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Introduction 
 
In The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (2004), William St. Clair 
argues that there was a virtual extinction of old ballad tales such as Guy 
of Warwick that occurred within a generation of the year 1774.3 It is a 
position which has recently been challenged by David Atkinson, who 
points out that: 
  

Anyone familiar with the folk song collections of the late 
nineteenth/early twentieth century, or with the large numbers 
of street ballads issued on broadsides by London and 
provincial printers in the nineteenth century […] is bound to 
wonder whether such a “mass extinction” really did take 
place at all.4  
 

One thing that can be stated with more certainty is that some ballad 
printers took the themes of earlier tales and adapted them to suit the 
context of the nineteenth century. Printed on a single folio size sheet, they 
typically cost a penny and often achieved wide circulation. As we will 
illustrate, hidden within collections of Victorian street literature can be 
found the last remnants of the medieval King and Commoner tradition.  

The earliest glimpses of the King and Commoner tradition can be 
found incorporated into chronicle histories going back to the late tenth 
century, woven into tales of King Alfred, Ethelred the Unready, and 
Henry II. But the tradition fully emerges in the fifteenth century in the 
substantive, popular ballads of King Edward and the Shepherd (c. 1400-
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1450), John the Reeve (c. 1450), as well as forming the basis for the last 
two fyttes of the influential A Gest of Robyn Hode (c. 1500). These 
fifteenth-century tales are linked by their use and adaption of a standard 
plot. They depict a King becoming lost in a forest where he encounters a 
rustic commoner who voices complaints about the common people’s 
financial and materialistic oppression by the nobility. The king conceals 
his identity and is taken to the commoner’s house, where the commoner 
unveils an extravagant poached feast. The second half of these tales sees 
the incognito king invite the commoner back to the court, where he is 
presented with a royal banquet concluding with the reveal of the king’s 
true identity. The commoner fears he will be executed but he is instead 
rewarded and made a member of the court.  

These early texts combine the upside-down world imagined by the 
feasts of the medieval carnival with commoners’ political grievances 
lifted from the complaint literature and insurgent demands of this 
turbulent period. The commoner’s poached feasts are presented as the 
culmination of the commoner’s defiance towards restrictive hierarchical 
boundaries. These feasts also repeatedly see the commoner presented as a 
carnival king, while the disguised king is often physically beaten. 
However, these tales also end with a sense of foreboding. Despite the 
commoner being rewarded, the court’s conservative carnival scenes 
repeatedly abound with images of execution, merging with the 
commoner’s earlier complaints to present the court as a site of death and 
restriction, in direct opposition to the presentation of the commoner’s 
feast as a site of life and abundance. These texts seem all too aware that 
the commoner is not just rewarded but also contained by the court’s own 
feast, with his promotion signalling the death of his illegal carnival 
feasting and his transformation into an allowed court fool. The commoner 
is made into a target for aristocratic laughter, fixed back into a static 
society and absorbed into the problematically unrepentant, corrupt court.5  

Aside from its appearance in a wide range of drama, the King and 
Commoner tradition continued from the sixteenth century onwards in 
numerous printed street ballads and chapbooks: these include King Alfred 
and the Shepherd (1578), King Edward IV and the Tanner of Tamworth 
(c. 1600), King Henry II and the Miller of Mansfield (1624), King Henry 
VIII and the Abbot of Reading (c. 1680), The King and the Cobler (c. 
1680), and King James I and the Tinker (1745). These ballads saw the 
tradition become increasingly conservative, with any elements of 
carnivalesque inversion or political commoner complaint gradually 
expunged. The exchange of feasts eventually disappeared, leaving the 
tradition’s sole (near) constant tropes being the meeting of a commoner 
with an incognito monarch followed by the commoner’s reward (whether 
hierarchical promotion or simply financial).6 By the end of the 
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seventeenth century, two William III ballads signalled a further change by 
depicting a contemporary monarch for the first time in the tradition. The 
Royal Frolick (c. 1690) celebrates the Protestant William’s ascension to 
the throne and subtly demonises the Catholic James II, while King 
William III and the Loyal Forester (c. 1689-1702) openly criticises the 
tradition’s former celebration of poaching and instead promotes 
William’s harsh reinforcement of the forestry laws. It is clear that these 
ballads had shifted from communicating a degree of commoner dissent 
and a critique of hierarchy to being expressly written as conservative, 
monarchic street propaganda.7 

While there are few surviving King and Commoner ballads from 
the eighteenth century, the tradition clearly remained well-known in the 
nineteenth century. Walter Scott drew on Scottish King and Commoner 
tales of James V for his narrative poem The Lady of the Lake (1810) and 
adapted King Edward and the Hermit (c. 1500) for the scenes in Ivanhoe 
(1819) between Friar Tuck and the disguised King Richard. The tradition 
was also utilised in two examples of nineteenth-century drama: William 
Henry Murray’s comedy Cramond Brig; or the Gudeman of Ballangeich 
(1826) and John Alfred Langford’s politically radical The King and 
Commoner (1870). These examples use medieval settings and characters, 
making them interesting examples of nineteenth-century medievalism. 
However, this medievalism is noticeably absent in a simultaneous 
resurgence of King and Commoner street ballads in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. These ballads are not direct adaptions of older tales 
and do not use medieval settings. Instead they depict contemporary 
monarchs, and directly refer to current political issues and events. The 
usual King and Commoner narratives are made to adhere to the social 
attitudes of the age. These ballads also fit curiously into the history and 
development of the tradition, acting in some ways as a continuation of the 
post-medieval, conservative ballads, while also reintroducing subversive 
elements not seen since the medieval tradition.  

This article primarily focuses on six ballads contained across 
Charles Hindley’s Curiosities of Street Literature (1871) and John 
Ashton’s Modern Street Ballads (1888) that continue the tradition of the 
King and Commoner story: Duke William’s Frolic, The King and the 
Sailor, Jack Binnacle and Queen Victoria, Sailor Jack and Queen 
Victoria, The Owdham Chap's Visit to Th' Queen, and Mr. Ferguson and 
Queen Victoria. Taken together, these ballads offer a fascinating window 
into the political uses of nineteenth-century street ballads and popular 
perceptions of the monarchy at this time. They reveal both the final 
developments of a literary tradition that reaches back to at least the 
fifteenth century but also speak of the political character of several 
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nineteenth-century street ballads that combine monarchic patriotism with 
a reformist agenda.  
 
William IV Ballads  
 
Duke William’s Frolic can be found in John Ashton’s Modern Street 
Ballads (c. 1888). The ballad refers to the future King William IV as a 
duke throughout, so appears to have been written before his ascension to 
the throne, placing its composition between 1789 and 1830. This date can 
perhaps be narrowed down with reference to a near-identical American 
version of this ballad, The Duke of Cumberland’s Frolic, published in 
Boston, Massachusetts. This American version appears in the Isaiah 
Thomas collection and has been dated to approximately 1811-1814 by the 
American Antiquarian Society.8 While both versions only refer to their 
royal protagonist as ‘Duke William’, The Duke of Cumberland’s Frolic’s 
title indicates that William IV has been replaced with William the Duke 
of Cumberland: this is probably Prince William (1721-1765), after whom 
numerous places in the American colonies were named. The Duke of 
Cumberland’s Frolic also amends one line (said by the ship’s captain) 
from ‘I am your shepherd’ to ‘I am your butcher’, seemingly in reference 
of William, Duke of Cumberland’s nickname of ‘the Butcher’.9 
Curiously, The Duke of Cumberland’s Frolic also changes the Duke’s 
preceding line of ‘Take care of your sheep’ (in Duke William’s Frolic) to 
‘Take care of your shipping’, despite this removal of ‘sheep’ making the 
captain’s ‘butcher’ line appear rather nonsensical as a response. This 
would perhaps indicate that Duke William’s Frolic is the original of the 
two. But it appears probable that both of these ballads became popular 
around the same time on either side of the Atlantic, perhaps travelling 
with the sailors to whom they are addressed. 

Duke William’s Frolic was written to critique the practices of 
flogging seaman and impressment. The narrative describes William and a 
nobleman disguising themselves in ‘sailor’s dress from top to toe’ and 
hastening to an inn, in order to discover how ‘the brave sailors’ are 
used.10 The pair are almost immediately found by a roving gang and 
violently pressganged onto a ship. When William complains of his 
treatment, the ship’s captain sentences him to be whipped ‘like a dog’ by 
the boatswain for his ‘bold airs’.11 But once William is stripped, the crew 
recognise ‘the star on his breast’ and ‘on their knees they straight did fall, 
and for mercy soon did call’.12 William rebukes the captain and 
boatswain for their treatment of sailors and replaces them with ‘fresh 
officers that stood in need of wealth’.13 This is a gesture towards the 
reward/promotion motif in the earlier tradition. 
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This ballad clearly acts as a continuation of the King and 
Commoner tradition by depicting a royal personage venturing incognito 
amongst those of lower social origins, a fact that has also been pointed 
out in research conducted upon its sister ballad The Duke of 
Cumberland’s Frolic.14 Yet it breaks from the trajectory of the later, 
conservative King and Commoner ballad tradition by giving voice to 
contemporary political complaints, a feature that sees this ballad hark 
back to the more challenging medieval tales. The corrupt and oppressive 
courtiers found in the medieval tradition are simply substituted here for 
abusive naval officers. Duke William’s Frolic presents a subtle and 
sophisticated case against impressment and the violent treatment of 
sailors, while (as in the medieval tradition) offering a more general 
critique of the treatment of the lowly by the powerful. The ballad does not 
directly portray impressment as an abuse of freedoms and even seems to 
recognise impressment’s role and its perceived need to supply enough 
men for the navy. But it proceeds to argue that impressment is a symptom 
of a wider problem and only necessary due to the abusive way in which 
the sailors are treated by their officers: ‘No wonder that my royal father 
cannot man his shipping, / ‘Tis by using them so barbarously, and always 
them a-whipping’.15 The ballad’s implication is that if the abusive 
officers are replaced and naval culture is changed then impressment 
becomes unnecessary. In this way, it cautiously pushes a reformist agenda 
and offers a gentle if insistent critique of the abuses of those in authority. 

However, this critique is somewhat complicated by the ballad’s 
comic presentation of William. Unlike previous monarchs in the King 
and Commoner tradition, William does not interact with commoners to a 
great degree and this is reflected in his noticeable lack of knowledge or 
understanding regarding the common sailor’s lot. William initially 
complains about being told to sleep with the low-born crew and the 
captain’s reasonable refusal to provide him with ‘a feather bed’ and a 
‘tailor’.16 The ballad also repeatedly makes sly comments regarding 
William’ weight: ‘You’re fat enough, they all replied, pig in amongst the 
sailors’.17 It is a curiously unflattering portrayal of William, focussed on 
his comic ignorance and inability to understand the unfamiliar world he 
has found himself in. In this presentation of an imperfect royal figure, 
Duke William’s Frolic again harks back to the medieval tradition’s 
occasional presentation of bumbling or untrustworthy monarchs. It seems 
as though this King and Commoner ballad’s rare use of a royal figure 
who was not yet a monarch resulted in the ballad writer feeling freer in 
allowing the tale’s comedy to poke fun at the famed ‘sailor’ William.  

While he had not yet been crowned, William was in theory the 
perfect royal to use to promote this naval cause. Despite having an at 
times strained relationship with the Royal Navy, William had served with 
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the navy in his youth and was eventually appointed an Admiral in 1798 
and Admiral of the Fleet in 1811. Resultantly, he was often referred to in 
popular culture as ‘the Sailor King’. The popular ballad Our King is a 
True British Sailor depicts seamen hailing William as ‘our Monarch, our 
Admiral, our Friend’ to a refrain celebrating ‘Our King! And a bold 
British Sailor’.18 Similarly, at the end of Duke William’s Frolic the sailors 
‘loud huzzaéd / Crying, blessed be that happy day whereon was born 
Duke William’.19 However, William’s sailor credentials are perhaps also 
being somewhat mocked by his presentation as overweight, bumbling, 
and ignorant of the sailor’s lot in this ballad. There seems to be a 
knowingness and cynicism present, even as it uses and partially celebrates 
the reformist role of its royal figure.  

But even this presentation of the reformist William is complicated 
by historical reality. While William IV would also be later viewed, 
perhaps undeservedly,20 by contemporaries as a reformist King,21 this 
ballad’s appropriation of royalty to promote its subtle anti-impressment 
message is problematised by the historical William IV being pro-
impressment. It is known, for instance, that William refused to bestow a 
knighthood upon Captain Frederick Marryat because Marryat had 
published a book opposing impressment in 1822.22 But this distance 
between the nineteenth-century street ballads and reality is a common 
feature. Another example of this in relation to William can be seen in the 
ballad King William IV and his Ministers for Ever! which claims that the 
newly crowned William will fight for ‘the rights of the people’ and has 
‘boldly beat the Tories’, who he will ‘drown… in the sea’.23 However, 
William was in fact a supporter of Wellington’s Tory government. It 
seems that nineteenth-century ballad writers were happy to use royal 
figures to push reformist agendas, regardless of whether or not the reality 
matched their claims. This could be simply interpreted as representative 
of a naïve, patriotic hope in the monarch, whose personal views would 
not have been widely known. However, it is also possible that these 
ballads’ appropriation of royal figures is an attempt to disguise opposition 
to the government under the mask of patriotism, and simultaneously place 
pressure on the establishment to instigate such reforms if they wish to 
receive the populist support and ‘loud huzzahs’ that their ballad 
counterparts enjoy. At the same time, placing the criticism in the mouth 
of royalty implies to the ballad’s readers that to criticise its reformist 
message is to criticise the monarch himself. 

The second King and Commoner ballad to feature William IV is 
far more akin to the conservative post-medieval material, but it also offers 
a dramatic change to the tradition that is essential in understanding the 
Victorian ballads that follow, both in terms of their plots and themes. The 
King and the Sailor (c. 1830) was clearly written to celebrate William 
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IV’s coronation. As with Duke William’s Frolic, it plays on William’s 
time with the navy and details his meeting at a royal parade with a lowly 
sailor who had previously served under him. Like some previous 
commoners in the tradition, the sailor speaks colloquially to the amused 
King (‘Then Ben lugged out his ‘bacca box, / And said to the King, come 
take a quid’,24 who shows his royal generosity by subsequently rewarding 
the sailor.  

Unlike Duke William’s Frolic, there is no element of complaint in 
this ballad. It has been clearly designed as monarchic praise literature to 
promote the newly crowned William IV as a dignified yet relatable figure 
who is loved by the people: ‘’bout him there’s no palaver or fuss, / 
Acause, don’t you see, he is one of us’.25 This is an idealised depiction 
that clearly contrasts with Duke William’s Frolic, where the fat Duke 
William provided plenty of ‘palaver’ and ‘fuss’ and was clearly not 
portrayed as ‘one of us’. As such The King and the Sailor fits very 
comfortably into the rest of the conservative post-medieval King and 
Commoner tradition, especially the William III ballads, similarly written 
as monarchic propaganda to promote the newly crowned monarch.  

However, The King and the Sailor’s most distinct features are the 
removal of the monarch’s disguise and accompanying absence of the 
monarch’s movement into the commoner’s sphere. This signals a huge 
break with the previous tradition, rendering it near unrecognisable as a 
King and Commoner ballad.26 The only elements that remain in order to 
still mark it out as part of this tradition are the presentation of a king 
interacting with a commoner who is subsequently given a reward – here 
vaguely referred to as a ‘promotion’ (p. 233), with no further details 
given. This new, conservative development in the tradition had a huge 
impact, with the monarch never again venturing out in disguise in 
subsequent ballads. This new constraint of the monarch, restricting them 
to their own sphere and insisting on recognisable separation over 
intermingling, was repeatedly reproduced as the King and Commoner 
tradition moved into the reign of Queen Victoria. 

 
Queen and Commoner ballads 
 
A pair of similar ballads written at the time of Victoria’s coronation 
provides the very first instance of a ‘Queen and Commoner’ narrative in 
this tradition. This is a significant shift, with almost all of the previous 
ballads depicting encounters between men – with the only exception to 
this rule being The Royal Frolick (c. 1690), in which a farmer’s daughter 
is the main commoner figure.27 However, these Victorian ballads can also 
be seen to merge disparate elements of the previous William ballads, 
capturing both the conservative constraint of the monarch in The King 
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and the Sailor and hints of the reformist political spirit in Duke William’s 
Frolic. The resultant ballads are imbued with a palpable tension. 

Jack Binnacle and Queen Victoria and Sailor Jack and Queen 
Victoria (1837) both depict a sailor named Jack returning to England to 
discover that ‘the Sailor King [was] no more’28 and ‘Queen Victoria ruled 
our isle’.29 Jack proceeds to break into Victoria’s chambers in 
Buckingham Palace, bundling past her guards. Having come across the 
Queen and her disdainful, horrified courtiers, Jack proclaims his loyalty 
to and admiration for Victoria. Luckily for Jack, Victoria is very much 
amused by Jack’s antics: ‘Our lovely Queen seemed to enjoy / The joke, 
which did her guests annoy’.30  

In both of these ballads Jack represents the well-known figure of 
the ‘jolly Jack Tar’. Jack Tar was the personification of the courageous 
seaman fighting for his country, first appearing in popular culture during 
the late eighteenth century.31 Specific Jack Tar characters often move 
between ballads and in Sailor Jack, we are told: 

 
You’ve heard of Sailor Jack, no doubt,  
Who found our good King William out– 
To Windsor Castle, too, he’d been, 
A visiting the King and Queen.32 

It appears from this opening that the Jack in this ballad is meant to be the 
same one who meets King William IV in the ballad of The King and the 
Sailor.33 Indeed, Jack Binnacle knowingly repeats a joke from The King 
and the Sailor while similarly emphasising that ‘Her uncle Bill was one 
of us’.34 This establishes these Victorian ballads as part of an ongoing 
nineteenth-century King and Commoner narrative, subtly communicating 
to its readers a reassuring sense of legitimacy and continuation (rather 
than a break or upheaval) regarding this change of monarch: as Jack says, 
‘So, as I’ve heard, you’re Captain now’.35 As with The King and the 
Sailor, these ballads were written to patriotically celebrate and promote 
the newly crowned monarch to the general populace; Jack Binnacle’s 
chorus repeats the lines ‘Let Pleasure everywhere be seen, / Long life to 
Britain’s youthful Queen!’,36 while both ballads end with the sailors 
enthusiastically toasting their new Queen. 

At the same time, both of these Victorian ballads repeat The King 
and the Sailor’s reduction of the monarch’s active role. Jack Binnacle 
and Sailor Jack remove any element of disguise and prevent the monarch 
from moving incognito into a working class sphere. Indeed, this aspect is 
furthered in these two ballads. The tradition’s previous kings mostly 
wandered freely through the countryside and cities and even William IV 
was depicted visiting the docks in The King and the Sailor. In stark 
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contrast, Victoria does not even leave her private chambers in the palace, 
remaining fixed and passive with the commoner coming to her. 
Significantly, the first Queen to appear in this tradition is restricted to a 
domestic setting. This is not out of keeping with the manner in which 
Victoria was represented in art. Early representations of Victoria and 
Albert’s family, for example, portray a bourgeois, domesticated family 
arrangement. Edwin Landseer’s painting ‘Windsor Castle in Modern 
Times’, painted between 1841 and 1845, represents the marriage of 
Victoria and Albert as the model of nineteenth-century notions of 
domesticity.37 If we add to this the notion that, by the nineteenth century, 
it was accepted that men and women should occupy separate spheres, 
with the woman ‘knowing her place’, then the reason that Victoria does 
not go among the populace like the kings of the medieval period becomes 
clear. 38 The anonymous writers of these ballads have adapted the King 
and Commoner tradition to their nineteenth-century contexts, ensuring 
that their ballads conform to Victorian gender norms. 

In Jack Binnacle, Victoria’s autonomy is reduced even further by 
the ballad making her voiceless. Instead, we see Jack discussing 
Victoria’s physical appearance, admiring her ‘pretty twinkling eyes’ and 
declaring that she looks ‘exactly like my Poll… / Only as how you’re not 
so fat’.39 Jack’s comparisons objectify Victoria and discuss her not in 
terms of a monarch but in terms of a silent, passive, domestic 
(commoner’s) wife and aesthetic possession. In Sailor Jack, Jack 
similarly describes Victoria to the other sailors as ‘a trim built craft and 
no mistake’, again revealing a focus on the monarch’s appearance that is 
simply not present in the earlier King and Commoner ballads. 

In another unusual detail, Sailor Jack sees a more vocal Victoria’s 
attempts to promote Jack blocked by her courtiers: 

 
“I like your manners,” answered she, 
“An admiral you soon shall be.” 
The lords in waiting there, said “No!” 
The Queen – “Why, can’t I make him so?” 

This is the first time courtiers have directly spoken out against a 
monarch’s direct command in the tradition, once again restricting 
Victoria’s role and ability to act in accordance with the tradition’s usual 
narrative. Jack is not eventually promoted (he rejects the offer himself, 
insisting that he is ‘too old for that’) and the Queen’s will is effectively 
silenced. While there are a couple of instances in which the courtiers only 
grudgingly obey the king in the medieval tradition (e.g. the court steward 
in King Edward and the Shepherd and Sir Roland in Rauf Coilȝear), the 
monarch’s orders have always previously been followed. This is then a 
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startling moment in which the authority of the tradition’s first female 
monarch appears noticeably more limited than in previous incarnations of 
the tradition. 

Despite these conservative gender norms, there is nonetheless a 
political agenda in Sailor Jack that recalls the reformist thrust behind 
Duke William’s Frolic: 
 

“All right!” says Jack… 
“I’ve come here just to warn you, Miss, 
Don’t you by courtier sharks be led – 
For, d’ye see, I likes your Figure Head.” 
 
“Don’t fear me, Jack – it’s true, indeed, 
But I’m British-born, and take good heed; 
And if against my peace they strike. 
I’ll give ‘em, Jack, what they won’t like.”40 

 
Jack’s advice to beware of corrupt advisors is made all the more potent 
given their subsequent move to block Jack’s promotion to admiral. In 
both of these first Victorian ballads there is a subtle undercurrent of anti-
noble sentiment, a persistent sense of corrupt courtiers attempting to 
restrict access to the good Queen and hide her from her people in order to 
potentially mislead her. This is very much present in their opening 
stanzas: 
  

He’d got no card. But sent his name. 
“Go back,” said they, “she won’t see you!” 
Said Jack – “No damme if I do!” 
 
“Stand back, you lubbers! Not see me. 
The friend of his late Majesty?” 
He floor’d them all, sprung o’er the stair 
And got where the court assembled were.41  
 

It is made quite clear that in order for the lower classes to gain reform and 
be heard by their accommodating Queen, the ‘courtier sharks’ have to be 
overleaped, here quite literally. When the monarch becomes fixed in her 
social sphere, it becomes even more essential for the commoner to breach 
such class and spatial boundaries, while those courtiers guarding the 
threshold become all the more dangerous.  

While the reforms offered in Sailor Jack are fairly mild – a promise 
to listen to the lower classes over the aristocrats and remove the duty 
from ‘pigtail’ tobacco – they feed into a larger presentation of Victoria as 
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a political reformist in the street ballads at this time. Queen Victoria 
(1837) welcomes the new Queen to the throne with hope that ‘your most 
glorious Majesty / May see what wretched poverty / Is to be found on 
England’s ground’. The main complaint in this ballad appears to be the 
introduction of the Poor Law Amendment Act (1834): 

 
She doth declare it her intent 
To extend reform in parliament, 
On doing good she’s firmly bent, 
 While she is Queen of England. 
 
[…] She says, I’ll try my utmost skill, 
That the poor may have their fill; 
Forsake them! – no, I never will, 
 While I am Queen of England. 
 
[…] I will encourage every trade, 
For their labour must be paid, 
In this free country then she said – 
 Victoria, Queen of England; 
 
That poor-law bill, with many more, 
Shall be trampled to the floor –  
The rich must keep [look after] the helpless poor, 
 While I am Queen of England.42  
 

The passage of the Poor Law Amendment Act was greeted with 
opposition from many sectors. Radicals such as the Leeds-born Richard 
Oastler (1789-1861) declared that ‘if that Bill passes, the man who can 
produce the greatest confusion in the country will be the greatest patriot, 
and I will try to be that man’.43 Opposition to the Act was found in other 
broadsides such as The Poor Law Catechism (c.1834), which in a satirical 
tone sets out the inhumane treatment that paupers received at the hands of 
the Poor Law Guardians: 
 

Q. What is your name? 
A. A Pauper. 
Q. Who gave you that name? 
A. The Board of Guardians, to whom I applied in the time of 
distress, when first I became a child of want, a member of 
the workhouse, and an inheritor of all the insults that poverty 
is heir to. 
Q. What did the Board of Guardians do for you? 
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A. They did promise two things. First, that I should be 
treated like a convicted felon, being deprived of liberty, and 
on prison fare. Lastly, that I should be an object of 
oppression all the days of my life.44 

 
It was not only ballads and broadsides that displayed opposition to the 
new Bill. Norman Longmate’s research illustrates that virtually the whole 
of the national newspaper press was opposed to the Bill.45 Even some of 
the officials who were appointed to implement the measures contained in 
the Poor Law Amendment Act were opposed to its passage on several 
grounds. In 1838, for instance, Joseph Eillison, Guardian of the Poor for 
Dewsbury, Yorkshire appeared before a Select Committee tasked with 
enquiring into the operation of the New Poor Law. Ellison told the 
Committee that the application of the New Poor Law was unnecessary in 
Dewsbury, and that most of it had not been implemented because the 
Guardians found that the Old Poor Law (with its system of outdoor 
relief)46 functioned well. In addition, most of the local rate payers were 
opposed to the new Act.47 As with Duke Williams’ Frolic and King 
William and His Ministers Forever! Victoria’s reformist aims are 
presented by these ballads as factual, raising expectations amongst the 
populace regarding Victoria’s future actions. It must have made the 
historical Victoria’s subsequent failure to scrap the controversial poor-bill 
appear as a disappointing betrayal to its readers.  

This reformist agenda can also be seen to arise more subtly in the 
next Queen and Commoner ballad, The Owdham Chap's Visit to Th' 
Queen (c. 1841). This again sees a lower-class man travel to the 
domesticated Queen at Buckingham Palace, this time to view the new-
born royal baby, the future Edward VII.48 The ballad is written in a 
northern dialect in the first person, which is combined with a wonderfully 
colloquial and comic presentation of the royals: ‘When Albert seed me, 
up he jumps, an’ reet to me did waddle; / An’ little Vicky sprung her 
pumps wi’ shakin’ o’ my daddle’.49 It is also filled with odd images and 
phrases, such as when the Oldham man declares to Victoria: ‘if my owd 
mother’d gan sich suck, ’cod aw’d been suckin yet mon’.50 While the 
usual reward for the commoner is absent, at the end of the ballad the 
Oldham man eagerly imagines being given the ultimate hierarchical 
promotion: ‘If my owd wife and Albert dees aw’ll try for ’t wed wi Vic 
mon’.51 This is in part mocking the Oldham man’s simplicity but the 
result creates a persistent tone of intimate familiarity and intermingling 
with the royals, rather than any sense of respectful distance.  

As with the other Victorian ballads, political grievances are aired 
when the Oldham chap meets the Queen and they sit ‘deun to talk, ’beaut 
politics and beef sirs’.52 The ballad here references a pressing 
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contemporary issue, the Corn Laws: ‘Aw towd ’em th’ corn laws wur but 
froth, an’ the’ taxes must o drop mon, / That when eaur Nan wur makin 
broath, some fat might get to th’ top mon’.53  The Corn Laws were tariffs 
upon the importation of grain and were introduced in 1815 to protect the 
interests of landowners by stabilising wheat prices. The passage of the 
Corn Laws was met with resistance. The day that the Bill was passed, 
Parliament had to be defended from the populace by armed troops.54 
Agitation against the Corn Laws continued until its repeal in 1846.55 
Therefore, in a similar manner to medieval King and Commoner texts, the 
working classes’ contemporary political grievances can be seen to have 
found new expression in these Queen and Commoner texts. 

The final ballad to be examined here is Mr. Ferguson and Queen 
Victoria. The archival entry for this ballad in the Bodleian Library lists its 
reference to Mr. Ferguson as relating to a man named Robert Ferguson.56 
During the first parliament of Queen Victoria’s reign there was a reformer 
named Robert Ferguson who declared his opposition repeatedly to the 
Corn Laws, and castigated the villainous conduct of the Tories under 
Robert Peel.57 Peel was Prime Minister between 1841 and 1846, and he is 
referenced in the ballad as ‘Bobby Orange Peel’,58 the sobriquet ‘Orange 
Peel’ having been given to him in 1813 for his stance favouring Catholic 
emancipation. The reference to ‘the man from Bedford’59 is unclear as 
none of the Poor Law Commissioners appear to have had substantial 
connections with the county. Nevertheless, the Poor Law must have been 
passed fairly recently for the ballad writer to assume that there might be 
even the smallest chance of its repeal. Other contemporary politicians 
from the first years of Victoria’s reign also make an appearance, such as 
Thomas Spring Rice, MP for Cambridge between 1832 and 1839 (or the 
‘little man from Cambridge’60), and the Irish political leader, Daniel 
O’Connell, MP for Dublin City between 1837 and 1841 (or ‘Dan 
O’Connell in the ballad61).  Thus we can date the ballad to the early years 
of Victoria’s reign. 

This ballad is loosely related to the King and Commoner tradition, 
rather than definitively part of it, but it does contain several tropes found 
in the other Victorian Queen and Commoner ballads. Once again, this 
ballad sees subjects coming to Victoria to greet and petition her, but on 
this occasion it is a vast array of subjects, both ‘high and low’.62 The 
Queen no longer appears as hospitable as she was to Sailor Jack’s 
intrusion, repeatedly declaring to her stream of visitors, ‘You don’t lodge 
here’. Perhaps this was written following the working-class Boy Jones’ 
repeated real-life break-ins to the Buckingham Palace between 1838 and 
1841 in order to stalk Victoria.63 As well as the politicians who come to 
visit the Queen, there are a host of fictional characters who do so too. 
There is a soldier who the Queen hits ‘on the nose’,64 and 395 women 
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petitioning Victoria to ‘Take the duty off the gin’.65 Victoria appears as a 
radical, reformist monarch in this ballad. She declares that the ‘Poor Law 
Bill’ must be ‘burnt’ and at the end of the ballad makes the following 
proclamation:  

 
[…] when I open Parliament, 
Then you’ll find I do enough, 
I’ll take the duty off the tea, 
Tobacco, gin, and snuff. 
 
I will make some alterations, 
I'll gain the people's right, 
I will have a radical parliament,  
Or, they won't lodge here tonight.  
 
I must tell both wigs [sic] and tories,  
Their tricks I do not fear, 
Their sayings all are very fine, 
But they don’t lodge here.66 
 

Quite why the ballad writer imagined that Victoria would want a ‘radical 
parliament’ is unclear. As with Duke William’s Frolic, ballad writers 
seemed perfectly happy to co-opt royalty to lend weight to their own 
political beliefs and attempt to stir up popular support for their demands. 
As such, this wishful thinking on the part of the ballad writer can be 
viewed as a further attempt to voice grievances against the government 
under the guise of monarchic praise. 
 
Conclusion 
 
These ballads are not a part of the Victorians’ interest in medievalism. 
They are instead a continuation of a medieval tradition which imagined 
that monarchs were attentive to the complaints of commoners, which was 
subsequently re-presented and reimagined in popular street ballads for a 
nineteenth-century audience. Whilst the Victorians’ uses of the medieval 
period in terms of its influence upon the Gothic and historical novels67 is 
a subject which has been discussed by scholars at length, rarely have 
direct continuities of traditions in popular street ballads been discussed. 
The King and Commoner tradition was transformed at various points 
throughout its history and the tradition in the nineteenth century 
witnessed further changes that were reflective of the period. In the 
nineteenth-century tradition, the monarch’s disguise disappears, the 
monarch does not enter the working-class sphere but becomes fixed, and 
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no issues relating to power and identity are raised. But in other ways a 
new political edge subtly re-enters what had become a firmly 
conservative tradition. Some of these ballads can be seen to have 
appropriated royal figures into reformist agendas, allowing them to voice 
complaints relating to corruption of officials/advisors, the Poor Law 
Amendment Act, and the Corn Laws, beneath the mask of patriotism. In 
this way, even as the tradition’s monarchs lost their disguises, the ballad 
writers began to adopt the monarch for their own disguise, allowing them 
to inject a modicum of discord into their street songs.  
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