropriate, in that it was 

relatively sparsely populated, and most settlements in the county comprised small 

villages or hamlets.  Norfolkôs urban population expanded, it is true, between 1851 

and 1951, with the total inhabitants of the three largest towns ï Norwich, Kingôs 

Lynn and Great Yarmouth ï increasing from 29% to 42% of Norfolkôs population.
2
  

But even in 1951, over half of the countyôs residents therefore lived in either small 

towns or villages, some obviously more isolated than others.  This gives a 

manageable focus to the study and allows greater potential for rural research than in 

another more densely populated county. 

Leisure and work    

What is óleisureô?  The dictionary defines it as óthe state of having time at oneôs own 

disposalô or ófree or unoccupied timeô.  The latter definition is less satisfactory, as 

one can be occupied, while pursuing a leisure activity.  For the purposes of historical 

                                                           
1
 óMr. Disraeli at Manchesterô, The Times, 4 April 1872, p. 5. 

2
 John Wright, óPopulation change 1801-1951ô in Trevor Ashwin and Alan Davison, An historical 

atlas of Norfolk (Chichester, 2005), p. 142.  For the reasons for this expansion, see pp. 12-13 

below. 
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research, many historians have debated the definition of leisure but have been unable 

to reach agreement.  Peter Borsay suggests that perhaps óleisure becomes what is left 

when all the more important and serious areas of life have been accounted forô but 

counters this with the idea of óñseriousò leisureô, which óoften ñmimic[s]ò work or 

education. é The promotion of ñrational recreationò during the Victorian era can be 

read in this lightô.
3
  This, of course, devalues the more frivolous or inconsequential 

forms of leisure, such as visiting the cinema or theatre, drinking, gambling, days out 

at the seaside and óretail therapyô, the latter a modern reflection of our more affluent 

society.  These two types of diversion could also be described as ógoodô or óbadô, 

which in turn raises the idea of conflict of values.
4
   

Money, or the earning of money, seems to be at the root of most definitions: this 

would be particularly appropriate in discussions of the working class.  It is 

understandable, as money is the basic exchange for the necessities of life.  A 

negative outlook is expressed in the following with no suggestions of how to utilise 

the free time available:  

[leisure is] (1) é a chance to shake off the fatigue of work é (2) é escape from the daily 

boredom of performing a set of limited and routine tasks.
5
  [These were necessary in order to 

earn the necessary money to live.  This is certainly the case for numerous people, but many 

others find their daily work interesting and absorbing.] 

é  Leisure é is the time which is left over after work and other obligations have been 

completed.
6
 

Conversely, and more positively: 

é  for some people the question [ówhat is leisure?ô] is answered by saying that leisure is 

freedom from the necessity of work [again, in order to avoid poverty]; it is time in which 

those things which are interesting and enjoyable can be pursued.  é  Leisure é is a positive 

experience of freedom; of freedom to enter into obligations and relationships, to pursue 

interests and opportunities.  Such freedom is never total é
7
 

                                                           
3
 Peter Borsay, A history of leisure (Basingstoke, 2006), pp. 5, 7. 

4
 Michael A. Smith, Stanley Parker and Cyril S. Smith (eds.), Leisure and society in Britain (London, 

1973), p. 12. 
5
 Joffre Dumazedier quoted in Borsay, A history of leisure, pp. 5-6. 

6
 H. Cunningham, óLeisure and cultureô in F. M. L. Thompson (ed.), The Cambridge social history of 

Britain 1750-1950 vol. 2  People and their environment (Cambridge, 1990), p. 279. 
7
 Smith, Parker and Smith (eds.), Leisure and society in Britain, pp. 4-5. 
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It is equally important to define óworkô.  It is ï again according to the dictionary ï 

óactivity involving mental or physical effort done in order to achieve a resultô with 

the additional explanation: óemployment as a means of earning incomeô.  This is 

interesting in that it could be argued therefore that leisure ï ófree or unoccupied timeô 

ï requires no mental or physical effort and involves no worthwhile result.  This is 

clearly untrue, as is unambiguously demonstrated in this thesis.     

It seems that it is difficult if not impossible to arrive at a single agreed definition of 

leisure.  Any precise explanation would appear to depend on the particular aspect 

under discussion.  óAbove all, virtually every confident generalization disguises 

counter-trends and exceptionsô ï a concise caveat to keep in mind.
8
  For this research 

I have adopted the simple everyday meaning of ófree timeô, that is, time free from 

compulsory obligations, to use, within reason, exactly as one wishes. 

This said, the links between work and leisure in the countryside are sometimes 

particularly imprecise.  A good example of this is the Victorian (and later) practice of 

travelling from the city to pick hops for a few weeks in the summer, mainly in Kent.
9
  

This was a working holiday, which might be considered a contradiction in terms.  

Another blurring of the boundaries is, more generally, provided by the custom of 

singing while working, as for example while crow-scaring:   

O, you nasty black-a-tops [blackbirds], 

Get off my masterôs radish tops, 

For heôs a-cominô with his long gun, 

And you must fly and I must run.
10 

 

Agricultural work songs were common in the first half of our period of interest and 

helped to boost efficiency while lessening monotony.  This was not leisure; 

nevertheless, the act of singing gave pleasure even while undertaking a less than 

pleasurable task. In a similar manner, work was accompanied by conversation and 

social interaction between workers.  In E. P. Thompsonôs words:  

                                                           
8
 Dave Russell, óThe making of modern leisure: the British experience, c.1850-c.1960ô, in Tony 

Blackshaw (ed.), Routledge handbook of leisure studies (Abingdon, 2013), p. 16. 
9
 An interesting description of its contrasts can be found in George Orwell, The Orwell diaries 

(London, 2010), p. 16. 
10

 Barry Reay, Rural Englands (Basingstoke, 2004), pp. 132-133; Ted Goioa, Work songs (Durham, 

North Carolina, 2006), p. 53. 
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social intercourse and labour are intermingled ï the working-day lengthens or contracts 

according to the task ï and there is no great sense of conflict between labour and "passing the 

time of day".
11

 

Although my definition of leisure is uncomplicated, certain questions nevertheless 

arise from it.  One concerns religion, which was undoubtedly pursued by its 

adherents in ófree timeô but in its role as patron providing recreational opportunities, 

church and chapel were also frequently seen as a respectable alternative to the pub as 

a community centre.
12

  Furthermore, both church and chapel approved of the 

óProtestant work ethicô
13

 and censured idleness, and this attitude, when held strictly, 

led to a disinclination to spend time in óuselessô pursuits.   This viewpoint changed, 

however, towards the turn of the century, as the temptations of new pastimes grew, 

undermining the habits of church-going and fostering indifference to religion.
14

  In 

this thesis, I have not regarded religion in isolation as a leisure pursuit, although 

where relevant I have discussed it in relation to other recreational activities, and later 

in this chapter I have outlined its general impact on the community.
15

 

Leisure could also be described as time which is not spent earning or raising income 

or adding to the family purse in any way.  This raises the case of poaching which 

unquestionably takes place in ófree timeô and could therefore be described as a 

leisure activity.  It also, however, adds in kind to the family income.  So is leisure 

time always spent in pleasurable activities, or, as in poaching, can it be used for 

clandestine purposes which benefit the perpetrator? 

A distinction hitherto unexplored by historians is that between organised (e.g. 

cinema, outings, club meetings) and unorganised leisure (e.g. drinking, gambling, 

reading, gardening).  The former could be described as formal recreation, which has 

to be planned and must have time allocated for it.  It is often predictable, methodical 

and may have a regular timetable.  It is also likely to include association with others.  

                                                           
11

 E. P. Thompson, óTime, work-discipline, and industrial capitalismô Past & Present, 38 (December 

1967), p. 60. 
12

 Eric J. Evans and Jeffrey Richards, A social history of Britain in postcards 1870-1930 (London, 

1980), p. 103. 
13

 Although this particular term was first coined in 1905 by Max Weber in The Protestant ethic and 

the spirit of capitalism, its essential tenets had been endorsed from the time of the 

Reformation onwards.  
14

 C. P. Hill,  British economic and social history 1700-1982 (London, 1985), pp. 220-221. 
15

 See p. 13. 
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Unorganised leisure, on the other hand, is casual and free and easy and, in 

contemporary terms at least, may even be morally lax.  It is often a solitary pursuit, 

although not always. 

Another distinction can be drawn ï between older (and therefore ótraditionalô) and 

newer, óinnovativeô forms of leisure. The latter became more accessible during the 

second half of our period of interest because of new technology and improved 

disposable income.  As Emma Griffin points out, however: 

with so much of the country effectively untouched by the onset of industrialisation we are 

forced to concede that our understanding of the ways in which economic conditions have 

historically influenced cultural practice still remains limited in the extreme.
16

 

Social structure 

It is necessary to have a clear definition of the ñworking classò, but this is also 

challenging.  The idea of social class is extremely complex; nevertheless, the idea of 

three broad  strata of society ï upper, middle and lower (or working class) ï forms a 

useful starting point for discussion.
17

  These strata are commonly defined as 

economic or (less frequently) cultural groups.  Originating in Marxist theory, the 

simplicity of such a scheme was increasingly challenged in the 1970s and 80s by 

academics on the left as well as the right.  It was mooted that each echelon of society 

had its own complex hierarchy, rooted in income and appreciation.
18

  Moreover, 

although the upper class still endured, the First World War unsettled the British class 

system, as the middle classes began to impinge on the classes both above and below 

them.
19

  Among sociologists, these interesting but difficult questions have been the 

subject of much deliberation.
20

  For the purposes of this thesis, however, and in order 

to avoid becoming overinvolved in detail, the straightforward Marxist definition of 

the working class is used:  ó...that class of modern wage labourers who, having no 

means of production of their own, are reduced to selling their labour power in order 

                                                           
16

 Emma Griffin, óPopular culture in industrializing Englandô, Historical Journal, 45:3 (2002), p. 623. 
17

 Christensen and Levinson, Encyclopedia of community (Thousand Oaks, Calif., 2003), pp. 189-191.    
18

 Lawrence James, The middle class, a history (London, 2006), pp. 253, 273. 
19

 A. J. P. Taylor, English history, 1914-1945 (Oxford, 1965), p. 173. 
20

 For some examples, see the work of Pierre Bourdieu, Stanley Aronowitz, and T. H. Marshall among 

others.  
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to live.ô
21

  For the rural working class this description thus includes agricultural 

labourers but not their employers, the farmers.  Because of their similar income and 

hours of work, however, the definition has to be expanded a little to include village 

artisans ï those skilled in different crafts such as blacksmithing, saddlery, 

wheelwrighting and so on ï even though many were self-employed and therefore did 

have ómeans of production of their ownô.  Rural working women formed part of this 

class, especially in the earlier part of the period I am addressing.  They were a vital 

part of village economy, doing field work, keeping poultry, gleaning, working as 

charwomen, taking in washing or occasionally dress-making.
22

   

Methodology 

One approach to the theme of this thesis would be to break it down into its various 

aspects and deal comprehensively with a defined and limited number of these, for 

example fairs, village brass bands, annual celebrations (Christmas, May Day, Sunday 

School anniversary), to suggest just a few.  If this policy was followed, the majority 

of the remaining components of the subject would generally be ignored.  The result 

would be like a completed jigsaw with many pieces missing.  Thus the perspective of 

the subject would be limited and possibly distorted.  If, however, the subject is dealt 

with broadly, the various leisure activities would still be considered meticulously, 

although necessarily less exhaustively.      

Borsay agrees with this latter approach to a certain extent: 

surely it would make more sense to study, as most have done, the separate areas that 

constitute recreation.  But this poses a problem, where to stop?  If sport, why not soccer, 

bowls, curling, angling, or horse racing  é  all these forms of leisure possess their own 

separate organizations, rules and rituals.  However, these categories can easily become 

prisons, narrowing the vision to the point at which study becomes a closed system in which 

the chronicling of arcane conventions, extraordinary events, superstars é [is] justified in 

their own terms.  If meaningful analysis is to take place, a line has to be drawn between 

categorization and generalization.
23

 

                                                           
21

 Note by Friedrich Engels to the 1888 English edition of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 'Manifesto 

of the Communist Party' in Selected works (London, 1943), vol. 1, p. 204. 
22

 Seebohm Rowntree and Kendall, How the labourer lives (London, 1913), pp. 87, 94, 129, 151, 171, 

199. 
23

 Borsay, A history of leisure, pp. xiv-xv. 
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In other words, a happy medium between the two should be the aim.  This thesis 

attempts to follow this advice, not only by examining certain discrete recreational 

activities in detail but also by putting these activities firmly in the context of the 

daily life of their participants.  

A serious research challenge is how to discover the actual activities of the poorer 

classes.  These have left fewer traces than their wealthier neighbours, who not only 

often wrote diaries, journals, letters and autobiographies which have been preserved, 

but also were more frequently recorded in pictures and newspaper reports.  

Nevertheless, it is possible to discover salient facts, not so much about individual 

members of the working classes as about this level of society as a whole.   

In this respect, perhaps the most valuable resource is contemporary newspapers, 

although when first consulting them, the historian may feel overwhelmed by the 

sheer amount of information available.
24

  In East Anglia alone, for example, in the 

Victorian period, Eastern Daily Press (founded in 1871), Norfolk Chronicle and 

Norwich Gazette (1769), Norfolk Herald (1867), Norfolk Mail (1876), Norwich 

Mercury (1713?) and Norfolk News (1845) were just six of the many available 

periodicals available to the public.
25

  In addition, there were numerous local 

newspapers, such as Cromer and North Walsham Post (1890), Dereham and 

Fakenham Times (1880), Diss Express (1864), Downham Market Gazette (1879), 

Lynn Journal (1875) and Yarmouth and Gorleston Times (1880). 

The researcher has to address the problem of where to begin to search this 

embarrassment of riches.  One immediate aspect of his investigations is the 

availability of copies of these publications.  A search in the British Library 

newspaper catalogue reveals about three hundred Norfolk titles, but a positive 

                                                           
24

 Historians who have benefitted from the evidence found in newspapers include MacMaster, óThe 

battle for Mousehold Heathô, Past & Present, 127 (1990), p. 121 and thirteen further 

newspaper references throughout the article; Gary Moses, óReshaping rural culture?  The 

Church of England and hiring fairs in the East Riding of Yorkshire c. 1850-80ô Rural History 

(2002), 13:1, p. 80 and ninety-four further newspaper references; S. A. Caunce, óThe hiring 

fairs of northern England, 1890-1930ô, Past & Present, 217:1 (2012), p. 221 and ten further 

newspaper references. 
25

 The dates indicate their foundation.  For a comprehensive list of local newspapers published 

between 1700 and 1900, see Rex Stedman, Vox populi.  The Norfolk newspaper press, 1760-

1900 (Thesis for the Fellowship of the Library Association, 1971). 
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decision was made to examine the newspapers available in Norfolk archives.
26

  It is 

probable that these had the greatest circulation and would represent local opinion 

most accurately.  A sampling strategy was adopted, because it would have been 

impracticable to read every issue of the chosen newspapers.  Copies from two or 

three months about every five years were scanned, for example, January, April and 

September 1840, then February, May and October 1845 and so on.  By this method 

the researcher can be reasonably confident that he has found the great majority of the 

seasonal events reported. 

There are other important sources of evidence.  Diaries were not usually written by 

members of the working classes, particularly in the earlier part of the period under 

discussion, and those few which were composed have seldom survived.
27

  The 

diaries consulted for this study were written principally by farmers (rural middle 

class), keeping a record of their work, and incidentally adding tantalising snippets of 

information about how they and their labourers spent what little free time they had.  

Other diarists included clergymen and ógentlewomenô, who occasionally described 

their part in organising outings or entertainments for their less affluent neighbours.  

The fact that workersô diaries are particularly difficult to find presents one of the 

difficulties of this research.  In addition, diary entries about workersô activities could 

be regarded as unsubstantiated testimony, which ideally should be confirmed from 

another source.  Clearly, newspaper reports could be similarly assessed.  Parish 

magazines published by local churches nationwide for over one hundred and fifty 

years are also an effective source of information, and in Norfolk a good selection has 

survived.
28

 

Photographs must not be ignored, and Norfolk is fortunate in its online collection, 

Picture Norfolk, a digital archive of historical images recording the development of 

the county up to the present day.
29

  The main drawback in the use of early 

photographs is in their uneven coverage of their period, due to their variable survival.  

Even so, they allow the researcher glimpses of the reality experienced by local 

                                                           
26

 http://catalogue.bl.uk 
27

 Steinitz, Time, space, and gender in the nineteenth-century British diary (New York, 2011), p. 7. 
28

 http://www.cofe.anglican.org/about/diocesesparishes/parishmags/history.html. 
29

 http://www.picture.norfolk.gov.uk 



Introduction 

 

9 

 

people, and a single photograph is sometimes more enlightening than a whole written 

chapter and can link óthe material world to ordinary written sourcesô.
30

   

Other resources include the records of organisations formed to foster particular 

recreations.  Examples include the Cyclistsô Touring Club, the Mothersô Union, and 

the Womenôs Institute.  Local records of all these are held in the Norfolk Record 

Office, which also cares for documents concerning rural Working Menôs Clubs and 

Friendly Societies (both had a strong social element), reading rooms, bowling and 

quoit clubs, cricket clubs and football clubs.  Those local estate archives in private 

hands can be accessed with permission and provide information unavailable 

elsewhere.
31

 

Some records, however, are available only in national collections; for example, the 

documents of the National Fairground Archive at the University of Sheffield 

comprise a unique collection of material dealing with the culture and history of 

travelling fairs from the 1800s to the present day.  Particularly useful for this study is 

an almost complete run of the trade journal Merry-go-round, which gives accurate 

dates for the appearance in Norfolk of, for example, bioscope shows and a scenic 

railway.  Ephemera ï posters advertising circuses, funfairs and other local events, 

postcards or tickets to special occasions, membership cards for reading rooms, 

cricket teams and various local organisations ï can occasionally be found in record 

offices and often give useful information.  The use of the social research 

organisation, Mass Observation, was considered.  As it was founded as late as 1937, 

however, its benefit to this thesis would have been minimal, and it was regretfully 

rejected. 

Oral history may contribute significantly to the researcherôs objectives as a means of 

accessing recollections unobtainable in other ways; it can preserve the experiences of 

people who perhaps have neither the skill nor the aspiration to write down their 

memories.  This is particularly important historically in the case of members of the 

working class, whose literacy may have been limited.  The impact of a range of 

significant movements of social change on these people and their families (hitherto 
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difficult to assess) may become clear through recorded interviews.
32

  These can be 

retrieved through audio collections such as that housed at the Norfolk Record Office 

and also through transcribed and published compilations, for instance the 

countrywide efforts in the 1970s and 1990s of Womenôs Institutes, which collected 

local reminiscences by individual county.
33

  These memories extend back in some 

cases to the 1880s, giving first-hand evidence of contemporary rural life.  Particular 

oral transcriptions also exist, but it must be remembered that although sincere, 

memories may be inexact or even erroneous and therefore must be used carefully, 

with perhaps other forms of evidence to confirm their accuracy.
34

 

In addition to documents pertaining to leisure activities there are those which relate 

to associated places or structures.  Authentication of these can be found in plans 

(sometimes for buildings no longer in existence), contemporary Ordnance Survey 

maps, correspondence, bills, Charity Commission schemes, insurance policies. These 

were especially useful for proving the existence of certain reading rooms.  In fact the 

only proof of the establishment of a particular reading room may occur in a bill for 

its construction, or its indication in an O.S. map.
35

 

Lateral thinking is vital in using all these sources, as evidence is often available only 

in this indirect way.  Commercial directories and census returns, produced 

decennially from 1841 onwards, were used with care, often yielding a wealth of 

occupational detail.  Information to be extracted from Parliamentary papers is not 

always easy to uncover, but undoubtedly persistence is worthwhile, as irrefutable 

testimony of important rural social changes can be revealed.  Parliamentary papers 

do not always cover the whole country; nonetheless they can help to develop a 

general picture of conditions in the countryside at a specific time, giving an 

immediacy not easily obtainable elsewhere.  Early films proved to be disappointing 

                                                           
32
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as a resource, as they were not particular enough for this study, tending to 

concentrate more on urban leisure.   

Secondary sources come in different forms in this digital age.  The Internet is a prime 

source of information, although it must be used with great caution.  Books, articles, 

dissertations and theses on specific aspects of leisure provide significant 

corroboration of particular points of interest. The specific methodologies used for 

researching individual aspects of rural leisure are described in later chapters of this 

thesis. 

In order to set the wider context in which leisure activities occurred, there follows a 

short consideration of the main contributory influences ï agriculture, religion and 

social change ï and their general effect on communities. 

Agriculture 

During the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century, advances in agriculture and a 

growing market provided by an expanding population, large-scale urbanisation and 

industrialisation brought in a ógolden ageô for farmers.  Apart from some minor 

fluctuations, Norfolk prospered due to its position in the vanguard of agricultural 

improvements.  Indications of success were apparent everywhere, except in the 

poorest workersô homes.  Sheep and crops of grain, roots and pulses all flourished in 

different areas according to soil type.
36

   

From the 1870s, agriculture was affected by a succession of failed harvests, and, 

above all, by cheap imports of American wheat and Australian beef, mutton and 

wool.
37

  There was a significant shift, even in the arable districts of eastern England, 

from growing cereals to permanent pasture.
38

  In a few districts, characterised by 

particularly infertile soils, such as Breckland, some land went out of cultivation 
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altogether.
39

 As one observer commented, óI é saw fields once arable but which 

now have ceased to grow any crop but thistleséô
40

  Landowners, of whom there 

were 10,096 in Norfolk in 1873, were especially concerned, as rents declined 

sharply, farms increasingly changed hands, old loyalties were dissolved and 

standards deteriorated:
 41 

 

the land will be run with its labour bill brought down to an irreducible minimum; the hay and 

straw will be sold off it instead of going back to the soil as manure, weeds will be left to 

seed, drains to choke é it will need capital, skill, and six or eight year of time to bring them 

[the deteriorated acres] round.
42

  

Nevertheless, the picture was not one of unrelieved gloom, and as elsewhere, Norfolk 

farmers diversified: 

nearly all the landholders é had another trade which they combined with farming. é One is 

a builder as well as a farmer, and another é does é a good deal of carting.
43

 

These alternative occupations, including dairying, orchards and market gardening, 

expanded rapidly in the inter-war years, particularly where there were good rail links 

to towns and cities.
44

  Although it had served Norfolk for over 200 years, the four-

course rotation system (based on turnips, clover, barley and wheat) was changed by 

the adoption of sugar beet as a major crop.  The number of sheep diminished, while 

the number of dairy cattle increased.
45

 

Already, before the start of the depression, workers had been leaving the countryside 

ï in East Anglia as elsewhere ï to seek a better life in urban and industrial areas, or 

in the colonies.  The national rural population decreased by almost half from 40.1% 
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in 1861 to 21.9% in 1911.
46

  Compared with other occupations, agricultural 

labourersô wages were the lowest in the country, and as a result impoverishment was 

extensive.
47

  The exodus increased significantly from the late nineteenth century.  

Agricultural labourersô wages rose from about 11s in the 1870s to a maximum of Ã2 

5s per week in the 1920s, although they remained low by urban standards.
48

  

Villagers continued to migrate to towns, where not only wages but also housing 

conditions were better.
49

  Fewer farm workers were needed, decreasing in Norfolk by 

10,000 between 1929 and 1942.  These trends, combined with the expansion of 

towns and suburbs, ensured that by 1991 90% of the total population lived in urban 

areas.
50

  At the same time, with improvements in transport systems ï especially the 

introduction of bus services ï village self-sufficiency slowly but surely became a 

past tradition. 

The variety of communities in Norfolk was large.  Rural villages were the norm, 

interspersed by the occasional market town.  Some areas comprised estates owned by 

the gentry, while elsewhere small owner-occupiers farmed the land.  The contrasting 

attitudes of those with power towards social customs and particularly towards 

providing various amenities ï schools, almshouses, reading rooms, etc. ï ensured 

markedly different levels of local services from district to district.
51

 

Religion 

After a period of decline, Nonconformity experienced a revival in the 1820s.
52

  Lack 

of premises did not deter the worshippersô fervour.  In Lavengro (1851), George 

Borrow described an open-air meeting in Norfolk: 

 é then there was a cry for a hymn é Everybody joined in it: there were voices of all kinds, 
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of men, of women, and of children é  The crowd consisted entirely of the lower classes é ï 

é unwashed people, people of no account whatever, and yet they did not look a mob.
53

 

In due course chapels were built in most centres of population, enthusiastically 

supported by their adherents, often labourers or artisans.
54 

 

The rapid growth of nonconformism in the nineteenth century came about to a large 

extent because of the Established Churchôs neglect of the needs of the common 

working people.  The ordinary parish clergyman was frequently unable to connect 

with them.  This left a gap, and nonconformity took advantage of this.
55

  Its beliefs 

and doctrines appealed to the less well educated sections of society; indeed, one 

early history of Primitive Methodism claimed that they attracted people hitherto 

uninfluenced by religious practices.
56

  This enthusiasm spread, in spite of local 

persecution during the decades up to 1870.
57

  One result was that thousands of 

working people nationwide set about bringing the essential tenets of religion, as they 

saw them, to local children.  Consequently, national membership of Sunday Schools 

of all denominations soared from almost half a million in 1831 to three and a half 

million in 1870.
58

  As these schools taught basic reading as well as Christian 

principles, this escalation brought about some increase in young peopleôs literacy 

before the introduction of compulsory education.
59

 

Primitive Methodists especially flourished, claiming a national membership of 

132,000 in 1860, with more than 70 chapels being built in Norfolk during the 

following two decades.
60 

  The connection with politics of Baptists and Methodists 
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did not endear them to the establishment.  Methodists were in close contact with the 

working classes and were leaders in early trade unionism, Joseph Arch, the founder 

of the National Agricultural Labourersô Union (1872), being a Primitive Methodist.
61

  

By the turn of the century, however, the increasing affluence and involvement in 

business of their members weakened their earlier radicalism, and they became an 

accepted part of rural life.  As the new century advanced, politics became 

subordinate to the spiritual aspects of religious life.  The churchesô social control, 

previously such a strong force, became a minor influence.
62

 

In the meantime incumbents of the established church were suffering from dwindling 

incomes.  H. Rider Haggard commented in 1898: óthe losses of country clergymen é 

are not confined to the wasting of their tithe. é the glebe land is either thrown on to 

their hands or must be re-let at a great reductionô.
63

 

This was confirmed by Augustus Jessopp, Rector of Scarning: óthe é difficulty is 

the want of money.  We é are é living from hand to mouth, and it is sometimes all 

but impossible to raise ten or twelve pounds in an impoverished country parish for 

anythingô.
64

 

This lack of funds varied.  Rectors and vicars received substantially different 

stipends.  The size of the living in terms of income and property also varied.  In the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, several clergy funded the building of schools 

and occasionally reading rooms.  Many neglected churches were restored, paid for by 

local landowners, the clergy themselves or by public subscription combined with 

fundraising.
65 

 

Time for leisure? 

For as long as records have been kept, evidence has been found of the need for 

people to escape from their normal routine to engage in a different kind of activity.  
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Many examples exist of the desire to engage in pursuits other than those compulsory 

to work.
66

  During the first half of our period of interest, poverty and long hours of 

labour for the most part constrained the ócommon peopleô to what might be termed 

very basic leisure activities ï drinking, sports and sex.  Although they took part in 

everyday uncomplicated activities, they nevertheless also enjoyed a variety of 

pursuits at various times of the year.  Borsay introduces the idea that: óworkers, 

willy -nilly, would carve out leisure time, however restricted the structure of work 

that surrounded themô, and this seems plausible, for human nature needs the promise 

of something to look forward to during the grind of unremitting toil.
67

   

Although the working classes ócarved outô time for leisure, that time was nonetheless 

extremely limited.  This is arguably in direct contrast with the situation of their 

forebears, and it may be a myth that working hours have steadily decreased because 

of the advent of technology.  It has been suggested that in the fourteenth century, the 

average labourer in England worked 1,440 hours annually, while his counterpart in 

1840 worked between 3,105 and 3,588 hours, making what little free time he had 

very precious indeed.
68

  Even if these statistics are debatable (because collection of 

statistics in the United Kingdom only became systematic in 1856), the general trend 

suggested is probably correct ï work time had increased gradually over time.
69

 

Daily hours of work were very long.  Teammen on the farm, in charge of horses, 

started at 5 a.m., while agricultural labourers worked from daybreak or 6 a.m. in 

summer.  In winter they finished at 3 p.m., however, as daylight extended, so did the 

hours, with harvesting requiring labour from dawn to dusk.
70

  Even after 

mechanisation of agricultural work, which theoretically allowed more leisure time, 

Bennett upheld the idea that óthe [working] hours today [1914] are usually longer 

than they were three centuries ago!ô
71
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Of course, in some occupations labour was not controlled by the clock, but by the 

obligations of the allotted work.  Obvious examples are those of the domestic 

servant, at the beck and call of his or her master, and also the agricultural labourer, 

where the different seasonal tasks ruled his day.
72

  Even here, however, with the 

invention of steam power and later the internal combustion engine, the time needed 

for many agricultural tasks in the second half of the nineteenth century and early 

twentieth century was gradually reduced. Consequently, it eventually became 

possible to decrease labourersô working hours, thus gradually reversing the purported 

national trend mentioned above.  This reduction was due also in no small part to the 

exertions of the fledgling agricultural labourersô trade union movement in the early 

1870s.
73

  Norfolk was particularly in the forefront of political agitation concerned 

with improving the lot of agricultural labourers.  Not only were those in Norfolk 

among the most poorly paid in the country, a fact which itself engendered discontent, 

but also only in this county did the National Agricultural Labourersô Union survive 

with enough vigour to elect Joseph Arch, its founder, as Member of Parliament for 

North-West Norfolk in 1885.
74

 

Eventually the shortage of labourers caused by the drift of manpower to the towns to 

find better paid employment meant that those remaining in the countryside could 

start to specify their own conditions of work.
75

  The gradual and wide-ranging 

general reduction in working hours in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

opened the way by degrees to changes in workersô lifestyles, allowing them to 

participate in what has been termed as nonwork (a combination of free time and 

unpaid labour time).
76

 

Social change 

In 1848 Cecil Frances Alexander (1818-1895) wrote the famous hymn All things 

bright and beautiful, which contained the verse: 
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The rich man in his castle, 

The poor man at his gate, 

God made them, high and lowly, 

And orderôd their estate.                                                          

This divine endorsement of the class system sums up a prevalent contemporary way 

of thinking.  According to some academics, working people had a distinct sense of 

social class, which affected everything they did.  Explaining this, Peter Borsay 

suggests that they had óa sense of ñthemò and ñusò, and among the latter a ñgroup 

warmthò ô and that they were órough, raucous, earthy, concrete, anti-intellectual é 

[and took] pleasure in the gaudy and effusive.ô
77

  These traits are found in many 

accounts of their recreational pursuits throughout our period.  In the mid-nineteenth 

century there was an enormous gulf between the rich and the poor, and the plight of 

the ópoor man at his gateô began to affect the conscience of many people, leading to 

an era of concentrated beneficence throughout the country, albeit with expectations 

of deference in return.
78

  Subsequently, higher wages and consequently higher levels 

of disposable income, combined with falling prices, gradually led to improved 

standards of living.
79

  Statutory limitations on hours of work had also been 

introduced, while the Bank Holidays Act (1871) provided for six holidays during the 

year.
80

  In the Norfolk countryside, these conditions were not universal, although 

agricultural workersô wages were reasonably stable, in spite of the depression of the 

late nineteenth century.
81

  Leisure possibilities hitherto unknown became available.  

There were greater opportunities for physical movement, resulting first from railways 

and later from bicycles and motor transport.  The stern principles of duty, thrift and 

hard work, so assiduously promoted by individuals like Samuel Smiles (1812-1904), 

were gradually relaxed, as society became more flexible in its attitudes.
82

  By 1870 

even Sunday entertainment, which had been attacked during the earlier part of 

Victoriaôs reign, became the norm with excursion trains being laid on, and bands 
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playing in the parks.
83

  The surge of inventions further produced the phonograph 

(1877), cinema (1890s onward), telephone (1900s), radio (1920s) and later television 

(1936).  Some of these are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4 of this thesis. 

In discussions of all these changes it is easy to lose sight of how they affected the 

average individual.  Let us take a typical village 

inhabitant as an example.  This is Mr Bob Rythorne 

(Figure 1).
84

  The only information we have about 

him is on the label attached to this portrait: óBob 

Rythorne aged 78 who started as a farm labourer at 

6 years and worked for 66 years at Heacham to 

1925ô.  He was therefore born about 1847, and his 

life covers most of our period of scrutiny.  Typical 

of thousands of rural workers throughout Norfolk, 

he represents all those who are the focus of this 

study.  It is the purpose of this thesis to explore and 

explain what recreational opportunities, if any, were possible for people like Bob, 

and to investigate how these were exploited or why they were rejected. 

The information emerging from this research suggests that the power to make 

decisive decisions affecting the proletariat gradually passed from the upper and 

middle classes to those most concerned with the results of those decisions.  As Mike 

Huggins points out, working-class people gained the ability óto be active in the 

making of their own leisureô, and óany attempt to impose a moral and reforming 

hegemony clearly failedô.
85

  This happened in every aspect of their lives and by 

means of detailed analysis is demonstrated time and again within different leisure 

pursuits throughout this thesis.  As we shall see, the working classes grasped their 

new found autonomy with both hands, eventually becoming more self-reliant and 

independent. 
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Chapter 2.  Historiography of rural working class leisure 

In research the horizon recedes as we advance and is no nearer at sixty than it was at twenty. 

é Research is always incomplete.
1
 

In this chapter a survey is given of the academic literature concerned with the topic 

of the recreational activities of the rural working classes.  The phenomenal rise in 

interest in the history of leisure generally in the second half of the twentieth century 

is described, and attention is drawn to some imbalance in research dealing with rural 

recreation.  The scarcity of extant sources available to the historian investigating 

rural workers is noted, as this fact may have deterred researchers in the past from 

focussing on this specific aspect.   

About two hundred years ago the history of sport and recreation began to attract the 

interest not of the great historians of the day, but rather that of keen amateur 

antiquaries, such as Joseph Strutt (1749-1802).
2
  Further historiographical forays into 

the world of leisure during the nineteenth century very often took the form of an 

interest in local practices and customs and were made principally by collectors of 

folklore, superstition and beliefs, John Glyde (1823-1905) being the prime example 

in a Norfolk context.
3
  Initially these studies were confined to the traditions of the 

working classes, particularly the rural working classes, whose distinctive customs 

and values emphasised their identity.  This country-wide interest led to the formation 

of The Folklore Society in 1878, whose concern was as much anthropological as 

folkloric.  

Up to the middle of the twentieth century, however, professional historians generally 

disregarded leisure as a significant subject for historical research.  It was perhaps 

considered too trivial for serious consideration, when compared with the established 

themes of political, constitutional, administrative, diplomatic or economic history 
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and was given merely a passing mention in studies in the emerging field of social 

history, which had its own difficulties of relationship with the other historical 

disciplines, especially political history, to which I shall return later.
4
   

There then evolved a movement of new writing on leisure, which built to a crescendo 

at the turn of the twenty-first century, with the realisation that the topic was a 

suitable and therefore important and challenging subject for study.
5
  The early 

researchers approached the fresh area of enquiry with enthusiasm.  Robert 

Malcolmson, indeed, hardly paused to explain what leisure meant to him in his 

investigations, before launching into a detailed description of the effect of 

industrialisation on recreation in England.
6
  Further historians explored the field, 

emphasising the changes in recreational practice brought about by Englandôs 

expanding economy resulting from the Industrial Revolution; they also stressed the 

enormous impact of railways on leisure, which, opening up the countryside, 

encouraged changes in leisure habits.
7
  This research, however, centred mostly on the 

urban, industrial scene, with some notable exceptions; Anthony Veal is therefore 

exactly right, when he concludes that óstudents [that is, historians] of leisure and 
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work came to see contemporary forms of leisure and work as a product of industrial 

development, with only a hazy impression being gained of work and leisure in non-

industrial societies.ô
8
 

Barry Reay has argued strongly that the nouveau riche urbanites were better served 

in terms of leisure provision than their country cousins: óthose who lived in the cities 

and large towns had greater choice [of leisure activities].  Consequently, the é 

increased spending power associated with the labour of new wage-earners was 

disproportionately an urban affairô.
9
 

Bob Bushaway, moreover, has suggested that in the course of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries the burgeoning capitalism of England gradually extended to the 

countryside, causing a rift between the poorest people and the richer landocracy, thus 

affecting rustic traditions.
10

  Reay also identifies the subject area which has not 

attracted the attention of historians: 

é the history of rural leisure in Victorian and Edwardian England forms something of a 

historiographical vacuum between the agreed richness of the early modern period (with its 

feasts, fairs, wakes and ales) and the urban/industrial focus of the organized sports of the 

later nineteenth century.
11

 

Over thirty years earlier, this situation had been clearly signalled by Gareth Stedman 

Jones, when he included óthe ideologies of poor villagers, [and] rural craftsmenô in 

his argument for further research: 

far more attention has been paid to the ways in which entrepreneurs or the propertied classes 

attempted to change popular uses of leisure time than to the ways in which craftsman, artisan 

or working-class activists attempted to organise their non-work time or sought to re-orientate 

the use of non-work time by others. é 
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It is a major step forward to have opened up this vast area of social history ï é [enabling] us 

to re-examine é labour history in the light of a much broader knowledge of the ideologies of 

poor villagers, rural craftsmen, manufacturing artisans, factory and casual labourers.
12

 

Jones continued his argument by suggesting that our knowledge of these óideologiesô 

was still incomplete and inadequate.  Since he wrote these words in 1977, great 

strides have been made in leisure historiography, as Borsay points out.
13

  

Nonetheless, in spite of Jonesôs strong indication of a gap in historical research, the 

situation with regard to rural leisure was largely ignored during the following thirty 

years.  It is therefore Reayôs óhistoriographical vacuumô which presents the challenge 

that I wish to address, concentrating on the regional study of Norfolk and extending 

the period beyond the Edwardian era to the beginning of the Second World War.    

Many aspects of leisure are common to both urban and rural people, and one 

particular characteristic invited interest, when, óborrowingô sociological ideas, it was 

realised that the concept of leisure presupposes the existence of work, and this 

interdependence of leisure and work has attracted some attention comparatively 

recently.
14

  

Drink, or rather the evil of drunkenness among the proletariat in both town and 

country, was a source of much public debate in the nineteenth century, and this led to 

the rise of the worldwide temperance movement.  This feature of leisure has been 

dealt with by many historians, including the relatively recent work by John 

Greenaway, James Nicholls and Henry Yeomans.
15

  The process of social control 

and class conflict over this and other types of uncontrolled recreation has attracted 
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the attention of historians, attempting to analyse the tensions arising from competing 

social and economic factors in society.
16

 

A more optimistic idea of the progress of humanity, explored by Norbert Elias, has 

been used to explain not only the gradual óimprovementô in manners but also the 

reduction in brutality in society during the nineteenth century, while at the same time 

the immense influence of the upper classesô social control of the workers was 

acknowledged.
17

  In leisure practices this is exemplified in the increase in gentler 

pursuits such as football, cricket, fishing, bowling, cycling and even reading and the 

decrease in cruel ósportsô such as badger baiting, cock fighting and dog fights, 

encouraged by the passing of the Cruelty to Animals Act in 1835.
18 

  Many of these 

diversions have their own specialist historians, whose individual input to the 

historiographical scene, when integrated into the wider picture, gives his/her own 

particular slant on the whole subject.
19

 

Besides the collection of customs and folklore mentioned above, in the last quarter of 

the twentieth century local histories of specific sports appeared, and these gave some 

idea of varied regional preferences and occasionally of limitations to what was 

possible in certain geographical areas.
20

  Like folklore practices, these recreations 
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often highlighted local individuality, underlining significant differences in economic 

activity and social structure. 

Attitudes to historical writing have changed radically over the past seventy years.  

With historiansô acceptance of social history and more specifically leisure as a 

óproperô subject for investigation came a desire to use more sophisticated methods of 

enquiry, which were at one and the same time more scrupulous and more laborious.  

Descriptive techniques were no longer considered sufficient.  To achieve a balanced 

methodology, concepts and methods were óborrowedô from various social sciences, 

mainly sociology, anthropology and demography ï even political science was 

occasionally involved.
21

  This interdisciplinary approach was spearheaded by Keith 

Thomas in a seminal essay entitled óThe tools and the jobô published in the Times 

Literary Supplement in 1966 as part of a collection of eight articles by leading 

historians, including E. J. Hobsbawm and E. P. Thompson, in a special issue named 

New ways in history.
22

  The idea of using other disciplines for guidance was 

innovative at the time, although it is now regarded as an axiomatic principle of 

historical study.  In 1970 the appearance of the first volume of the Journal of 

interdisciplinary history, directly inspired by New ways in history, did not resolve the 

divide between those historians who readily accepted interdisciplinarity and those 

who did not. This dissension, however, had mainly disappeared by the 1990s, when 

most historians were happy to take advantage of its benefits.
23

 

In 2007 Jeffrey Wasserstrom related the recent progress of the discipline, detailing its 

unforeseen and therefore unexpected changes since the publication of New ways in 

history.  The first of these was the decline in interest in historical quantification or 

cliometrics, which although still used, does not, as previously anticipated, have a 

place in the forefront of research, thus dashing the hope that history would at last be 
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a scientific discipline, uncoloured by personal bias.
24

  Another unanticipated change 

has been the shift of attention from class to race and gender, the latter understandable 

in the light of increasing consideration of multiculturalism and feminism in society in 

general.
25

 

These new ways of writing history, as inspired by the innovators of the 1960s 

onwards, have many merits.  Nevertheless too much revisionism may lead to a 

situation where historians óthrow away the baby with the bathwaterô; or more exactly, 

what is essential or valuable may be rejected along with the inessential or useless.  It 

would be a matter of regret and even reproach to refuse to recognise the value of the 

contribution made by such great historians of the past as W. L. Burn, George Kitson 

Clark
 
and G. M. Trevelyan.

26 
  

Focusing my attention on the working class as a group, to some extent, returns to an 

earlier tradition in history of studying óhistory from belowô, an approach stimulated 

by the founding of both the academic journal Past & Present in 1952 and the History 

Workshop in 1966, which initiated its journal History Workshop Journal ten years 

later.
27

  The founders of Past & Present included a number of Marxist historians, 

including E. P. Thompson, Christopher Hill and E. J. Hobsbawm, who highlighted 

the various ways in which the powerless working classes were restricted by the long 

established practices of society.  These historians needed imagination, creativity and 

ingenuity, in order to extract evidence from documents where that evidence was 

marginal and had previously been completely ignored.
28

  Besides being imaginative 

and creative, they were nevertheless also rigorous and objective in their pursuit of 

almost inaccessible testimony.  This is especially difficult when researching the rural 

working class, as there are even fewer existing records giving information of this 

particular section of society.   
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Working women played an important economic role in rural society.   Contemporary 

sexual politics, however, particularly during the early part of our period, meant that 

menôs leisure practices were unlike those experienced by women, and this has 

interested some historians.
29

  Yet again, however, the rural aspect has been largely 

neglected, leaving a void needing to be filled.   

As Keith Sandiford pointed out as long ago as 1981, leisure of all kinds was such a 

vital part of everyday life that it could not be disregarded in an investigation of the 

culture of the time.
30

  This idea is just as true today.  The study of recreation and 

pastimes gives evidence of the increasing use of technology and, importantly, reveals 

the attitudes of both the élite and the workers towards morality, fairness, class, 

decency and restraint.  More specifically, examination of the leisure of the rural 

working classes opens a new window into their lives, giving us hitherto unidentified 

insights into social and economic change in the countryside. 
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Chapter 3.  Traditional leisure and its critics 

Rural recreations before and during the Victorian era. 

Before the great changes brought about by the impact of technology in the 

countryside, the regularly recurring events of the agricultural year were of prime 

importance and dictated either when more hours of labour were essential, allowing 

very little leeway for leisure, or when the farm routine was less demanding, making 

some free time available.  Work was much more intensive at times of seed sowing 

and harvesting, but during the periods immediately after these concentrated episodes 

of exertion, labourers set to enjoying themselves with extra gusto, and these 

celebratory times became accepted as customary and eventually traditional.  May 

Day and harvest home are two examples of this.  Disorder and drunkenness were 

common features of many recreations uncontrolled by those in power, and this 

situation was a source of growing concern to the authorities in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries.
1
 

Harvest home with its tradition of ólargesseô often resulted in unruly drunken frolics 

in the local alehouse, and evidence of this and other misdemeanours due to the 

ómisuseô of leisure is regularly found in the records of contemporary civil and 

ecclesiastical courts.
2
  In an effort to reduce misconduct, this essentially secular 

custom was gradually replaced by a religious harvest festival, and this dispossession 

reflected the increasing social regulation practised by both church and landowners.  

The church year itself had an impact on leisure.  The principal holy days (holidays) 

were observed ï Christmas, Shrovetide, Easter and Whitsuntide, together with local 

patronal saintsô days (for instance, any church dedicated to St. Giles would celebrate 

its patronal festival on 1 September).
3
  These major festivities continued in spite of 

the fact that the Reformation of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had been 

hostile to saints, miracle plays and the ceremonial processions of the religious guilds, 

which had operated in most if not all villages.  Indeed the Reformation undermined 
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the ritual year, paving the way to the gradual predominance of regular non-spiritual 

celebrations.
4
  These included such secular events as the fair, which was a happy 

highlight of the village year, attracting itinerant showmen and traders from distant 

parts of the country.   

Fairs were generally but not exclusively held in the autumn after harvest and were 

regarded as a last opportunity for conviviality before the hardships of winter 

prevailed.  They were mostly granted by charter in the medieval period, a process 

which gave them legal status.  Besides offering recreational opportunities, they were 

of great economic importance, as a venue for sales of livestock, dairy products and 

hardware.
5
  Occurring partly for business and partly for pleasure, fairs had another 

important purpose ï that of hiring staff, and the first hiring fairs can be traced to the 

Statute of Labourers in 1351.  These Statute fairs were always regarded as 

celebratory events.
6
  They continued until the end of the nineteenth century, although 

their original purpose had been overtaken by the extra entertainment paraphernalia, 

which were prompted by the large numbers of people attending.  Some places had 

more than one fair a year.  Contemporary Norfolk directories occasionally list these.  

For example, in 1854 New Buckenham with a population of 766 could support three 

fairs each year, on the last Thursday in May and September and also on 22 

November, while Cawston, population numbering 1184, also enjoyed three fairs, on 

1 February and the last Wednesday in April and August.
7
  Although they were 

obviously popular, however, not everyone welcomed them.  In 1858 the Revd. 

Greville Chester, Rector of Farndish in Bedfordshire, represented the current opinion 

of those in positions of authority, when he preached a sermon clearly explaining the 

reasons both for the popularity of fairs and also why they should cease forthwith: 

é the farmers are content to hire them [farm servants] with little or no inquiry as to their 

character.  é  But mingled with these, thus going forth for the first time, full of hope é and 

lovely in the innocence of youth é are those to whom the ways of vice and profligacy are a 

business and a delight.  And these last é are as likely as any to obtain good places. é  In 

this way é the Statute Fair becomes a time of fiery temptation and fearful peril to the young. 
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The hirers find that the Statute Fair saves them a deal of trouble in the hiring of their 

servants, and that to go on in the old way, without inquiry or thought, saves the mind and 

conscience from many a pang and irksome scruple.  é  And to the class of farm-servants a 

day of change and amusement of any sort is pleasurable after the long, dull round of 

unrelieved toil which is the lot of too many to meet with.  Thus, those who might put a stop 

to the system do not; and thus those who are most of all injured by it use deadly poison as if 

it were wholesome food.
8  

Fairs will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter.  Other annual rural 

occasions were celebrations of New Year, Plough Monday and Midsummer.  Less 

regular were merrymakings of a different kind, to mark national events such as 

coronations, royal weddings or anniversaries, or rejoicings over military victories.  

These occasions were usually marked by extravagant feasting and drinking by all 

classes.
9
 

Visiting the public house was a common way of spending free time, and the frequent 

resulting drunkenness caused much concern to those in authority.  Nonetheless 

public houses fulfilled an important social role.  Particularly in rural areas, venues for 

meeting up with friends were rare indeed, although this was more of a problem for 

men than for women.  Unsatisfactory working class housing and the draw of 

companionship and warmth were more than sufficient additional reasons for 

spending free time there: 

men often return home in the winter evenings at between 5 and 6 oôclock.  In some cases 

they find an uncomfortable, small and crowded room, with, perhaps, a small fire, parents 

unhappily married, ill-behaved children, and other discomforts.  Here they would naturally 

have to sit till bed-time, say three or four hours of the coldest part of the day.
10  

However, these were not the only reasons for frequenting the pub.  Men were 

regarded as antisocial if they did not conform to the drinking traditions of their 

friends.  This custom was widespread during the preindustrial era and especially in 
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the early part of our period lingered in the countryside.  Giving and receiving drinks 

strengthened the social links of commitment and mutual benefit within a work 

group.
11

  As late as the 1890s leisure in village life was still a luxury unknown to 

most.
12

  In 1891 G. F. Millin toured the countryside for the Daily News, reporting 

verbatim on village life: 

ñThe people have to be up at five in the morning and é in bed by 7 or 8 oôclock.ò  This 

gentleman [a Congregational minister in rural Essex] é had tried to get up evening 

entertainments, and é to start a libraryé but he couldnôt keep an interest in it, and it had to 

be dropped.  ñThe hours of labour are so long, and the work is so heavy, that it leaves the 

people fit for nothing in the way of mental improvement at the end of the day?ò  ñIt leaves 

them fit for nothing but bed.ò
13

 

This seems extreme and is one personôs experience, although it could be indicative of 

local social conditions. 

Early opportunities for sport 

Before the Victorian era the range of recreational options had included sports for 

both participants and spectators, which today would be generally regarded as cruel or 

barbaric ï bear and bull-baiting, cock-fighting
 
, badger baiting, camping (an early 

dangerous form of football)
 
 and bare-knuckle prize-fighting

 
, cock shies

 
, dog fights, 

shin kicking, for instance.
14

  The prevalent attitude towards animals in the eighteenth 

century was outlined succinctly by the poet, William Somervile (1675-1742), in his 

poem The Chase (1735).  This explained, with what must have seemed balanced 

arguments at the time, the reasons for manôs total right to use animals as he wished: 

The brute creation are his property, 
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Subservient to his will, and for him made. 

As hurtful these he kills, as useful those 

Preserves; their sole and arbitrary king. 

Should he not kill, é 

é the teeming ravenous brutes  

Might fill the scanty space of this terrene, 

Incumbering all the globe: should not his care 

Improve his growing stock, their kinds might fail, 

Man might once more on roots and acorns feed, 

And through the deserts range, shivering, forlorn, 

Quite destitute of every solace dear, 

And every smiling gaiety of life.
15

 

Thus the idea that animals had been provided solely for manôs exploitation led 

logically to the further idea that they could be used for recreational purposes.  Is 

there, however, a sense of justification of manôs actions in these lines?  Somervile 

defends the common attitude to animals, thereby unwittingly perhaps, allowing that a 

defence is necessary.  This defence may have been an answer to some early stirrings 

of conscience within society, stirrings which culminated in the outright banning by 

law of cruelty to animals exactly a century later. 

There are various reasons why amusements involving cruelty or viciousness 

eventually became unacceptable.  Those involved with animals were particularly 

frowned upon, sometimes for practical reasons because of the rowdiness of the 

spectators rather than the suffering caused.  Gradually, however, many people began 

to be conscious of the torture these diversions were causing.  As Keith Thomas has 

argued, they became more sensitive, eventually reacting with outrage at the brutality 

involved, as demonstrated in 1803 in a poem by William Blake (1757-1827) ï óA 

robin redbreast in a cage puts all heaven in a rageô ï a completely different viewpoint 

from Somervileôs.
16

  It must be remembered that these viewpoints were those of the 

élite, and it could be argued that the attitudes of these (probably urban) protesters had 

been sanitised because they were removed from the reality existing in rural districts, 

where the basic necessity to raise and kill livestock for food inevitably blunted ófinerô 
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instincts.  If this was so, there was therefore an urban/rural divide in addition to a 

class rift.  Whatever the case may be, towards the end of the eighteenth century a 

succession of local acts attempted to suppress these entertainments.
17

  This did not 

entirely quell them, as they often had a long tradition.  Unlawful events were even 

still advertised and supported:  

April 17 [1802].ð(Advt.)  ñBear Baiting.  Henry Gerrard respectfully informs the public that 

there will be a Bear Baiting in a meadow belonging to the Ferry Farm House, Great 

Yarmouth, on Monday next, the 19th inst., in the afternoon.  Admission 1s.; 6d. to be 

returned in liquor.ò  (The baiting was prevented by the action of the county justices.)
18

 

Pub signs were another form of advertisement for the entertainment on offer.  Many 

pubs with óCockô in the title had facilities for cock fights, while the óBullô advertised 

bull-baiting and the óBearô bear-baiting. Changes in popular culture, however, caused 

some landlords to revise their private opinions.  In Wells-next-the-sea, for example, 

óThe Fighting Cocksô pub started trading in 1752 and retained its name until 1840, 

when it is possible that widely held opinion caused its renaming to óThe Leicester 

Armsô.
19

  If this was the case, other publicans were not so perceptive ï pubs named 

óThe Fighting Cocksô existed in Winfarthing in 1854 and in West Beckham and 

Burgh-next-Aylsham in 1883; in 1845 óThe Bullô could be found in Thurgarton
 
, and 

in 1854 in East Harling and Stoke Ferry.
20 

  óThe Bearô is conspicuous by its scarcity, 

being found only in Attleborough in 1854 and North Walsham from 1789 onwards.
21

  

One must not place too much importance on the fact of these names, but they are an 

interesting indication of possible previous local attractions.  

Vigorous opposition to these sports inevitably drove them óundergroundô.    

Sustained attempts were made to stop the cruelty, and many bills were presented to 

Parliament before the Cruelty to Animals Act was passed in 1835, although cock-
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fighting was not outlawed nationally until 1849.
22

  Thus pre-industrial sports 

noteworthy for their unruliness and callousness, slowly surrendered after the 1850s 

to more well-ordered and ómorally respectableô pastimes, which did not involve 

animals, such as cricket and football. 

From the Middle Ages early football had numerous forms, arguably the most 

dangerous of which was camping or campball, which was popular in East Anglia and 

mostly limited to this area and south-eastern England.
23

  It was a mixture of football, 

rugby and all-in wrestling, often played barefoot.   'Savage Camp' was a version 

where boots were worn, and it was not unknown for fatalities to occur.
24

  Place-

names reveal where this game was frequently played, as in óCamping Landô in 

Whissonsett, Norfolk.
25

  It was encouraged by the gentry, among whom was William 

Wyndham, (1750ï1810), of Felbrigg Hall near Cromer, who instigated many 

matches on his land.  In his opinion, the game ócombined all athletic excellence; é 

to excel in it, a man must be a good boxer, runner, and wrestler éô.
26

  There was 

little resemblance between this game and modern football, although as Walvin 

indicates, there is a distinct connection between the two in the strength and 

toughness, together with the skills and aims needed to play the game.
27

  The last 

recorded match was on 31 August 1831.
28

  Camping was a disorganised sport, and 

the systematic rules of football, developing along much more structured lines, were 

still in the future.  As Batchelor comments: 
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no two villages had the same rules.  No two sides agreed upon what were foul tactics and 

what was fair wear and tear.  There was a feeling in the air that someone somewhere should 

reduce the game to a uniformity.
29

 

This uniformity eventually came about with the formation of the Football 

Association in 1863, as discussed in Chapter 6 of this thesis.  

In addition to the harsh diversions described above, less disquieting recreations were 

available, for instance the annual festivals of sports organised by local 

philanthropists such as Colonel Mason in Necton, Norfolk.  His event first took place 

in 1817 and included ówrestling matches, foot-races, jingling-matches, jumping in 

sacks, wheelbarrow races, blindfold, spinning matches, whistling matches, grinning 

ditto through a horse-collar, jumping matchesô.
30

  Some of these ósportsô were 

entertaining diversions for the spectators rather than efforts towards organising 

serious track and field events for potential rural athletes.  They appealed to the more 

active sections of the community, while others were attracted by órational recreationô 

in the form of reading rooms, Mechanicsô Institutes or village social clubs.  Although 

these were often provided by benevolent well-to-do men of authority in the district, 

they rarely gave opportunities for sport.
31

 

While the further development of sporting opportunities is discussed in Chapter 6, it 

is pertinent at this point to trace the progress of two examples of early traditional 

sport ï boxing and horse racing ï which both successfully continued into the 

twentieth century. 

Boxing and prize-fighting 

Wrestling and boxing were popular in the early nineteenth century but suffered from 

the same drawbacks of disorderliness, riot and unlawful assembly as traditional 

sports involving animals.  In the 1830s an attempt at regulation was made by Charles 

Layton, who published a pamphlet illustrating the basic holds and rules of Norfolk 

wrestling.
32

  The spectacle appealed to all classes, as described by William Hazlitt, in 
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his essay The Fight (1822) which described an open-air contest in a field near 

Hungerford, Berkshire:  

the crowd was very great when we arrived on the spot; open carriages were coming up, with 

streamers flying and music playing, and the country-people were pouring in over hedge and 

ditch in all directions, to see their hero beat or be beaten.
33

 

Thus, to a certain extent, the classes were intermingling in their common interest in 

this spectator sport.  Prize fighting had always been linked with the criminal element 

of society, however, and the powerful sideline of gambling had corruptly influenced 

nearly all concerned with organising a bout.  Cheating, disqualifications and even 

fatalities were common throughout the sport.
34

  Gambling was not restricted to 

boxing, as during previous centuries it had been rife throughout the sporting world, 

notwithstanding Puritan opposition during the Commonwealth (1649-1660).
35

  The 

emerging bourgeoisie disapproved, as exemplified in the series of satirical 

engravings Industry and Idleness by the artist William Hogarth (1697-1764), 

particularly The Idle 'Prentice at Play in the Church Yard during Divine Service, 

which shows the disrespectful apprentice gambling and cheating with some pence on 

top of a tomb in a churchyard. 

The degeneracy engendered by gambling was deplored by George Borrow (1803-

1881) in his description of early nineteenth century pugilism in East Anglia, and this 

decadence eventually led to the sport becoming socially unacceptable.
36

  Without the 

support of the upper classes, prize-fighting therefore began to decline nationally. By 

1860, however, it was still a matter of enough concern for questions to be asked in 

Parliament:   

Mr. W. Ewart é believed that there was a lingering notion in the minds of many persons that 

the continuation of these "prize-fights" was favourable to the manliness of the English 

character. That there was any truth in such a notion he distinctly denied. 
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Sir George Lewis [said] I do not find there is the slightest doubt that a fight of this nature is 

an illegal act. It is clearly a breach of the peace. é It has not been the habit of the 

Government of this country to institute prosecutions in cases of this sort, even at a time when 

they were much more common than they are now, and therefore more likely to cause 

inconvenience and confusion. But it is open to the local authorities, when any fight takes 

place, to institute a prosecution in the ordinary way, and bring the matter before the proper 

tribunals.
37

 

Prizefights had not been banned by law per se but were considered to be unlawful 

assemblies.  This meant that not only the participants were offenders but also all the 

spectators.
38

  Nevertheless, the general perception in the countryside was that the 

fights themselves were illegal.  Yet this did not deter local enthusiasts, even though 

when caught they frequently received custodial sentences:   

Blazer was a wheelwright é [in Ditchingham].  He was a great hero to us boys, being a 

noted boxer who fought many a Sunday morning match at the Pubs round about, which was 

agin the law and more often than not the police were after him.  é the fight started, but in the 

first round Blazer knocked Perowne down and broke his thigh.  By this time the police were 

up to them and collared Blazer, who got ten weeks in Norwich jail.
39

 

5 October [1852] A prize-fight took place on St. Andrewôs Green, near Bungay, between 

James Perowne, of Norwich, and James High, of Ellingham.  é  The police endeavoured to 

take possession of the ring, but were put to flight by the mob; and the men fighting to a 

finish, High was declared the victor.  Principals and seconds é were subsequently 

committed for trial, and at Beccles Quarter Sessions, on October 18th, were bound over to 

keep the peace.
40

 

At this stage, as mentioned earlier, unlawful assembly and riot were the main reasons 

for arguments against prizefights, but as the century advanced, policing became more 

efficient and attitudes towards violence gradually changed, resulting in a trend 

towards prize fighting prosecutions for assault, even if the spectators had been 

orderly and there had been no breach of the peace.
41

  The Queensberry Rules of 

1867, calling for the use of padded gloves and the abolition of holding and wrestling, 

attempted to decontaminate the sport, but for years they were disregarded by many 
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fighters who continued in their old-style, more turbulent manner.  The general public 

attitude to boxing was negative: 

[1870] Matches are got up by stealth, and by a combination of many backers of humble 

circumstances é Now that an efficient rural police is established throughout the country, 

with electric telegraph wires parallel with each line of railway, we may confidently anticipate 

that these lawless proceedings will soon be at an end.
42

 

Improved policing and modern communications would thus combat this undesirable 

feature of society.  About 1890 the Pelican Club in London created a series of rules 

based on the Queensbury Rules, which were approved in 1891 by the newly 

established National Sporting Club (NSC). This organisation controlled British 

boxing until the founding of the British Boxing Board of Control in 1929, which then 

took on the NSC's rules, revising them in 1947.  This ongoing stricter regulation gave 

some propriety to the sport, with the consequence that it was then supported by all 

classes.
43

 

Horse racing 

This general support was not forthcoming for all sports.  Horse racing is an example 

of this.
44

  In the middle of the nineteenth century it fostered great antagonism, 

especially from the church, because of the violence and gambling it engendered and 

its magnetism for the criminal fraternity including prostitutes and fraudsters.  In the 

1860s a spirited correspondence on the subject was published in The Times 

newspaper.
45

  Under the pseudonym of óPalmerwormô, the Hon. Sydney Godolphin 

Osborne (1808-1889), religious minister and philanthropist, clearly and strongly 

outlined his objections to óthe turfô: 

é year by year it is getting more and more disreputable, its ñbusinessò falling into the hands 

of men who make no secret of their utter disregard of all the rules of honour.  It is corrupting 

to the very core many a young man on whose future life depends the question of the utter 

ruin or preservation of many a vast estate.  é  It is breeding up a race of boys and men in the 
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training stables to whom honesty must become an almost unknown luxury. é  It is giving to 

the nation in return no one advantage that can weigh for one moment against the curse of a 

perennial school of vice and deceit, promoted by men of rank and wealth, simply in the main, 

to afford a high gambling excitement, free from any é restraint in the way of honourable 

rule.
46

 

Nevertheless, it flourished nationwide, having been rescued by its aristocratic 

connections from the extinction desired by many, and gradually the Jockey Club 

(founded in 1752), working hard to gain respectability for the sport, reformed it and 

gained acceptance in society, due in no small part to the influential backing of the 

Prince of Wales, later Edward VII.
47 

 

In Norfolk racing was first recorded in Great Yarmouth in 1715, while the first race 

meeting at Fakenham was held in 1905, both racecourses continuing to flourish to 

this day.
48

  Racing also formerly took place at other sites, including Aylsham 

(Blickling), Beeston-next-Mileham, East Dereham, Wisbech (Emneth), Holt, 

Swaffham and Thetford (just over the border in Euston, Suffolk).
49

  For reasons now 

lost, however, racing was discontinued at these locations.  The órace groundsô at 

Aylsham, Beeston, Emneth and Holt are identified in William Fadenôs 1797 map of 

Norfolk, while the course at Swaffham is found in Andrew Bryantôs 1826 map and is 

also mentioned in Whiteôs 1845 directory:  

horse races were formerly held yearly, upon the broad heath on the south-west side of the 

town, in September, but they declined more than twenty years ago, though efforts have since 

been made to revive them. In the centre of the race-course, twelve acres have been cleared 

and levelled for a cricket ground.
50 
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For a short time during the nineteenth century (after being discontinued in 1782), 

racing also took place at Thetford
51

: 

horse races were held here [Thetford] from an early period until 1620, when they occasioned 

such tumults, that they were suppressed by the Privy Council.  They were revived in 1833, 

but discontinued about six years ago [c. 1839].
52

 

Formal horse racing therefore took place in several places in Norfolk, but by the 

beginning of the twentieth century it had dwindled to two race courses at Fakenham 

and Great Yarmouth.  Informal racing was another matter and must have occurred in 

many locations, as described below.   Because of their informality, however, these 

events were usually not regarded as important enough to be recorded. 

Horse racing is unquestionably a quintessential spectator sport; as Vamplew points 

out, it óhas no real recreational version for participants: pony clubs and gymkhanas 

are not the equine equivalent of backyard cricket or playground soccerô.
53

  It was and 

still is predominantly a vehicle for gambling, whether at formal racecourses or at an 

impromptu arrangement quickly organised by local people, as in George Baldryôs 

lively description of just such an event on Bungay Common at the turn of the 

century: 

Waxey é was the hero of the evening, telling us all manner of tales é  and é how about 

getting up some racing?  Heôs a rare chap for hoss racing.  é Sam the Landlord says heôll 

put in his two old ponies and a gypsy chap what was there says heôs got half a dozen in his 

drove é and it was all fixed for the next Saturday afternoon.  The next thing was to find the 

jockeys, Happy Jack reckoned I could be one, Skinny says é heôll be another, and the Gypsy 

has two lads that ride like monkeys so we are fixed for four é  which óud be more than 

enough as some riders are sure to turn up if they hears there is some racing on. é   

[On the Race Day] we go off to the Common where the people was drawing in large 

numbers.  é  The Snobs [a group of shoe-menders] were busy picking out their ponies for 

each race. éUp they gets and trotted round two or three times all the crowd laying bets.
54

 

The rural origins of horse racing are embodied in the modern term ósteeplechaseô, 

which comes from the eighteenth century when horses used to race from one village 
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steeple to the next, jumping fences and ditches and generally negotiating the many 

obstructions in the countryside.
55

  The sport originated in Ireland but soon became 

popular in England and eventually internationally.  Besides formal race meetings ï 

the first recognised English National Steeplechase took place on Monday 8 March 

1830 ï there were also village events, and the informality of these is well illustrated 

in a contemporary (1839) engraving of a race which took place in Suffolk.
56

  The 

description, The finish ï a good five still alive ï Grand Chorus, ñThe Lads of the 

Villageò ï highlights the potential dangers of the sport. 

Although the evolving railway system widened the spectator catchment area and 

attendance at racecourses was free until 1875 allowing all classes the opportunity to 

be present, it is clear from George Baldryôs further description of the race on Bungay 

Common that these extemporaneous local rural meetings were attractive only to the 

working classes, who could behave spontaneously, enjoying the day with their 

friends.
57

  In this way, although formal racing required great sums of money to fund 

racecourses, horses and jockeys, rural working men by dint of imaginative 

organisation were able to take pleasure in their own version of the sport. 

With the advent of entry fees, spectators increasingly tended to be male, while even 

greater interest in racing, stimulated by detailed accounts of meetings in the popular 

press, encouraged widespread betting particularly among the working classes.
58

  

Racing throughout the country was curtailed by the First World War but resumed 

with renewed enthusiasm during the inter-war years.
59

  In Norfolk this meant the 

reopening of Great Yarmouth and Fakenham racecourses, which, with the continuing 

improvement in transport facilities, were now open to a wider public from the 

surrounding districts.  Gambling reached new heights with perhaps four million 

people betting regularly on horses.  In the late 1930s only football surpassed this, as 

ten million in England as a whole enjoyed a small weekly gamble.
60
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Opposition to workersô choice of leisure 

Transformed attitudes to work affected opinions on leisure.  Those who had not had 

the opportunity previously now realised that they had the chance to enjoy 

recreational activities other than those snatched moments of relaxation at work 

(perhaps gossiping or clandestine newspaper reading), drinking at the local alehouse 

or the Sunday visit to church.
61

 

Many other radical social changes occurred between 1840 and 1940 throughout 

Britain.  Increasing prosperity, and the national prestige resulting from high levels of 

industrial production and foreign trade, induced complacency among the mid-

nineteenth century middle classes.  On the positive side, as indicated above,
,
 Samuel 

Smiles, author of Self-help (1859), enthusiastically promoted qualities such as duty, 

hard work, sobriety, respectability and thrift.
62

  By contrast, reactions against the 

contemporary social evils of mass poverty, poor working conditions and lack of 

educational opportunities were exemplified by Thomas Carlyle in Past and present 

(1843), Charles Dickens in ósocial purposeô novels such as Hard times (1854), and 

Matthew Arnold in Culture and anarchy (1869), all searching analyses of Victorian 

society.
63

  These works breached the middle classesô self-satisfaction, and many who 

had the resources attempted by means of philanthropic actions to improve the 

working classesô conditions, including their leisure activities. 

During the first half of our period of interest, therefore, the few recreational pleasures 

available to the rural working man came under pressure from a variety of critical 

scrutineers, who took this self-imposed duty very seriously.  These included local 

landowners, clergy of both the Established and Nonconformist Churches and others 

in positions of authority.  They were particularly concerned with the óimproperô use 

of the workersô free time, judging, in many cases correctly, that the public house 

would frequently be the first port of call, and that this would lead to drunkenness and 

immorality.  They saw intoxication among the working classes as a serious social 

problem, and this stimulated the formation of the temperance movement in the early 
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1830s, which was supported by all churches.
64

  There developed a tendency away 

from the notion of moderation (óthe social glassô) to that of complete abstinence 

(ótaking the pledgeô).
65

  In spite of the strenuous efforts of the temperance workers, 

alcohol consumption, particularly that of beer, rose during the Victorian era as shown 

in George Wilsonôs graph (Figure 2):
66

 

 

Figure 2:  Estimated per capita consumption 1800-1935 

Nationally consumption of both beer and spirits peaked during the 1870s and 1900s.  

Unable to persuade people to reform their drinking habits and inspired by events in 

the United States, prohibitionism was proposed by a new temperance organisation, 

the United Kingdom Alliance for the Suppression of the Liquor Traffic, founded in 

1853, which suggested legal measures to revolutionise alcohol consumption.  It 

supported the idea of a local veto, giving neighbourhoods the opportunity to go ódryô, 

and reached its highest point of popularity in the 1880s but had declined in influence 

by 1900.
67

  Although one meeting in 1867 in Norwich has been traced, Norfolk was 
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not greatly affected by this organisation.
68

  While the rate of alcohol consumption 

was a real problem in some parts of England particularly in some northern counties, 

Norfolk was one of the least prone to irresponsible drunkenness, as shown in an 

interesting map, óGeographical distribution of drunkennessô, showing county levels 

of drunkenness between 1889 and 1893. In a range of six levels of drunken offences, 

Norfolk was placed among those counties on the second level.
69

  The following 

example gives striking reasons for the worry of those in authority: 

[1881] some time ago we received a requisition signed by 60 inhabitants of a rural parish 

inviting us to take part in a public meeting to protest against the drink traffic.  It was therein 

stated that ña few months ago a man was found dead through drinkò; several others have 

since drunk themselves to death; another has just died of delirium tremens, and while his 

remains were being buried the body of another, who was also a notorious drunkard, was 

found floating in a pond.
70

  

To take the place of recreational drinking, it was suggested that leisure opportunities 

should be reformed by making available improving pastimes, both educational and 

recreational.  óRational recreationô, as this movement became known, thus attempted 

by paternalistic social control to regulate the life of the working classes in the middle 

class image.  It was hoped thereby to assist in the general amelioration of their living 

standards.  This positive idea became a focus for various reforming bodies, and 

several educational schemes, including Mechanicsô Institutes, Mutual Improvement 

Societies and evening classes, were launched under its auspices.
71

  The 

uncompromising Victorian values associated with the ógospel of workô were slowly 

eased, and by 1870 even Sunday entertainment was reluctantly accepted.
72

 

Both church and chapel were traditionally much involved with peopleôs free time, in 

spite of their frequent indifference to religion.
73

  When people did attend Sunday 
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services, this took place in leisure time, although they may have regarded it more as a 

regular duty to God than as recreation.  This observance carried with it an inbuilt 

condemnation of many other ways of using oneôs leisure.  In 1850, according to the 

Bible Christian Magazine, these included óthe ballroom, the card-table, the village 

wake, the race-course, the bowling-green, the cricket-ground, the gin-palace, or the 

ale-houseô.
74

  This extreme view suggests that non-spiritual activities were to be 

avoided at all costs: and unsurprisingly, they were not enthusiastically received by 

the general populace, as shown by the Religious Census of 1851, which revealed 

diminishing congregations.
75

 

The middle and upper classes, particularly those living in towns, also worried about 

rural depopulation, and they compassionately tried to alleviate hardship.  Augustus 

Jessopp, rector of Scarning, remarked: 

what is wanted now é is that some kindly attempts should be made to afford our country 

people some facilities for recreation and some intelligent amusement.  How to do this is a 

much more difficult problem to solve than might seem to be the fact.
76

 

The local inhabitants, however, presumably looked upon these ókindly attemptsô with 

suspicion.  They were already controlled during their working day; now their free 

time was also to be organised for them. 

The alehouse was much to be preferred, where there was neither any effort to 

óimproveô the working man nor any innate criticism of him.
77

  It is difficult to assess 

how much the numerous philanthropic efforts affected the average rural worker.  The 

various working class movements such as the Mechanicsô Institutes (founded in 

1823) or the Working Men's Clubs (1862) were more successful in an urban 

setting.
78

  For instance, in 1851 J. W. Hudson could list only eight Mechanicsô and 

Literary Institutions in Norfolk, and all were situated in towns.
79

  Working Men's 

Clubs, which represented another attempt to promote ómental improvement, by 

means of recreation and refreshment, free from intoxicating drinksô, likewise made 
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little impact in rural Norfolk.
80

   In contrast, the temperance movement met with 

some success.  As mentioned above, the movement had the churchesô approval, and 

its events and meetings, including those of the Band of Hope, were frequently 

mentioned in parish magazines:
81

 

Sprowston Parochial Magazine  February 1892
82

 

on  ... Wednesday our Temperance Society mustered in still greater force, about 100 sitting 

down to tea in the infant school at 5.30. ... After some good fun ... Mrs. Wickham kindly 

presented Temperance Medals to members of the Band of Hope who had been [in] regular 

attendance for a year ...
83

 

An interesting attitude was shown by the Vicar three months later: 

on Wednesday, May 11
th
, the Band of Hope met in the school at 6 oôclock for tea ... At 8 

p.m. the adult members of the Temperance Society joined the juveniles, and united with them 

in a service of song, entitled, ñJack the Joinerò.  The Chair was taken by the Vicar, who 

commended temperance, while he cautioned us against an uncharitable teetotalism. ...
84

 

The alarming fact of falling congregations may have stimulated the clergy and other 

religious authorities to compromise, and they started to include secular recreations in 

the annual church programme of events and also occasionally to involve village 

organisations.
85

  Nevertheless, religious themes were sometimes but not always 

included: 

Loddon [1860] ï On the evening of Wednesday November 28
th
, in the school-room, there 

was a lecture upon Bells and Bell-ringing, with illustration by a performance upon hand-

bells. é The entertainment was gratefully concluded with the performance of the National 

Air by the rifle corps band. 

Swanton Morley [1895] ï The Church Association van visited the village last week, and an 

open-air address, illustrated by the magic lantern, was delivered by Mr. Brookes,  é on ñThe 
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life of Josephò.  Despite the inclement weather, there was a fair attendance.
86

 

The religious census must have signalled a warning to the church, because as 

Howkins has shown, up to the outbreak of the First World War the church 

experienced a period of genuine development and was influential in village affairs.
87

  

Events such as bazaars, concerts and other philanthropic entertainments were 

organised as counter-attractions to such óundesirableô pursuits as those listed in the 

Bible Christian Magazine.  They were almost exclusively directed by the local vicar 

or landowner.  Report after report in Norfolk newspapers attest to this: 

Toft Monks. [1860]  During Passion week special services for the working classes were held 

in the parish church on the evenings of Wednesday, Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter 

Even, all of which were numerously attended.  The exertions of the Rev. G. R. D. Walsh, 

M.A., in this and the neighbouring parish of Haddiscoe, appear to have been accomplished 

with much success.
88

 

Bacton. [1860]  On Friday September 28th, one of those Harvest Homes which are happily 

becoming more common every year in our Eastern Counties took place at the retired village 

of Bacton.  The idea of such a gathering having been suggested by the vicar was cordially 

responded to by the principal farmers in the parish.  There was a thanksgiving service in the 

church, at half past four oôclock, which, in spite of the unfavourable weather, was fully 

attended.  After service the masters and their labourers, with some of the tradesmen of the 

parish, é partook of an excellent dinner in the new National School-room, which was 

tastefully decorated for the occasion.  About a hundred people were present, the vicar 

occupying the chair.  After dinner some toasts were given, which were heartily welcomed by 

the men, particularly ñThe Employers of labourò, which was proposed by the vicar, amid the 

most enthusiastic cheers. é the festivities of the evening é were prolonged until half past 

ten oôclock.  The party then separated, having enjoyed themselves in a harmless and not 

unprofitable manner. é  The dinner was provided mainly at the expense of the farmers, the 

labourers being admitted free. é 
89

 

This tendency to control continued throughout the nineteenth century, with many 

expressions of gratitude on the part of the recipients of this benevolence. 

Swanton Novers.  [1885]  é on Friday Swanton had one of its best parish teas é About 270 

including children and choir, treated by the squire (C. Atkinson, Esq.,) sat down to tea at the 
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Rectory, in three divisions, in a large marquee, kindly lent by Lord Hastings. é The 

proceedings closed with hearty cheers for the Rector and Mrs. Rolfe and the squire. é We 

believe these social gatherings do much to promote a kindly feeling among all classes.
90

 

During the early decades of the twentieth century a gradual change occurred.  

Although philanthropic gestures still took place, self-determination started to gain 

ascendency.  Unwittingly and with increasing regularity, non-élite independence of 

charitable control became the norm as local people ï middle-class residents but also 

members of the broader working class, as defined earlier ï began to take a greater 

lead in the provision of leisure facilities. As we shall see throughout this thesis, this 

significant trend was demonstrated many times in varying circumstances.  In the 

following reports, for example, without paternalistic intervention from the local élite, 

either the villagers themselves organised their own diversions or the County Council 

provided an interesting and useful way for country people to spend their leisure time. 

Elsing.  [1905]  ï A pleasing entertainment was given in the Elsing Reading Room on 

Saturday evening by the teachers and scholars of the Council School.
91

 

Felthorpe.  [1910] ï A course of six lectures on ñHome Nursingò has just been completed by 

Mrs. Stuart Harris, County Council lecturer.  The lectures have been very well attended and 

greatly appreciatedé about sixty were present.
92

 

In the early twentieth century church organisations were still obviously under the 

aegis of the local clergy.  Sunday Schools were in the front line of persuading the 

rising generation to adopt the different ways of leisure approved by those in a 

position of control.  As already stated, these leisure activities were offered as rival 

attractions to what was regarded as undesirable.  Christmas parties and annual 

excursions were two successful examples of this.  It has been argued, however, 

particularly in the case of Nonconformist churches, that these departures from the 

old ways came about óless because of enforcement from above than of persuasion 

from belowô.
93

  This was due to the working-class origins of the Sunday School 
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movement, which gave the workers a proprietorial interest in the development of 

their local Schools.
94

 

Thus both church and chapel in the twentieth century continued to influence how 

rural people spent their free time.  To ósugar the pillô, as it were, entertainment or 

diversion of some kind was an essential element of membership of church 

organisations.  Accordingly, Christmas treats and summer outings were customary 

for members of the church choir and were regarded as compensation for their loyal 

weekly attendance at practice and services.  The treats often involved the whole 

village, and reports of these events in parish magazines convey a real sense of 

community.  A typical example follows:  

Besthorpe [1888]  On Friday July 22
nd

 took place the annual Church Sunday School Treat.  

...  The children ... walked to the Church in procession carrying flags, and accompanied by 

their Teachers.  On this day everything is given up to the children é  There was a good 

Church full of people at the 3 oôclock service. ...  The youthful audience was very quiet and 

seemed to understand what was said to them.  Service over, all repaired to the large meadow 

belonging to the Vicarage and indulged in swinging and games of all sorts.  An additional 

attraction this year was afforded in the shape of a Punch and Judy show é  Tea was served 

at 5 oôclock and was done thorough justice to by the youngsters, who sat down to the number 

of 95.  When their tea was over and they had run away to play, their Mothers with such of 

the old people as could get to the Vicarage had tea in their turn while ladies of the parish and 

other friends had tea in the house; altogether the number present not including babies was 

quite 250, the largest number I have yet had the pleasure of entertaining at the School treat.  

This includes the Bible Class, who always come on this occasion. ...
95

 

As Besthorpe had a population of about 480, it is obvious that over 50% of the local 

people were present.
96

 

One noteworthy and important development is that during the nineteenth century the 

church gradually ósanitisedô the village festive year.  The church and social élite were 

committed to respectability, self-control, thrift and philanthropy, and this led to an 

irresistible desire to control and in their eyes improve the activities of their 

óinferiorsô.  A pertinent event attests to this.  Harvest home celebrations had been in 

existence for centuries and had been a cause for concern for some time: 
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the Earl of ALBEMARLE, in a public address at Banham, in Sept. 1855, enters elaborately into 

the evil and degrading effects of largess at Harvest-homes. 

"How do they return their thanks to God for a plentiful supply of food for another year?  

They get drunk.  Each man at the end of harvest receives a certain present from his employer, 

and then a party go round and ask for 'largess.'  The largess man, having begged all he can, 

goes to the public-house to get drunk.  I wonôt follow him in the orgies which take place at 

the public-house; but the immoralityðthe gross, shocking immorality of both sexesðought 

not to be lost sight of.  é  I know, as a county magistrate é that a great portion of crime 

arises from those habits of drunkenness which prevail among our rural population.  I think 

that the labourer is worthy of his hire, and deserves some reward after he has done a hard 

spell of work; but I wish to save that labourer from the temptations to which he is at present 

exposed. é ò
97

 

In the previous year, in an effort to address this problem and to reform previous 

ways, the alternative new custom of harvest thanksgiving had been introduced: 

[1854] the first harvest thanksgiving festival held in the county took place at Brooke.  It was 

the result of an attempt made by the vicar, the Rev. Dr. Beal, ñto put a stop to the disgraceful 

scenes which too often characterise the close of harvest, and to the system of largess, which 

gives rise to cases of the grossest description.ò  After service at the church, men, women, and 

children had dinner on the vicarage lawn. é
98

 

This event attracted national interest, and The Times reported that: 

long before the hour fixed for Divine service the church was filled in every part, and many 

persons were unable to obtain admission. é At the conclusion of the service upwards of 300 

persons sat down to dinner in front of the vicarage house. é The attempt to put an end to the 

system of public house harvest feasts, in which neither wives nor children can join, and in 

which excesses of a gross description often take place, appears, in this instance, to have been 

eminently successful.  Nothing occurred to mar the festivity. é
99

 

Even though the tone of this report appears somewhat self-satisfied, the occasion 

does seem to have introduced an element of family celebration to an otherwise 

disorderly custom.  It is impossible to discover what the participants thought of the 

change, but the fact that 300 people attended (from a village population of 756) 

perhaps indicates a measure of acceptance of the transformed tradition.
100
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Another radical adjustment in village life took place in the playing of church music.  

Organs had originally been used to accompany choir and congregation but after the 

Restoration were largely replaced by church or chapel bands ï teams of enthusiastic 

local instrumentalists, who during the week worked locally on the land or in the 

village.
101

 

Southrepps 19
th
 century.  é a gallery was always in use at the west end of the church.  

Besides seating some of the congregation it held men who provided music for the services, 

the instrument being, we think, fiddles.
102

 

The bands, however, went into decline in the nineteenth century, appearing only on 

special occasions: ónear Wood Norton 1910.  é the Rectorôs Brass Band used to 

play on Festival Days, seated in the west galleryô.
103

 

Church organs regained their traditional hold, caused in some cases by the advent of 

the barrel organ.
104

  Thomas Hardy famously described one church band in Under 

the greenwood tree published in 1872.  In the preface to his book, he commented 

sorrowfully on the passing of an old institution:  

this story of the Mellstock Quire and its old established west-gallery musiciansé is intended 

to be a fairly true picture, at first hand, of the personages é and customs which were 

common among such orchestral bodies é fifty or sixty years ago. 

One is inclined to regret the displacement of these ecclesiastical bandsmen by an isolated 

organist (often at first a barrel-organist) or harmonium player; and despite certain advantages 

in point of control and accomplishment  é  the change has tended to stultify the professed 

aims of the clergy, its direct result being to curtail and extinguish the interest of parishioners 

in church doings.
105

 

So the old church bands disappeared, and whether this was an improvement or not is 

open to question. A happy outcome ensued, however.  Rather than let their musical 

skills go to waste, the bandsmen frequently transferred their allegiance and founded 

new bands associated with local village organisations, often with religious links or 

connected with the social movements of the time. These included the temperance 
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movement, missions, Friendly Societies, the Salvation Army and the Co-operative 

movement.  Some of these bands continued well into the twentieth century.  In 

Norfolk at the turn of the century the Independent Order of Rechabites had several 

Tents or branches, at least one of which, in Hethersett, had a band.
106

  At about the 

same time Salvation Army bands existed in Sheringham and North Walsham, while 

there is evidence of bands in many other places in the county.
107

 

Rise and development of fairs 

Initially formed to resolve difficulties of distribution, fairs allowed skilled craftsmen 

to demonstrate their expertise, discuss the latest ideas and of course sell or barter their 

goods.  The number of fairs expanded greatly between 1200 and 1400, and they 

became a regular commercial feature of the English countryside.
108

  The word ófairô is 

derived from the Latin óferiaô meaning holiday, while the dictionary defines ófairô as 

óa regular gathering of buyers and sellers at a time and place ordained by charter, 

statute, or custom.  Now especially (a part of) such a gathering devoted entirely to 

amusementsô.
109

  The history of fairs bears out this definition, because their origin as 

a crucial centre of trade extends back to antiquity.  The charter mentioned in the 

dictionary was granted by the king to loyal noblemen and ecclesiastical dignitaries, 

who took full advantage of it by imposing tolls and taxes.
110

  Many of these fairs 

lasted for centuries, an example in Norfolk being Cley fair, first granted in 1253 and 
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still operating in July 1883.
111

  The medieval origin of many Norfolk fairs is listed in 

the Gazetteer of markets and fairs in England and Wales to 1516.  Thus those listed 

in Craven & Coôs commercial directory of Norfolk published in 1856 can be traced to 

their medieval origins.  These include Banham (charter granted 1338), Castleacre 

(1470), Diss (1300), Feltwell (1283), Gissing (1379), Gressenhall (1229), Harleston 

(1228), Harpley (1307), Hempnall (1380), Hockham (1272), Litcham (1297), Loddon 

(1265), Lyng (1295), Norwich (1199), Oxborough (1249), Reepham (1277) and 

Shipdham (1245).  Fairs as centres for trading were instituted, therefore, not only in 

large towns but also in small settlements and were clearly a significant part of rural 

economy for more than five hundred years.    

There was another kind of fair, known as a Statute Fair, hiring fair or Mop Fair.  The 

purpose of this was to provide an annual opportunity (usually but not always on 

Michaelmas Day, 29 September) for servants in search of employment to assemble 

together and for employers to find a suitable farm servant or labourer for the 

following year.  Such crowds attracted all the decorative features and attractions of a 

funfair, and these turned into major festivals in their own right, also however 

attracting condemnation for the drunkenness and immorality involved.
112

  Both types 

of fair had important economic, social and cultural influences on the life of the 

people.  They came about for very practical purposes and evolved over hundreds of 

years into a combined institution differing greatly from its precursors.  The element of 

entertainment was initially very basic but slowly expanded and eventually superseded 

the fairsô original purposes.  Examples of trading fairs where the entertaining element 

was gradually increasing can be found in eighteenth-century Norfolk: 

NORFOLK FAIRS 

Ingham fair reaches four or five miles round on every side.  We breakfasted at Hasbroô, baited 

[stopped for food or rest] at Ingham, and dined at Brunstead; a circuit which Mr. B. and his 

friends take every year among their relations and acquaintances.  This species of sociability 

and hospitality is not peculiar to Ingham: Walsham, Worstead, South-reps, Alboroô, St. 

Faithôs, &c. &c. have their fairs, more famed for their hospitality than the business transacted 

at them; except the last, which is one of the largest fairs in the kingdom. 
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Yorkshire has its feasts; other countries their wakes; and Norfolk its fairs.
113

 

Historians have investigated fairs as part of the general leisure scene, although little 

has been written since Cameron produced his standard work in 1998.
114

  More 

specific interest in hiring fairs has been shown by Gary Moses and Michael Roberts, 

and the particular subjects of fairground bioscope shows and boxing have been 

researched by Vanessa Toulmin.
115

  For the most part, however, wide-ranging 

scholarship on the history of English fairs is sparse, and it is overdue for fresh 

investigation and analysis.  Apart from the articles by Moses and Roberts, no 

attention has been given to small local fairs, although this is an interesting and largely 

unexplored field of enquiry.  The reason for this is clear.  There is a serious lack of 

hard evidence of village fairs.  A search in the national archives is disappointing, 

while county archives reveal little more than notices of abolitions.  Trade journals 

such as The Showman and The Worldôs Fair concentrated mainly on the great fairs, 

for instance (as local examples), Kingôs Lynn Mart and Norwich Easter Fair.  

Newspapers also reported on these but ignored small country events.  The evidence 

that does exist tends to be anecdotal, mainly in village local histories.
116

  While this is 

unreliable as a source, it can be useful as an indicator of social attitudes and has an 

immediacy lacking in more formal data.  The gap in research indicated above is 

addressed in this chapter, which concentrates mainly on the county of Norfolk. 

The largest fairs occurred in the countyôs principal towns ï Norfolk, Kingôs Lynn, 

Thetford and Great Yarmouth ï and attracted people from a wide area of the 

surrounding countryside.  Nevertheless, this left large expanses of the county without 
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access to these pleasures, particularly in the early part of our period, before the 

improvements in transport.  Alive to this lack and interested in the possible business 

opportunities, itinerant showmen were willing to travel from town to village 

throughout the county.  Very little attention was paid by the press to these small fairs, 

and few records of them exist, as already noted.  Editors of local newspapers such as 

Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich Gazette and Eastern Daily Press evidently believed 

that their readers had no interest in happenings in the countryside, unless, that is, 

there was an element of inherent sensationalism, such as a crime or a devastating 

accident.  Although this attitude gradually changed, reports of fairs were still 

unaccountably lacking. 

One promising way of tracing their existence is through surviving trade directories.  

The editors of these recognised that fairs were to a large extent venues for trading and 

consequently listed towns and villages with the regular times of year when fairs 

occurred there.  From these entries it is possible to construct a kind of schedule 

throughout the county. 

As a random example, William Whiteôs Directory of 1883 shows 117 fairs occurring 

in Norfolk (Table 1).
117

  These specific places include Norwich, the large towns 

mentioned above and also various small towns, such as North Walsham; the vast 

majority, however, are villages with populations of hundreds rather than thousands.  

This suggests that fairs were a significant feature not only of urban life but also of the 

countryside. 

Table 1  Norfolk fairs in 1883 

Town/Village Date Town/Village Date 

Weasenham Jan 25 Harpley July 24 

Cawston Feb 1 Gissing July 25 

Lynn Feb 14 Binham July 26 

Wymondham Feb 14 Watton (Sheep Fair) first Wed in July 

Downham (Winnold 

Horse Fair) 

Mar 3 Cley last Fri in July 

Hingham Mar 7 Martham last Tue in July 

Aylsham Mar 23 Thetford (Wool) second Fri in 

July 

Elmham Apr 6 Horning third Thu in July 
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Town/Village Date Town/Village Date 

Wells Shrove Tue Swaffham (Sheep Show) third Wed in 

July 

Attleburgh Thu before Easter Dereham Thu before July 

6 

Massingham Tue before Easter East Burnham Aug 1 and 2 

Loddon Easter Mon Thetford (Magdalen) Aug 2 

Mattishall Tue before Holy Thu Heacham Aug 3 

North Walsham Day before Holy Thu Attleburgh Aug 5 

Norwich Day before Good Fri Castleacre Aug 5 

Oxborough Easter Tue Thetford (Lambs) Aug 16 

Scole Easter Tue Bacton first Mon in 

Aug 

Scottow Easter Tue Cressingham Magna first Wed in 

Aug 

Yarmouth Fri and Sat in Easter week Cawston (Sheep Show) last Wed in Aug 

Cawston Apr 14 Harleston Sep 9 

Methwold Apr 23 Shouldham Sep 19 

Holt Apr 25 Kenninghall Sep 30 

Frettenham first Mon in Apr Forncett first Thu in Sep 

Lynn (Cattle Fair) second Tue in Apr Kipton Ash, on Hempton 

Green (Sheep Show) 

first Wed in Sep 

Castleacre May 1 Aylsham last Tue in Sep 

Harling May 4 Watton (Sheep Fair) second Wed in 

Sep 

Worstead May 12 Diss (Statute Fair) third Fri in Sep 

Thetford May 14 Harling (Sheep Show) first Tue after 

Sep 12 

Rudham May 17 Dereham Thu before Sep 

29 

Wymondham May 17 Hingham Oct 2 

Fring May 21 Shouldham Oct 11 

Briston May 26 Watton Oct 11 

Downham first Fri in May Hockwold first Wed after 

Oct 11 

Foulsham first Tue in May Wymondham Oct 12 

New Buckenham last Thu in May Stratton Oct 12 

Swaffham (Sheep 

Show) 

second Wed in May Briston Oct 13 

Pulham Market third Thu in May Rudham Oct 14 

Attleburgh Thu before Whitsun Gaywood Oct 17 

Coltishall Whit Mon Lynn (Cheese Fair) Oct 17 

Cromer Whit Mon Harling Oct 24 

Happisburgh 

(Pleasure Fair) 

Tue after Whit Tue Litcham Nov 1 

Hempnall Whit Mon Massingham Nov 8 

Hempton Whit Tue Diss (Cattle, etc.) Nov 8 

Hingham Whit Tue Watton Nov 8 

Ingham (Cattle) Mon after Whit Mon Lyng Nov 20 



Traditional leisure and its critics 

57 

 

Town/Village Date Town/Village Date 

Ludham Thu after Whit week New Buckenham Nov 22 

Southrepps Tue fortnight after 

Whitsun 

Holt Nov 25 

Stowbridge Sat after Whit Sun Fring Nov 30 

Walsingham Mon fortnight after Whit 

Sun 

Northwold Nov 30 

Aldborough June 21 Swaffham (Sheep Show) first Wed in 

Nov 

Banham June 22 Downham second Fri in 

Nov 

Gaywood June 22 Lynn (Cattle Fair) second Tue in 

Nov 

Winfarthing June 25 Feltwell first Wed after 

Nov 20 

Reepham June 29 Loddon first Mon after 

Nov 22 

Shipdham (Stock and 

cattle) 

last Mon in June Gressenhall Dec 6 

Harleston July 5 Stoke Ferry Dec 6 

Broomhill July 7 Hempnall Dec 11 

Watton July 10   

Kenninghall July 18   

  

Important characteristics, such as sheep and lamb shows, stock and cattle sales or 

even a cheese fair are noted.  More information for each fair can sometimes be found 

by examining individual village entries in the directories; for instance, the main 

purpose of Weasenham Fair on 25 January was to sell ótoys, etc.ô
118

  Such particulars 

are not always given, however; the individual entry for Cawston, for example, listed 

as taking place on 1 February, does not mention the village fair. 

Fairs were always transient, lasting one day or perhaps two or three.
119

  Then they 

disappeared, leaving a bare, silent space of earth where so much noisy, busy activity 

had taken place.  Concerned not so much with local produce, which was sold in the 

weekly market and by the nineteenth century in local shops, they brought regional 

and inter-regional goods to parts of the country, where they might otherwise be 

unavailable.
120

  The products were usually seasonal ï hops, cheese or wool, for 

example.
121

  This tradition was still evident in a small number of fairs, particularly 
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urban ones, in the later part of the nineteenth century.  Thus, in Norfolk in 1883 there 

occurred a wool fair in Thetford in July and a cheese fair in Kingôs Lynn in October.  

Table 2  Trading in Norfolk fairs in 1883 

Town/Village Specialty Month 

Lynn Cattle April, November 

Swaffham Sheep May, July, November 

Watton Sheep July, September 

Thetford Wool July 

Thetford Lambs August 

Cawston Sheep August 

Hempton Sheep September 

Harling Sheep September 

Lynn Cheese October 

Diss Cattle November 

The timing of fairs was traditionally related to the churchôs year, as is demonstrated 

by the many Norfolk fairs held round about Easter (10) and Whitsun (12), although 

surprisingly there are not any listed as Christmas fairs.  This may have been because 

of difficulties of access caused by seasonal bad weather.  Another compelling motive 

was the seasons of the agricultural working year, and this led to a preference for 

spring or autumn fairs in areas where a pastoral economy was dominant.  A glance at 

Table 2 will confirm that this idea was generally valid in Norfolk.
122

 

Further examination of trade directories leads to some interesting results.
123

  Between 

1839 and 1929 by far the most frequently occurring fairs were those dealing with 
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cattle (260), whether on their own or with horses, sheep, other stock, cheese, toys, 

pedlary or pleasure.  Second to these were the pleasure fairs, which took place on 

113 occasions, perhaps also involving cattle, pedlary or toys.  Again sometimes 

linked with other trading elements, sheep fairs were also important, although to a 

lesser extent (72).  The nomenclature used in directories can be confusing.  óStockô, 

for instance, is presumably an all-embracing term used to denote any livestock raised 

for profit, but does this include cattle, sheep and horses?  This type of fair occurred 

57 times.  It is significant that pleasure fairs were so frequent, even with trading 

elements included. 

Even though the main purpose of a fair might be buying and selling for profit, such a 

concourse of people attracted itinerant entertainers, always on the look-out for their 

own business opportunities.  They added an extra festive dimension to the fair and 

gradually became an expected part of it.  The importance of fairs as the answer to the 

problems of distribution for long-distance and international trade declined, however, 

with the development of the railways and the improvement in road construction.  It 

might be thought that the importance of markets in the village economy would have 

caused this decline earlier than the advent of transport improvements.  However, this 

was not the case, because markets and fairs had differing emphases, and it is 

important to stress these dissimilarities, existing from the Middle Ages onwards.  

Markets concentrated on trading local produce very regularly (usually weekly) and 

provided everyday necessities, while fairs, generally larger concerns altogether and 

occurring much less frequently (annually or semi-annually), offered goods in bulk, 

perhaps wool or provisions, for people to stock up for a season.  Thus, as Addison 

points out, markets were principally ófor small-scale, [and] fairs for large-scale 

tradingô.
124

 

As the trading and/or hiring constituents of the fair diminished, pleasure interests 

took their place, although buying and selling never disappeared completely.  A small 

concern could earn an honest penny by travelling from village to village in between 

attending the big urban fairs, as in this description of an incident in 1854: 
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we made money at Kingôs Lynn, and, what was better, went on making it at the fairs we took 

in the Lincoln, Cambridge, Norfolk, and Suffolk district, while we were waiting for the great 

Easter-tide fair at Norwich.  é  On our way to Norwich fair, at Long Sutton, a mere village, 

we did what is known in the profession as óblank mouldingô.  On a wide space in the turnpike 

road we put down a few seats and something in the shape of a ring, made up a few of the old-

fashioned grease-pot lights with tallow and rags for wicks, and announced a grand 

performance.  There was no charge to view the latter, as the ring was perfectly open, but we 

charged a penny for all who wanted a seat.  We presented a lively little programme of 

juggling, rope-walking, trick-riding, etc. 

Profits were made by ónobbingô (going round with a hat) the audience half-way 

through the performance. 

é we had quite a gala night in the village, myself and company sitting among our patrons 

drinking four-ale and smoking long pipes.  The collection was a very good one, too; in fact, 

our bit of óblank mouldingô quite paid expenses, besides making us some new friends, and 

giving us an excellent advertisement.
125

 

The constituents of the fair, intended to entertain the crowds, were diverse and 

became ever more extravagant and flamboyant in design, often with elaborately 

carved and gilded wagons and booth fronts.  This flamboyance was a consequence of 

the improvement in roads, which enabled not only the bare necessities but also 

increasingly heavier loads to be transported.  The side-shows, while subsidiary to the 

main attractions of roundabouts and other rides, were wide-ranging ï theatrical 

booths, circus, ghost shows (illusions), waxworks, freak shows, boxing/wrestling 

challenges, the wild animal shows known as menageries and at the turn of the 

century bioscope shows.
126

  In the early part of our period, before the development of 

mechanical attractions, side-shows were the main components of the fair, although 

rudimentary amusement rides existed, hand operated or horse-driven.   

Finding local descriptions of fairs is problematic.  A vibrant description of St. 

Bartholomewôs Fair in London by William Wordsworth is, however, available: 

 All moveables of wonder, from all parts, 

 Are here ï Albinos, painted Indians, Dwarfs, 

 The Horse of knowledge, and the learned Pig, 

                                                           
125

 óLordô George Sanger, Seventy years a showman (London, 1966), pp. 135-          137. 
126

 Eventually the circus and the menagerie joined forces, becoming one entity and touring separately 

from the fair.  Rodney N. Manser, Circus.  The development and significance of the circus, 

past, present and future (Blackburn, 1987), p. 108. 



Traditional leisure and its critics 

61 

 

 The Stone-eater, the man that swallows fire, 

 Giants, Ventriloquists, the Invisible Girl, 

 The Bust that speaks and moves its goggling eyes, 

 The Wax-work, Clock-work, all the marvellous craft 

 Of modern Merlins, Wild Beasts, Puppet-shows, 

 All out-o'-the-way, far-fetched, perverted things, 

 All freaks of nature, all Promethean thoughts 

 Of man, his dulness, madness, and their feats 

 All jumbled up together, to compose 

 A Parliament of Monsters.
 127

 

Needless to say, the smaller fairs visiting Norfolk villages could not present such a 

huge range of novelties.  Wordsworth nevertheless gives a good idea of the type of 

side-show generally to be expected in the mid-nineteenth century. 

One side-show, the theatrical booth, was important in that it brought English drama 

to the countryside, although it must be acknowledged that it was found more 

frequently in large urban fairs.  As the entertainment aspect of fairs began to 

predominate, extra booths were set up to house performances and exhibitions.  These 

were often of a sensational nature ï freak shows or displays of prizefighting.
128

   

Surprisingly, unlike their American counterparts, British freak shows have largely 

been ignored by historians.  In fact the only two books on the subject to date were 

published relatively recently in America.
129

  For centuries people have often regarded 

with interest, wonder or horror those whose bodies are different from societyôs ideas 

of normality.  Those considered different have had difficulty in finding employment, 

and some were forced by circumstances to exhibit themselves.  For others, however, 

life as a ófreakô or curiosity gave them self-confidence and emancipation from being 

ódifferentô.  In addition, a sense of kinship was engendered by living in a circus or 

fair among others similarly handicapped, banishing social exclusion and inequality, 

and frequently this lifestyle brought financial independence and even celebrity.  The 

avoidance of research on this topic may be due to its provocative and even now 
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contentious nature.  It presents challenging or disturbing images, and there is the 

possibility of accusations of potential or hidden voyeurism.  The terms ófreakô and 

ófreak showô have many offensive, negative and uncomplimentary implications, 

which make them difficult to use objectively.
130

  Even so, this lack of investigation is 

remarkable, given the social questions raised by the mere existence of freak shows, 

societyôs varying attitudes towards them and the manifold variety of artistes 

performing throughout England, not only in fairs but also theatres, music halls, shop 

fronts and penny gaffs.
131

  In the first half of the twentieth century, as social attitudes 

to deformity and disability changed and became more compassionate, people turned 

against previously favoured freak shows.  These were now judged to be exploitation 

masquerading as entertainment, and their popularity waned.
132

  Nonetheless, in some 

cases these performances lasted well into the twentieth century, in spite of societyôs 

general disapprobation of the spectacle of deformity.
133

 

Evidence of specific freak shows is difficult to find, apart from those of high profile 

characters such as General Tom Thumb (Charles Stratton 1838-1883, an American 

midget who toured extensively in Britain), the ñElephant Manò (Joseph Merrick 

1862-1890, an English man with severe deformities, exhibited as a human curiosity) 

and the ñWorld's Ugliest Womanò (Mary Ann Bevan 1874-1933, an English woman 

who, developing acromegaly, a disease causing severe disfigurement, decided to 

exhibit herself in order to support her family).
134

  Freak shows were, however, so 

established as a ónormalô part of every fair, that it is reasonable to argue that they 

were seen in all the villages visited by fairs. 

Fairground boxing and wrestling contests were similarly popular.  They had started 

in the seventeenth century appealing to all classes and although later unpopular with 

the upper classes were still favoured by the workers during the Victorian era, 
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reaching their zenith of popularity in the 1860s.
135

  The English boxing champion, 

Jem Mace (1831-1910), born in Beeston in Norfolk, served his apprenticeship as a 

bare-knuckle pugilist in fairground boxing booths.  Becoming for a short time a 

circus proprietor in his own right, he gave exhibitions of boxing in his own and other 

touring circuses.
136

  His cousin and constant companion, Pooley Mace (1839-1912), 

was also a skilled pugilist and was the victor in at least two public prize-fights in the 

Kingôs Lynn area, which were reported in the Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich 

Gazette.
137

  The success of boxing booths demonstrates the allure of spectacle of any 

kind, whether on the fairground or elsewhere.
138

  The magnetism of something 

unusual was of course also a facet of freak shows, menageries and circuses. 

Decline of fairs 

Comparison of data from several directories shows that the number of fairs gradually 

decreased over our period of interest, as is demonstrated in the maps on pages 64-66.  

Although using different directories calls into question the matter of consistency in 

the statistics, there is nevertheless no doubt about the gradual trend towards fewer 

fairs appearing on village greens or other venues throughout the county.
139

  Why did 

this decline happen?  It was certainly not indifference on the part of potential 

customers, as demonstrated by a young personôs typical reaction to a fair at the 

village of Terrington St. Clement in 1930: 

one night there was a fair in the village.  I was longing to see it at night, with the lights on the 

roundabouts, and to hear the especially noisy music.  é I will never forget the excitement of 

that nightôs visit to the little fair.
140
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She anticipated an evening of fun and frolic and was not disappointed.  Further 

evidence of the popularity of rural fairs is revealed in contemporary photographs, 

showing crowds of fairgoers in the countryside.
141
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Geographical spread of fairs operating in Norfolk, according to Kellyôs directory of Norfolk 1896. 

  

 

Geographical spread of fairs operating in Norfolk, according to Kellyôs directory of Norfolk 1883. 

  

 


