As work con nues on the renova on of the Old Chapel, Tolpuddle, and we discover more about how
the building was put together in 1818, we would do well to remember the women. There is no
reason to suppose that they were not involved in the planning and building of this remarkable
vernacular place of worship. Historians have long reminded us of the prominence of women in the
early Methodist movement. One major form of evidence for this is the an -Methodist wri ng of the
me which complained that the movement was e ec vely undermining family life by allowing
women to be so ac vely involved, resul ng in the neglect of their domes c du es. Such accusa ons
sit only too comfortably alongside those made by some Anglicans of the period who censured the
Methodists for spending too much me worshipping when they should have been working, poin ng
out that they would do be er to avail themselves of the weekly worship of the established Church
which, far more economically, could do most of their praying for them. Studies of the Methodist
membership lists of the early nineteenth century clearly show a preponderance of women over men
in most regions of England, and membership lists, we can reasonably assume, indicate high level of
engagement. Those who a ended Methodist mee ngs, it has been es mated, probably were at the
very least twice as large as the membership.
So we can be con dent that women and men worked together to build this li le Chapel, and
par cipated in the ac vi es around it. A er the trial of the Dorchester Labourers in 1834 and the
transporta on of the men who were to become known as the Tolpuddle Martyrs, the wives of these
men were treated vindic vely. When they applied for Parish Relief their applica on was summarily
rejected, and on appealing to Charles Woolaston, Chairman of the Quarter Sessions, they were told
‘You shall su er want; you shall have no mercy, because you ought to have known be er to have
allowed such mee ngs to have been held in your house.’ The reference here is to Dinniah Stand eld
who was struggling to support ve children, with one son of working age, and two daughters making
bu ons for one shilling and two pence for every gross (144). The magistrates opined that these
working children should support their brothers and sisters, and that she should support herself.
Main Sources:
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‘The Women of Tolpuddle’
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Photo courtesy of, ‘Time & Tide’, the Dorset based
drama group from their produc on, ‘To Win The Day’.
It tells the story of the wives and families of the
Dorset Labourers from before the men were arrested
to Betsy Loveless’ death in Canada in 1868.
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Interna onal Woman’s Day - The Women of Tolpuddle

Home dearest Home adapted as part of the folk-drama ToWin The Day. Sung by
Betsy Loveless, Sarah Loveless, Dinniah and Eliza Standfield in 1834 after the transportation
of their husbands, fathers and brothers to Australia for Seven Years.

Home dearest home (tune: Wm Chubb, Beaminster 1906)
Our home doesn’t feel, like home any more
The rich are getting richer, we are very poor
We graze and we grow, we gather and we glean
But ‘pastures of plenty’ are nowhere to be seen.
The parish law, the poor law should be on our side
But laws are for the lawyers and the powerful beside.
We do what we can in the snow and wind and rain
And we’ll plant for the harvest as the year turns round again.
Oh, it’s Home dearest Home, where I long to be
Home by the hearth with my own family
With the old sycamore still standing on the green
And we will be together in our own country.
The sycamore is creaking like a ship in the dark,
Under its canopy upon its sturdy bark
The spider spins her web lacing very low
And the storm-cock on the tops’l calling out to all below;
He’s telling of the storm that’s a-coming to us all,
He’s battered by the wind in the face of the squall
And we are forced to weather winter’s blackest thorn,
And the cold like the frost in all our hearts must be borne.
Oh, it’s Home dearest Home, where I long to be
Home by the hearth with my own family
With the old sycamore still standing on the green
And we will be together in our own country.
The sun that was shining over you yesterday
Is the same one we see wink and smile on us today,
But there’s seven lonely summers and seven lonely falls
And spring feels a long way out of reach for us all.
Oh, it’s Home dearest home, where I long to be
Home by the hearth with my own family
With the old sycamore still standing on the green
And we will be together in our own country

