
On 28  July 1812, Richard and his
troop are in Bolton , just five miles
away from his family home. What
were they doing there, flying the
flag and recruiting? For an answer to
this, we have to look at events in
this area with respect to Luddite
type activity. In April 1812
unemployment in the cotton
industry, and taxes and food prices
were at an all time high. This was
caused partly by the effect of the war
on trade but also by the increasing
use of large factories containing the
latest power looms and spinning
mules. A mill was attacked in
Middleton (near Oldham),
Manchester saw food riots, and in
Bolton a farmer selling potatoes at
market was forced by a threatening
mob to sell at a price they dictated.
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In the very same week, Rowe and
Dunscough’s Mill in Richard’s home town of
Westhoughton, one of the very first mills to
be powered by steam when it was opened
in 1804, was set on fire and burnt to the
ground. Eventually, 24 people were
arrested and escorted to Bolton. In the
ensuing trials, 12 were transported for
seven years, and three (including a 16 year
old boy) were sentenced to be hanged at
Lancaster .3

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF RICHARD TURNER
(1783–1860),  A CAVALRY TROOPER
FROM WESTHOUGHTON, LANCASHIRE

When Britain resumed hostilities with Napoleon Bonaparte’s France in 1803 the
inevitable economic downturn that followed was a disaster for the Lancashire cotton
industry and its workers. One of those workers was my 4th great grandfather Richard
Turner, but he had an escape plan. Some time during the summer of 1805 the 18
years old weaver travelled south to Windsor, and on the 8  of August  he enlisted as
a trooper in the Royal Regiment of Horse one of the two crack regiments dedicated to
the protection the monarch, George III. After his initial training to turn him into a
horseman not only capable of controlling his horse in formation during the chaos of
battle, but also during the pomp and glitter of a royal display, Richard settled down to
the humdrum life of the barracks. In January 1808 Richard married local girl Ann
Bench. Despite Britain being at war, the Household Cavalry was not deployed in
fighting in the various theatres of war until 1812.
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GOING HOME TO LANCASHIRE

The burnt out ruins of Rowe & Dunscough’s
Mill at Westhoughton in 1899, the year it was

finally demolished.



Westhoughton wasn’t the only site of
disaffection in Lancashire at that time. In
Bolton on 30  April twenty men and
women were charged with 1) “the
administering of an unlawful Oath or
Engagement to a sergeant in the Bolton
Regiment of Lancashire Local Militia
(purporting to bind him in a seditious
purpose)”, and 2) ‘Setting fire to a hovel,
lately used as a Rope Walk’. Twelve were
found guilty and sentenced to Seven years
transportation. In Middleton (near Oldham),
on 9  May eleven people were accused of
inciting a Mob to set fire to a private house
(belonging to mill owner Daniel Burton)
after threatening the owner to obtain meat
and liquor. Five were found guilty and
jailed for six months.
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Perhaps the most telling incident was on
29  April, in Manchester, when upwards of
one hundred people were charged with
“having stolen a large quantity of
potatoes”. This shows that the riots were
not just political but also that sections of
the community, were, due to
unemployment and low wages, actually
hungry to the point of starvation. The
blame for this situation seems to have
been laid squarely on the government for
the war and the mill owners for introducing
unfair industrial processes and practices.
These domestic uprisings in the northern
industrial areas during this period required
the government to deploy at least 12,000
troops stationed in the troubled counties in
the summer of 1812, more than there
were in the whole of the Peninsular War
campaign .  This was why the Blues, and
Richard were sent into Lancashire and on
the 7  of May when their headquarters
were established at Warrington.
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A c.1813 drawing of a Blues trooper,
probably the nearest we will get to a

picture of Richard Turner.

UNREST SPREADS

The use of heavy cavalry like the Royal
Horse Guards seems a strange tactic,
they weren’t very effective in the type
of night time guerrilla tactics favoured
by Luddite gangs. The other problem
that the army encountered was that
some enlisted men, especially those
from weaving areas, sympathised with
the protesters. Commanding officers
counteracted this by moving troops
around constantly to avoid unnecessary
friction between them and the locals.
Could this have been the reason why
Richard was on none of the muster
rolls after Bolton? Did he sympathise
with the rioters and, even worse, did
his troop ride through Westhoughton
causing the young man a great deal of
stress and soul searching if he was
harangued by people who were
relatives, friends and former
neighbours. How did his parents and
sister Charlotte view his participation in
the riot control manoeuvres?

CONFLICTED TROOPER



After the northern exercises, Trooper
Richard Turner sees no further action,
and his final entry in the rolls says
“Discharged on 4 August” 1814. The
date of Richard’s discharge is actually
quite significant, because the Allies
entered Paris on 31  March 1814 and
on 6  April, Emperor Napoleon
abdicated, and eventually he was sent
into exile. The war was surely over!
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Unfortunately not, on 1  March 1815
he escaped from exile on the Italian
island of Elba. The war finally finished
on 18  June that year with Napoleon’s
defeat at Waterloo, where the Blues
played a significant part in the battle,
sustaining significant losses. What a
relief this would have been to Richard
but, from a personal point of view, had
Richard been at Waterloo and fatally
wounded this account would never
have been written.
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Further research uncovered original
court records relating to the 1812
Lancashire Riots, annotated by the
young barrister Thomas Batty Addison,
who later became one of Preston's
most prominent legal figures. Among
the documents is a rare sketch of two
Royal Horse Guards troopers, offering
an intriguing contemporary glimpse of
the soldiers deployed to suppress the
unrest and providing perhaps the
closest surviving visual representation
of the men who served alongside
Richard Turner.

PEACE & A RETURN TO
CIVILIAN LIFE

A sketch by Thomas Batty Addison* on
the back of his copy of ‘A Calendar of

The Crown Prisoners confined in
Lancaster Gaol 25  Day of May 1812’,

along with his annotations on the trials. 
th
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*Thomas Batty Addison (1786-1874) was a young barrister in 1812 who later became
Recorder of Preston and Chairman of Quarter Sessions. He was also a famous
resident of Winckley Square.

Richard Turner’s story offers a rare personal perspective on the social upheavals that
accompanied Britain’s Industrial Revolution. Through the experiences of a Lancashire
handloom weaver who escaped economic hardship by joining the army, the article
reveals how industrialisation, war and political unrest transformed ordinary lives.
Turner's return to Lancashire as a cavalry trooper during the riots of 1812 highlights
the complex loyalties faced by working-class soldiers, some of whom found
themselves policing communities very similar to those from which they had come. His
story demonstrates that the Lancashire Riots were not simply protests against
machinery, but part of a wider struggle over poverty, employment, identity and social
change during a pivotal period in British history.

CONCLUSION: HISTORICAL INSIGHTS
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