
 

A loaf on a stick? 
 

 

“Through most of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the 
characteristic sounds in Nottingham 
were the noise of jeering crowds, the 
whine of musket balls and the 
smashing of glass.”1 

 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries life in Nottingham became ever more 
unbearable. To the labouring classes neither 
impoverishment nor exploitation was un-
known, but living in the overcrowded town of 
Nottingham they were faced with a new quality 
of deprivation.2 These people were still in the 
process of being pressed into what was to be-
come the industrial proletariat.  In this early 
stage of industrial capitalism “not wages, but 
the cost of bread was the most sensitive indi-
cator of popular discontent”, and people’s an-
ger and despair frequently erupted in food ri-
ots.3 
One of the many Nottingham food riots was the 
‘Great Cheese Riot’ at Nottingham’s Goose Fair 
in 1766, when whole cheeses were rolled like 
hoops down Wheeler Gate, bowling over the 
Mayor in the process. Some food riots were 
remarkable demonstrations of self-organised 
collective action, as markets were controlled 
for days and different groups operated all over 
town as some secured the Market Square 
whilst others intercepted goods on the roads, 
at the docks, and on rivers.4 
As they so frequently recurred, food riots be-
came highly ritualised and often, like in Not-
tingham in September “[…] the signal for the 

action was given by a man or a woman carry-
ing a loaf aloft, decorated with black ribbon”.5 
In most food riots only property was targeted 
and often goods were not even expropriated 
but rather ‘bought’ for a price which seemed 
reasonable. An example is a ‘riot’ in 1795 “a 
year of European famine or extreme scarcity 
[…]. As prices soared, direct action spread 
throughout the country.” In Nottingham people 
“went from one baker’s shop to another, set 
their own price in the stock therein, and put-
ting down the money, and took it away”. In-
stead of aiming at general insurrection, actions 
such as these were often legitimized by old pa-
ternalist beliefs in a ‘moral economy’. They fo-
cused not on the method of production but on 
the ‘middlemen’, who were believed to be the 
root of the high prices.6 
Nevertheless food riots were a result of people’s 
desperation not academic deliberation. Those 
people who fought in food riots and were often 
murdered by soldiers, the police or on the gal-
lows need to be remembered and be it by some 
nerds who stick a loaf on a stick. 
So to answer your question: a loaf on a stick is 
an incitement to violence. But you, yes YOU, 
the minion in the silly uniform, leave us alone, 
it is only historical re-enactment. 
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