
Riot in Wheatley 1849 

 

This rather dramatic terminology is how an attack by four men on a group of passing Irish 

labourers on Sunday 7 October 1849 was described. It is covered in thirteen press articles or 

letters. 

 

The Irish group consisted of two men, three women with children on their backs, and some 

other children. The attack took place during the time of divine service. Two of the Irish group 

took refuge in the house of a Mr Holder and the ‘rioters’ were tracked down to a pub by the 

curate, Rev. John Garrett (also an Irishman), who ‘apprehended’ them [it would be wonderful 

to think that they were put in the lock-up!] causing them to come before Justice Mr Henley. 

Garrett wrote to a constable, Mr Ring, whom he blamed for the fact that the public house(s) in 

Wheatley were open on the Sunday before the appointed time. John Juggins, churchwarden 

and later bête noire of Edward Elton, was one of the witnesses. When the case came to trial, 

the four were sentenced to 3 months imprisonment and hard labour. 

 

Garrett appears to have grasped this as a cause celebre for trying to obtain a special constable 

in Wheatley. However, on 10 November, Mr Lovelock, on behalf of the vestry meeting, 

pointed out that (with just one dissention) the meeting did not agree that a special constable 

was required. Garrett also used the case to pursue another cause celebre claiming that 

Wheatley was akin to Botany Bay with local drunks, idlers etc. being foisted on it, and was an 

unsafe place to live.  

 

Now it just so happens that the Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, preached at Wheatley 

Church on Wednesday 31 October 1849. The collection was to support the local school and 

this raised some £36, an insufficient sum as Garrett reckoned that £100 was needed. So, this 

became another cause along with trying to recover the costs of the prosecution which Garrett 

reported that some £5 was raised. 

 

A ‘Friend of the Church’ pops up in an anonymous letter claiming that the Bishop of Oxford’s 

Cuddesdon Church, the mother church to Wheatley, was rich with some £4,200 while 

Wheatley was left to struggle for its ‘1,000 souls with a pittance of less than £100 per annum’. 

 

Comment 

The event appears to have been blown out of all proportion (even one letter says so) but, more 

importantly was used by Garrett and others for their battles for 

 Appointment of a special constable (which was later made at the cost to  

   the Poor Rates) 

 An attack on the Bishop for keeping Wheatley (church) impoverished  

   compared to Cuddesdon 

 

The famous comment made by Wilberforce that Wheatley was the ‘most difficult village’ has 

never had a precise date attributed to it. However, Wilberforce was in Wheatley on 31 

October during the thick of this ‘storm in a teacup’. Although Wiulberforce had not taken up 

the Cuddesdon position until 1845, three years after the debacle with Rev. Langley in 1841-2 

(which resulted in his suspension), he was probably aware of this, and also the unsatisfactory 

short tenure of a subsequent curate, Emilius Bayley. 

 



Edward Elton (mis-spelt in the article) was appointed at the end of June 1849… 

 
 

… despite the fact that Garrett was clearly the curate during October and November of 1849. 

This raises an interesting point about his ‘absence’ from the riot affair newspaper articles. 

Perhaps there was a handover period and Elton was keeping a low profile? The appointment 

in June 1849 squares with the fact (from his diaries) that Elton was ready to start building his 

house on May 6 1850. 

 

In view of his obvious replacement, it seems likely that there was ‘no love lost’ between 

Wilberforce and Garrett. Perhaps it was when Wilberforce came to preach in Wheatley on 31 

October 1849 that he may have made the ‘most difficult village’ comment, perhaps even from 

the pulpit, and perhaps even with Elton’s knowledge and agreement.  

 

There are four broader points. The first is that Wheatley, like any ‘open’ village tended to 

gather the riff-raff. The second is that it is known that Wheatley had considerable 

unemployment – or excess of labourers – with an article in 10 June 1843 stating that men with 

scythes were standing idle for want of a job paying only 3 shillings a week, which George 

Drury of Shotover House said that he would supplement by a further 5 shillings. The third is 

that passing people, who might be perceived as competition for any available work, would be 

seen as a threat to the unemployed people in Wheatley. The final point is that the (national) 

agricultural riots did not come to a quick end and that lack of employment continued into the 

late 1840s with agriculture only starting to improve in the 1850s. 

















 





 

 





 


