
Over Christmas I was reading some old copies of the Transactions of the Shropshire 
Archaeological Sociey kindly given to me by Val Edwards and found this article about Bridgnorth in 
the seventeenth century. It is interesting, partly because we can see that there were very real food 
shortages and partly because we get a glimpse into how food was bought, sold and transported. 
As so often with history we would love to have more information. What happened before 1693 and 
what happened afterwards are obvious questions, but Malcolm Wanklyn, the author, could find no 
further information. The article was based on the Quarter Session Records and was published in 
the Transactions of the Shropshire Archaeological Society in 1993 (Volume LXVIII). This summary 
appears by courtesy of the author.

Two years of bad harvests in the early 1690s led to food shortages made worse by speculators, 
known as badgers, raising the price beyond the reach of ordinary folk. In the spring of 1693 attacks 
were made as grain was being transported from Bridgnorth market to Wolverhampton. The first 
incident happened on the 22 April 1693. Several agents for Wolverhampton bakers, mainly 
servants of Compton Mill, were at Bridgnorth to buy grain but the shortage of corn meant that the 
buyers left without being able to meet their requirements. Henry Pemberton of Perton could only 
buy enough grain for two of his six clients. Buying the grain was only part of the problem, getting 
the grain safely out of Bridgnorth, was another.
Corn was traded in some of the Bridgnorth Inns, and William Evans, landlord of one of the main 
trading inns on the High Street, instructed Francis Lacon to transport some grain belonging to 
William Farmer of Wolverhampton down Cartway to the Vine Inn. John Lloyd and a man called 
Head stopped the cart in Cartway and a crowd unloaded the corn and carried it away. A 
Wolverhampton chandler was then stopped in Cartway and his wheat was stolen by a group of 
people. Unfortunately the victim couldn’t identify any of the attackers.
Two weeks later, also in Cartway, Thomas Clemson, a Wolverhampton baker, was attacked as he 
went down the road with his packhorses laden with grain. There was a mob in the street 
threatening to seize badgers and corn and Rebecca Crudgington with whom Clemson had just 
dined, feared for her guest’s safety and went to check that he had passed safely on his way. 
Unfortunately Clemson and his cargo had been waylaid by a group of women and in spite of 
Rebecca Crudginton and her daughters’ attempts to prevent them, the corn was stolen. Margery 
Minton tried to take the sacks off the backs of the horses and when she couldn’t do this, Anne Roe 
slit the bags with a knife. Anne Bowkley, wife of Ambrose Bowkley, Amy Beard, wife of John Beard, 
Thomasin Pearce, wife of John Reynolds, all gathered what corn they could in their aprons and 
carried it away.
In June 1693, one of the leaders of an earlier incident, Richard Powell, a gunsmith by trade, 
approached Humphrey Brayne’s baker’s shop. Inside was David Evans, servant of Richard Pennall 
with some of his master’s corn. Powell demanded to see the contents of the sack and called 
Pennall a badger. Evans said that the sack contained oats, as indeed it did, and Powell went away 
muttering that the other sacks may have contained corn.
The final incident recorded was caused by trading outside the market place. Private sales such as 
these meant that grain passed from grower to wholesaler without the public having an opportunity 
to purchase. Richard Kynnersley from Chetton had sold a large quantity of barley to John Willmot 
and John Hay of Worcester, partners in a bakery business. On 17 January 1694 the grain was 
being loaded on to Joseph Pinner’s barge at Eardington when a mob approached accompanied by  
the Bridgnorth constables. Kynnersley’s men were forced to load all the grain onto the barge which 
was then towed to Bridgnorth by William Siddal junior, Thomas Bebb, William Perkes, John 
Pearce, Thomas Baker junior, Richard Gower and a twelve year old boy. At Bridgnorth the men 
took what they wanted and left the rest to a Bridgnorth mob. Of the ten members of this group, six 
were women. 
Why were the constables present in Eardington when the Kinnersley boat was being loaded? The 
constables had a warrant to stop the boat because it was thought the grain was being exported to 
France but why the constables allowed the boat to be towed by the mob to Bridgnorth is not 
known. The crew of the barge said they gave way to the mob because they thought that was what 
the constables wanted them to do. Motives for what happened in the past are often hard to 
determine.
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Another incident which involved theft from a barge took place in October 1693. Several flitches of 
bacon and a quantity of cheese bought at St Luke’s Fair by people from the Ironbridge area were 
stolen from a barge belonging to Thomas Cope of Broseley. The barge had been moored overnight 
near the Town Mills and the barge operator complained  of the theft to Bridgnorth Corporation. 
Some months later the Corporation offered to replace the cheese and bacon if no further action 
was taken by the barge operator. Again, why the Corporation did this we don’t know. Perhaps the 
Corporation knew that the goods had been resold in the market or perhaps it was a gesture of 
goodwill to try to repair the tarnished image of the market town. 
Two other pieces of evidence are indicative of problems of food supply. In 1693, five fishermen 
were fined for fishing with nets that had too fine a mesh. An insignificant occurrence you might 
think except that this was the first time this offence had come before the court since the Civil War. 
In November of the same year Francis Oakes junior made a declaration that the twelve tons of 
cheese he was storing in his house at the bottom of the Cartway, after the St Luke’s Fair, was the 
property of a Staffordshire cheesemonger and was to be carried by Oakes to Gloucester and 
thence overland to London. Perhaps this was the case or was he a speculator holding the cheese 
in the hope that prices would rise?
Many of the rioters lived in houses at the bottom of the Cartway and were neighbours or relatives. 
They were young, most of the men were under 35 and the women a little older. They were 
described as poor, the occupations of the men were watermen (thirteen), two ships carpenters, two 
brickmakers, one gunsmith and a fisherman. 

The food riots happened for only a few years but tell us a little about the marketing and distribution 
of foodstuffs at the end of the seventeenth century. Three factors seemed to come together to 
prompt the riots. Firstly there were the poor harvests, secondly, the increasing demand from 
Wolverhampton for grain pushed the price beyond what the poor of Bridgnorth could afford and 
thirdly, speculators stockpiled goods in the hope that the price would rise. Faced with the prospect 
of starvation it is no wonder that Bridgnorth people took matters into their own hands and took the 
food they needed.
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