RED Activity 2: Working Class Readers

Chosen reader

Edwin Whitlock, born 1874, from the Salisbury Downs in Dorset. Whitlock was an agricultural labourer; listed specifically as a shepherd, which employment ‘provided plenty of time to read’. 


Reading material

Whitlock’s family was probably typically religious; the books available within his childhood home were the Bible, ‘pious’ Sunday school prize texts and a Post-Office Directory (which he is recorded as having read ‘cover to cover’).

Whilst a child Whitlock borrowed books including Dickens, Scott, Lytton and Mrs Henry Wood, 'The Pilgrim's Progress' and 'The Holy War' - an illustrated guide to Biblical Palestine, 'Uncle Tom's Cabin', religious magazines, 'The Adventures of a Penny', and other similar classics.

Whitlock’s favourite reading material is recorded as being the twelve thick volumes of Cassell’s History of England; he comments that he did not have much ‘light literature’ as a comparison and read what was available to him.


Where and how?

Whitlock was a farmer who said that shepherding gave him plenty of time to read; this suggests much of his reading was done outside or perhaps in a shepherd’s hut or similar shelter, rather than in the cosy fireside environment often found in the reading experiences of those of a different social class. 


Insights
· Edwin Whitlock found obtaining books difficult; his choice of reading material was dictated by what was available to borrow from a schoolmaster and neighbours, what was accessible to him rather than what his preference might have been.
· The time-consuming nature of Whitlock’s occupation as a farmer did not in this case prove an obstruction to reading, but perhaps even an aid. This inference could not be extended across Whitlock’s social class; many farmers, those not responsible for shepherding for example, would not have had time during the course of the day to read (neither would servants working from dawn to dusk).
· The prevalence of religious reading material available in Whitlock’s childhood home suggests that such texts formed the backbone of much ‘leisure’ reading, perhaps more as a result of availability than because either the subject matter or style was compelling. This might suggest that in many communities the purpose of reading was considered to be instruction (largely in religious matters) rather than enjoyment.
