Reading the Riot Act

It was in 1843 when George Stephenson’s plans for the building of a railway between
Chester and Holyhead were put in front of Parliament for their consideration. The plans
gained Royal Assent in 1844 and work started a year later.

This was the period between the first and second
industrial revolutions, and Britain and Ireland
were having economic problems. Ireland had
experienced potato crop failures for two years

in a row by 1845, resulting in the emigration of
more than 2 million Irish people who hoped to
find work and a better life elsewhere.

The problems there, and in Britain as a whole,
were exacerbated by the Corn Laws that Peel as
Prime Minister and Gladstone as President of the
Board of Trade were then refusing to repeal
(they did support repeal later). The Laws
protected the profits and political power of the
land-owning classes by blocking the import of
cheap grain and imposing import duties. This
‘Bread Tax’ led to high costs of living for the
working classes, on top of food shortages and
economic recession.

The ‘hungry forties’ were a potent recipe for civil
unrest.
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Reading the Riot Act

By now, skilled Irish ‘navvies’ were
employed on railway construction
projects throughout Britain. They
worked in ‘Butty Gangs’ and were
highly paid in comparison to
labourers, earning between four and
six shilling a day. As well as the job
not being easy, the social situation
was also tense. Anti-Irish sentiment
and anti-Catholic prejudice was rife
at this time, and the Irish gangs were
often kept separate for their safety.

There had been reports of fighting
between the Irish navvies and other
groups in the newspapers since
1838, but tensions escalated in
1846 when 280,000 Irish famine
refugees entered Britain via
Liverpool. This is when the Irish
history books report three of the
most serious episodes of navvy
violence. One of them occurred in
Penmaenmawr.
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It was May when the incident took place.
Hearing the news about the arrival of Irish
workers in search of employment, 300 local
workers organised an attack to clear all the
Irish working on the railway line from
Penmaenmawr to the Llandegai tunnel.
Eight of the Irish navvies had sought
protection from the police, and some of the
rioters were arrested.

As the Riot Act was being read, friends of
the one of the ringleaders threw a rope
over the prison wall and helped him escape.
Urgent requests for military aid were sent
out, resulting in the deployment of the 68th
(Durham) regiment of Foot (Light Infantry)
which was rushed to the area by steamship
from Liverpool to help restore the peace.

THE RIOT ACT.

If any persons to the number of 12 or

more y, T y, and ly

to the di of the
public peace and being required by any Justice
by proclamation in the King's name in the
exact form of the Riot Act, I George I, Sess. 2
c. 51 2 to di and bly
depart, shall to the number of 12 or more

and ¢ remain

or continue together for an hour after such
‘. roclamation shall be guilty of a felony.

The Form of Proclamation is as follows :—
“Our Sovereign Lord the King chargeth
a‘mi commandeth all persons, being assembled,
i to t , and

peaceably depart to their habitations, or to
their lawful business, upon the pains contained
in the Act made in the first year of King
George the First for preventing tumults and
riotous assemblies.”

GOD SAVE THE XKING.
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