Rebecca Riots

Began as a series of night attacks by local people in South-West Wales, at times dressed  in women’s clothing, in protest against tolls and turnpikes, but also other ‘injustices’.

The first book on the riots was by Henry Tobit EVANS, Rebecca and Her Daughters, published in 1910. The bulk of the work comes from unatributed extracts from The Welshman, but there is very little analysis.

In contrast is The Rebecca Riots, a ‘study in agrarian discontent’ by David WILLIAMS. He establishes that the riots were far more deep-rooted than mere opposition to toll gates. He points out the numerous hardships which beset the peasantry, such as low prices for the food they produced, high farm rents, burdensome poor rates, and exacting tithes and church rates, and also to emphasize the growing poverty arising out of the growing population. Noted gentry indifference but he tends not to condone the actions of the rioters, especially those ‘gang of miscreants’ led by Shoni Sgubor Fawr in the late summer of 1843,whom he felt were the ‘lunatic fringe’ of the movement.
In contrast David JONES  in his book Rebecca’s Children states that the riots did not begin suddenly as a reaction to hard times but was rooted in a tradition of local ‘violence’. He claims that increased aggression in the summer of 1843 merely brought earlier violence ‘to a fine art’. Jones accepted this violence as a natural response of the west-Wales peasantry to their circumstances.
K.O.Morgan ( Crime, Protest, and Police in Modern British Society) claims that Jones was ‘more emotionally and politically committed by far’ than Williams and ‘invested them all with humanity and a kind of heroism’. Jones did point out that there was continuation of Rebeccaism ‘in a variety of guises’ during the 1850s and 1860s in the south-western counties. He lays greater emphasis, far more than Williams, on the political ‘feelings of independence’, among the west-Wales peasantry, feelings of independence that he detected before the riots but that were significantly catalysed by them.

Other scholars have made helpful observations to this issue. The custom of carrying the Ceffyl Pren, closely linked with Rebecca’s’ mission of doing good to the poor and distressed, has been placed within the wider context of early modern British and European popular culture by writers such as Natalie Z. Davies, Alun Howkins and Linda Merricks, and Edward Thompson. DAVIES, ( in Davis Natalie, “Women on Top” in the Reversible World: Symbolic Inversion in Art and Aociety, ed. By b. A/. Babcock, New York: Cornell University Press, 1978) in demonstrating how a right of criticism and mocking sometimes spilled over into real social protest, drew attention to the case of the Rebecca riots among others. Just as important as the disguise afforded by the black face and female attire, she argued, were the various ways in which the female persona sanctioned resistance, as males drawing upon the ‘sexual power and energy of the unruly woman and on her license to promote fertility, to defend the community interests and standards, and to tell the truth about unjust rule’.
HOWKINS & MERRICKS ( “ ‘Wee Be Black as Hell’: Ritual, Disguise, and Rebellion” Rural History, 4/1 (1993); pp.41-53.) ,  claimed that participation in the ritual of blacking up and wearing female attire transformed those involved, for the real element of concealment was against self, the ritual of the mask, female garb, and acting the ‘pantomime’ of resistance allowing respectable farmers to become transformed into the community’s conscience and to carry out acts of protest totally out of character with their respectable selves.
Edward THOMPSON ( Customs in Common, London: Merlin Press, 1991.) states that Rebecca was perceived by the ‘poorest and most despised’ of the community as a dispenser of popular justice and refers to the correspondence of Edward Lloyd Hall to the Home Office concerning his turning away ‘a poor idiot girl’ begging at his door, who quietly replied that she would ‘tell Becca’.
David HOWELL’s “The Rebecca Riots” in People and Protest: Wales, 1815-1880, ed. Trefor Herbert and Gareth Elwyn Jones, Cardiff: UWP, 1988) essay on the riots cautioned against downplaying the importance of the toll gates in causing the riots, while suggesting that if high farm rents had been lowered sooner the riots would not have occurred.
