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Mark Baker, Wiltshire Histo-
rian 

 
Two of the most informative articles I have 

read about the lot of the Agricultural Labourer 
in southern England c 1850 and the emigra-
tion to Australia including a description of the 
Marion voyage and its wrecking, plus the af-
termath in South Australia, were by Mark 
Baker.  The two articles were "Aspects of the 
Life of the Wiltshire Agricultural Labourer, c. 
1850", the first part of which appears in this 
issue of the periodical, and "From Wiltshire to 
Australia 1851, the Story of an Emigration", a 
copy of which is accessible on Beverley Mat-
thew's web site www.users.on.line/esmarion. 

Mark Baker wrote many articles based on 
the 1850s era, at one time living in an 1846 
cottage on the Savernake Estate at Pewsey in 
Wiltshire.  In that era this estate was owned 
by Lord Bruce, who was so instrumental in 
assisting Wiltshire families to emigrate in 
1851, including those on the Marion. 

In his meticulous research for the emigra-
tion article, Mr Baker corresponded with 
South Australian descendants of some of the 
Wiltshire emigrants, often mentioning his in-
tention to follow up his article with a book, a 
more complete account with source refer-
ences.  One such correspondent was Gilbert 
Norman Cassidy of Marion in Adelaide, South 
Australia, whose wife Nance kindly loaned 
me her late husband's papers including some 
correspondence with Mr Baker. 

Mark Baker published most of his works in 
the 1970s and 1980s, gave up teaching at Wel-
lington College at Crowthorne in Berkshire 
(the adjacent county to the east of Wiltshire 
towards London) in about 1980, and entered a 

(Continued on page 2) 

In This Issue Page 
Mark Baker, Wiltshire Historian 
Wiltshire Emigrant, John Lewis Cassidy 
Wiltshire Ag Labs c 1850 - Part 1 

           1 
           2 
           3 
            

British Isles Australia 

Editorial 
 
The contribution Mark Baker of Wilt-

shire, England, made to our knowledge 
of the conditions agricultural labourers 
suffered in southern England and the 
emigration of the 1850s including de-
tails of the Marion voyage are dis-
cussed in this issue. 

When receiving the article "From 
Wiltshire to Australia 1851: The Story 
of an Emigration", a copy of which is 
on Beverley Matthews web site, I was 
intrigued by the names and addresses 
given in his foreword of South Austra-
lians with whom he had corresponded 
in the early 1970s. 

I wondered whether any of these 
people or their descendants could be 
identified to provide additional Marion 
information. 

Suffice to say that to the present 
time some three present-day connec-
tions have been identified, but only one 
has as yet provided information of in-
terest. 

I am indebted to Nance Cassidy of 
Marion who has taken the trouble to 
search out relevant papers concerning 
Mark Baker’s correspondence and has 
loaned me those papers to prepare the 
articles in this issue. 

Baker's "ag lab" article has been 
broken into a number of parts and the 
first part starts on page 3. 

 
John Keynes 
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had an entry for the 6 June, describing how 
the ship was withstanding a heavy gale and 
how the ship's captain made a drunken ram-
page through the emigrants' quarters.  One can 
only imagine the stress of childbirth under 
such conditions.  Tragically daughter Eliza-
beth died some 2 years later. 

 Descendant Gilbert Norman (see descen-
dant chart showing his lineage down from 
John Lewis) produced in 1976 a family history 
booklet and the following information was 
gleaned from that booklet. 

The family was rescued from the Marion 
and taken by ship to Port Adelaide.  The fam-
ily became established in Adelaide and many 
descendants remained in Adelaide while oth-
ers moved to Victoria. 

John Lewis resumed his occupation of 
bricklayer, progressing to mason, builder and 
contractor.  As a builder he constructed, with 
the help of his family, many houses in the 
Goodwood area, at one time building his own 
house at Prospect. A notable building project, 
which he accomplished with the help of his 
son Walter, in 1878, was the Parkside West 
Primitive Methodist church in Young Street.  

(Continued on page 3) 
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nursing home in 1993.  Sadly, he never did 
write the book about which he wrote so pas-
sionately in his correspondence.    � 

Wiltshire Emigrant, John 
Lewis Cassidy 

 
The article on Mark Baker in this issue re-

fers to correspondence with Gilbert Norman 
Cassidy of Marion, a suburb of Adelaide, 
South Australia.  Gilbert Norman was a de-
scendant of John Lewis Cassidy, an emigrant 
on the Marion.  Most of the information that 
follows was kindly supplied by Gilbert Nor-
man's widow, Nance, still residing at Marion. 

John Lewis Cassidy boarded the Marion 
with his wife Jane (nee Deacon) and their 3-
year-old daughter Sarah.  A second daughter 
Elizabeth was born on board on 6 June 1851.  
The diary by Arthur Poole describing the voy-
age,  included in Issue 2 of December last, 
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bourers, it is impossible to leave him out of it.  
The head of a great farming family, he was 
one of the most influential men, in Wiltshire, 
respected alike by other farmers, by landown-
ers, and by labourers, not only for his champi-
onship of the cause of protection but also for 
his public spirit generally, for his courage and 
his outspokenness.  A story told about him 
helps to explain his reputation.  Riding back 
from Calne market one day, he had been at-
tacked by two highwaymen.  He beat them 
off, galloped to Avebury and mustered help, 
then scoured the downs for his assailants; they 
were caught, brought to justice and trans-
ported.  Mr. Brown was the sort of man who 
stood no nonsense.  For six years now he had 
campaigned against free trade as Chairman of 
the Society; he and Walter Long, M. P. for 
North Wilts, had stood shoulder to shoulder 
through the crisis over the repeal of the Corn 
Laws in 1846, George Brown keeping up the 
pressure in the county and Walter Long doing 
his best in the House.  Now that the battle was 
lost and more than three years of agricultural 
distress had ensued, George Brown was con-
vinced that hard times lay ahead for farmers 
and labourers alike and that the cause was 

simply free trade in corn.  
But at this meeting he was 
careful not to push him-
self too far forward, espe-
cially as some of the me-
chanics from the Swindon 

railway works were bound to be there; they 
were free traders to a man, and regarded farm-
ers as backwoodsmen.  The meeting was also 
intended to attract agricultural labourers, and 
this perhaps explains George Brown's surpris-
ing choice of a chairman for it.  He had per-
suaded Earl Stanhope to preside - a nobleman 
whose sympathies with the labourer were well 
known; for he was a keen opponent of the 
New Poor Law and had told the House of 
Lords in 1839 that it was time labour was rep-
resented in Parliament.  'Stanhope', as G.M. 
Young said, 'proclaiming the right of the un-
employed man to maintenance in full comfort, 
seems to have strayed into the wrong century 
and wrong House'.  At the Swindon meeting 
he acquitted himself well, supporting George 
Brown and protection and allowing only one 
of the railway mechanics to advertise the 
cause of free trade.  But unfortunately he 
failed to allow a man to speak, whose views 
might have caused quite a stir and on the sub-
ject of workhouses would have made Stan-
hope feel how right he was about the New 
Poor Law.  This man was Jacob Baker, a la-
bourer from the tiny hamlet of Hodson in the 
parish of Chiseldon south of Swindon, now 

(Continued on page 4) 
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While he later became quite prosperous from 
his building work, he suffered from "putting 
all his eggs in the one basket", for he had 
practically all his savings in one bank account 
in 1885/86.  The bank went bankrupt and he 
lost all those savings.  He never recovered 
from this setback and died almost penniless in 
1891. 

His descendants included those who con-
tinued in the building industry and others who 
branched out into other walks of life.  It seems 
unfortunate that this worthy pioneer who 
made such a contribution to his new country 
did not reap a better reward for that contribu-
tion.    �    

 
Wiltshire Ag Labs c1850 - 
Part 1 

 
In the ballroom of the Goddard Arms Hotel 

in Swindon, which was then called the As-
sembly Room and was two-thirds of its pres-
ent size, one day at the beginning of February 
1850 an interesting political meeting took 
place.  It was organised by the 
North Wiltshire Protection 
Society, and the object was to 
gain support for a resolution 
in favour of protection.  The 
Queen was to be asked to dis-
solve Parliament, so that a general election 
could be held, in which, it was hoped, the pro-
tectionists would gain a majority of seats in 
the House of Commons and be able to undo 
the iniquitous measure introducing free trade 
in corn and withdrawing the protection given 
to British farmers which Sir Robert Peel had 
carried out three and a half years before.  This 
was political dynamite, and the supporters of 
free trade in New Swindon organised them-
selves to protest.  There might have been seri-
ous trouble when the free traders gathered 
outside the Goddard Arms carrying big and 
small loaves on sticks to advertise the advan-
tages of free trade in corn and the disadvan-
tages of protection; but the recently formed 
county police, under the command of the 
Chief Constable for Wiltshire, Captain Mere-
dith, were also present, and the day passed 
peacefully.  Inside the Assembly Room some 
influential and important persons were gath-
ered on the platform, including two M.P.s., a 
number of landowners and parsons, and the 
Chairman of the North Wiltshire Protection 
Society, who was one of the leading farmers 
in Wiltshire, Mr. George Brown of Avebury. 

A word must be said about Mr Brown.  Al-
though this article is concerned with the la-
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not far from M4; he had taught himself to read 
and write, and had written out his speech care-
fully.  When deprived of the opportunity of de-
livering it, he showed it to a friendly farmer, 
Thomas Dyke, who passed it on to the Devizes 
Gazette.  The editor of that Conservative jour-
nal, to his lasting credit, published it in full.' 
With hindsight one can see that the presence 
together in the Assembly Room of the Goddard 
Arms that day in 1850 of the leading farmer in 
Wiltshire, the outspoken labourer, and the rebel 
peer was an interesting historical coincidence, 
and that, while Stanhope had certain links with 
the future, Jacob Baker was the one with whom 
the future really lay, while George Brown, like 
many other farmers, was living in the past. 

Jacob Baker's speech, though it could have 
been better arranged, was a remarkable per-
formance for a working man in 1850, and it 
tells us much about the labourer's way of life 
and his difficulties.  Baker was just over forty.  
A God-fearing man, he had married very young, 
after the country fashion, when a child was on 
the way.  By 1851 he had nine children; and 
feeding such a large family in the middle of 
winter, when he had no regular work and there-
fore no regular income, seemed an almost in-
soluble problem, and the contemplation of it 
roused his wrath.  'And you, gentlemen, must 
know that our case is very bad, and that we 
have not near victuals enough.  How would you 
like to sit down with your wife and young chil-
dren four days in the week to not half bread and 
potatoes enough, and the other three days upon 
not half enough boiled swedes, and but with lit-
tle fire to cook them with?' The solution offered 
by state and local authority of going to the 
workhouse, either on his own or with the whole 
family, was not to be endured.  'Thousands 

would rather rob or starve than go to the 
house'.  Baker had no prospect of any constant 
work till mowing time, although he had plenty 
of the countryman's skills; he could plough, 
sow and reap, make ladders and gates, cut up 
pigs and sink wells.  'I mend my children's 
shoes, and make my own clothes, and occa-
sionally earn sixpence by drawing teeth'. 
Somehow the family got through the winter of 
1850 and through the next winter too, but that 
was their last in England; for in the summer of 
1851 they all emigrated to Australia.  There 
Jacob Baker found conditions very different.  
Writing to his friends in Hodson in February 
1852, just two years after the Swindon meet-
ing, from the Lyndoch Valley north of Ade-
laide, he reported that there was no lack of 
work for himself and his able-bodied sons and 
daughters, and the food was marvellous.  'Poor 
pipel in Hodson do not know what good living 
is.  We have got a goint of fresh meet on our 
tabel everey day, and littel Bill says I want to 
give Tom Weston some.'  Little Bill was six 
years old, and Tom Weston was a chum of his 
in Hodson.  'We do not put in tea in the pot 
with a tea-spuoan, but with the hand! . . 'This 
is the contrey, my boys. . . ‘  Jacob Baker 
lived to be over eighty, and his wife, surely an 
heroic woman, appears to have outlived him.  
His evidence is particularly valuable, not just 
because he was one of the very few articulate 
labourers but even more because he could so 
graphically point the contrast between the 
misery in Wiltshire and the rude plenty in 
South Australia. 

Did he exaggerate?  There is no reason to 
doubt his word about winter unemployment, 
and little Bill's remark shows what a luxury 
meat was in Hodson.  How did others fare 
over employment and food?     To be 
continued. 

Articles for future issues of “Marion Family” Periodical will be welcomed. 
 
The Editor’s address and other details are as follows: 
 
John Keynes 
10 Bowey Avenue 
Salisbury Heights, S.A. 5109 
 
Telephone:     (08) 8258 9999  
Email:     ramacs@chariot.com.au 
 
This periodical can also be accessed on 
the world wide web from a web page 
produced by Beverley Matthews.  

If you know of someone who has an 

interest in the “Marion Family” 

history and would like to get paper 

copies of these periodicals as they 

are published, invite the person to 

send name, address and a book of 10 

stamps to the editor. 


