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Dilston 7 Dec[embe]r 1839 

 

My Lord, 

When I had last the pleasure of hearing from you, you said you would be anxious to 

know whether the Chartist Body would remain tranquil after the capture of their 

Leader or not. As far as I can learn, there has been no indication of movement in any 

quarter hereabouts. 

I cannot answer positively for the dense & very untoward population of the Colliery 

districts, where a slumbering volcano may exist without immediate indication of 

eruption, but among our Lead miners in Alston moor it is proved that no disaffection 

or disposition to tumult is found, for my report from Alston this week states, that a 

“Chartist missionary” from Edinburgh called Peddie, had gone there & issued notices 

of his intention to lecture upon the Charter in a large room in the evening after the 

hours of labor, but having failed to attract an audience made public his intention to 

address the people when assembled in the market place on the market day. When the 

time arrived he found to his great disappointment that they would not, even from 

motives of curiosity, stop to listen to him. He then removed to the populous mining 

village of Garrigill & repeated the attempt with a similar result.  

I wish I could believe that the sentiments which lead to this contempt of Chartist 

declamation in Alston moor were more generally prevalent among the working 

classes of the country; but I fear it is far otherwise, & that there exists among them a 

restless spirit of discontent which aims at some indefinite change in their condition, 

the means of obtaining which, seem quite unintelligible to themselves. Does it not 

appear to your Lordship that the spirit of Chartism, or whatever name it may assume, 

is a new feature in the character of the operative classes in this country, which has its 

origin in circumstances that require to be closely investigated, & to which new & 

peculiar treatment must be applied? Revolutionary movements in a country arise out 

of political contests, & the mass is under the guidance of interested & influential 

Leaders. There is nothing of that kind here. And popular tumult & discontent have 

hitherto only arisen to any serious height in this country under circumstances of 

extreme pressure – manufacturing distress – want of employment & consequent 

starvation - but the singular feature in the present case is, that the mischievous & 

unruly are those who are the best employed & best paid. The colliers & Iron founders, 

who form the Chartist body in the county & in Durham, as well as the mob from 

Wales who rushed down upon Newport, are in receipt of such high wages that they 

generally work only four days in the week, never more than five, & are making from 

4 to 6
s
/ a day. While our poor Lead miners, who work by piece – i.e., at so much per 

Bing of ore, are at present, I am sorry to say, from the poverty of the mines, earning 

most inadequate wages. Those who hold the best bargains, cannot make more than 

14
s
/ a week, & many only 10

s
/ & even 8

s
/. Yet as a body, they are industrious, sober 

& domestic. And as I have stated, not to be misled by Chartist harangues. The 

question naturally arises – what causes the difference? They are not generally 

congregated like the Colliers in large masses, having no employment when above 

ground, but live in retired situations, cultivating their gardens & small paddocks 

preparing food for their cow in winter & fuel for the family. Such occupations excite 

strong local interests & engender habits of industry & feelings of satisfaction & 

contentment. But I believe it is still more to be attributed to the superior intelligence 
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which they acquire by a better education, & to the prevalence of religious principles 

among them. The Greenwich Hospital Commissioners, have much to their credit, 

encouraged many schools in the district. The London Lead Company have done the 

same. Since my connexion with them, I have promoted education & the institution of 

village libraries wherever I could; and though they are not peculiarly indebted to the 

Establishment, having only one Church & a Chapel inadequately supplied for a 

population of nearly 3,000 in the parish, some parts of it eight & nine miles distant 

from the church, one meets in many retired dales, a modest chapel & neat school 

house attached, where the people support a Preacher to their own taste by voluntary 

contribution. The effect of this has been to produce a sober, industrious & orderly 

state of society in the general. I do not pretend to say that exceptions are not to be 

found. Some drunkards & some poachers there are, but the latter are not always nor 

generally natives.  

I was struck with the superior character & more orderly conduct of the Lead miners, 

as compared with the Colliers, on my first acquaintance with them, & was led to look 

for the circumstances which caused the difference. Some remarks made by me on the 

subject in a correspondence with Mr Hill, inspector of prisons in Scotland, were 

introduced, but without my knowledge, into his interesting book on “national 

education”, Vol. 1
st
 pp.239 & onward. And my opinions are rather confirmed that 

altered by experience. It says little for the intelligence & liberality of our Rulers, that 

a paltry grant of 30,000 was with difficulty obtained to try the important experiment 

of educating the lower orders. 

I am glad to see by the newspapers that this shocking weather does not prevent you 

enjoying your sport in Chevington woods, & that you have added a curious specimen 

to Mr Selby’s collection. The Captain & Padely too, are distinguished in print. 

I have the honor to remain 

my Lord 

Your lordship’s faithful servant 

John Grey 


