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Chapter VIIE
Bonfires

The Jubilee of Queen Victoria, on the 22 June, 1887, fell within the
ime of the footpath dispute, but nothing daunted, Hardwicke
launched himself inte the thick of organizing the celebraiions
which culmirated in a series of bonfires.

in The Book of Coronation Bonfires!, several explanations are
given for the origin of bonfires*. ‘'Bain’, 'baen’ or 'ban' fires in
Celtic and Roman times were connected with sun worship. Some
pecpic leapt through these fires and by the 7th and 8th centuries
the Church attempted to suppress these practices. Fires made by
the friction of rubbing pieces of wood together came to be called
"meed” fires.2 Hardwicke had spoken to farmers in the north of
England, who remembered that in time of plague the animals
were driven through the smoke, hoping that this would end the
plagee.> The Scandinavians, especizlly the Danes, had the word,
‘bans’ for a beacom fire. As their influence ig strong in the Lake
District, this is the most likely explanation. The beacon fires were
a method of signalling warnings of danger, disaster or triumph,
also as aids to seamen. This system was developed from the time
of Heary III and an Act of Parliament, in the reign of Elizabeth [
placed the scabeard beacons, under the control of Trinity House,
It was for Queen Victoria's Jubilee that the first organized attempi
was made 10 mark a day of rejoicing, by lighting beacons
throughout the British Isles, In Cumberland, Hardwicke was the
orgatizer for this occasion with Mr. Cooper of Monk Con iston and
Mr. Baddeley of Windermere as heipers.

*1The Book of Cpronation Bonfires, compiled and edited by the Rev. Canon
Rawnsiey, Hon. Sec. of the Nationa! Bonfire Commiiles, published by
Chaifies Themam & Sons, 1911 (price one shilling or ome shilling and ihree
pence - post free)

® Usil 1760 it was written 'bonefige’ pernaps referring io a fire of hones - 2
martyr fire

2Then fires were zalled 'medfr' or 'modfry' and were banned in 742AD by
Pope Zachary at the Synodus Francica

3These 'need' fires were carried from farm tp farm




1837

There bad been a great bonfire on Skiddaw in 1815 to celebrate
the victory of Waterloo ar which Southey, Wordsworth with his
wife, sister Dorothy and eldest boy were preseni. Southey in a
letter! to his Drother has described the cccasion vividly, which
ook place on 21 August.

. The weather served for our bonfire, and never, |
believe, was such an assemblage upon such a spot .
We reasted beef and boiled plum puddings there; sung
"God save the King" round thz most furicus body of
flaming tar-barrels that [ ever saw, drank a2 huge
wooden bowl of punch; fired cannon at every healih
with times three, and rolled large blazing balls of tow
and turpentine down the steep side of the mountain.
The effect was grand beyond imagination."

They all got very drunk in spite of Wordsworth knocking over the
bottde of water which had been specially carried up the mountain
for heating the punch.

H

one fellow was so drunk that his companions
piaced him upon a horse, with his face to the tail, to
bring him down, themselves being just scber enough
to guide and hold him on.”

Perhaps Hardwicke drew inspiration from accounts of the
Waterloe celebration, being an admirer of the works of
Wordsworth and Southey. Macaslay's words about the Armada
mentioring the "red glare on Skiddaw” rousing, “the burghers of
Carlisle”, would no doubi also stir his imagination.2 Since
Hardwicke was a sirict teetotaller, his planning of the bonfire for
the Queen's Jubilee made no provision for drunken reveiry. Hs
organized a chain of bonfires in Cumberland znd perscnally
supervised building the piles on Helvellya and Skiddaw, which
were built scientifically with cross flues and chimneys so thar

1The Eake District, an Antholegy compiled by Nomnan Kicholson, Penguiz
Books, 1977, pp2ii-2,

“The last 4 Foes of the poem:

"Till Skiddaw saw the fire that bumed

or Gsunl's embatiied pile,

And the red glare on Skiddaw roused

the burghers of Carligie”.
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they would burn properly. Ali the material had o be hauled up
the mountains which was & very arduous task, as they included
peat and paraffin. Fortunately, the evening of the 22 June 1887
was fine and clear, Over four hundred people, with Hardwicke as
their leader, climbed 1o the top of Skiddaw for the lighting of the
well constructed fire. They were rewarded by secing, not only
their own bonfire, but also as many as one hundred and forty
eight other fires glowing op mountain tops, as though they calied
i¢ one another. The "National Anthem® was sung and then

Hardwicke was lifted vp and carried shoulder high as the crowd
cheered.

A year later, Hardwicke, pleassd with the success of the Jubiles
bonfire, decided to mark the tercentenary of the victory over the
Spanisk Armada in 1588. Therefore on thel9 July [888 he
organized an even greater fire on Skiddaw. William Hodgson,
Robert Harrison of Derwent Folds and Daniel Gate of Brundholme
were responsible for cutting and carrying over forty cart loads of
peai, which would have to be dried, to the top of the mountain,
ogether with two casks of paraffin.l This was no mean feal, as
cutting and drying peat is & tricky business, both for men and
horses, On the day when the celebration was to take place, L
Hodgson, J, Gibson, D. Pape with the Hawells of Lonscale and their
men, led by Hardwicke went to build the great pile.* First they
nad to make sure the peat was dry. Ii would have been stacked
in the proper manner in case of rain. Then the remains of the
Jubilee firc had to be cleared. Greai care was iaken over ihe
arraagement of cross flues at the comers with z centzal chimagy,
plus eight small ones, to make sure of the through draught. The
pile was twenty two fest high. One of the paraffin casks was
poured over it and the builders retired wuntil 9.30p.m. when they
relurzed and added the remnanis of the Jubilee fire and saturaied
the whole with the second cask of paraffin. By this time about
two hundred people had climbed Skiddaw, to whom Hardwicke

‘Today, the comservationiste who are trying (0 persuade gardemers ic use
substitutes for peat, in order to preserve peat bogs, would have beexn
korrified.  Country people in Comberland held rights fo dig peat for fuei im
certain fell peat bogs

*Appendiz 10

e hrem
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gave & talk about the Armada. Afier this, rockets were fired,
before Mrs. Rawnsley, with a leng pole, having burning peat on
the end, lit the bonfire. There were loud cheers for Queen
Eitzabeth and the greai victory over the Spanish Armada, three
bundred years ago. The crowd then sang, "Rale Britannia” and M.
Highton read Macanlay's poem. At eleven o¢'ciock the fire and
rockets were finished and the happy but sober group returned
home.  Hardwicke gave another lectore om the Armada the
following evening and composed a hymn for the oceasion, which
was sung in Crosthwaite Church on the next three Sundays.

Part of the Tercentenary Hymn composed by Hardwicke for the
Spaaish Armada Celebraiions.

"Lord, who before has set
The bounds of every nation,
Look down upon us met

In joyous exaltation.

And teach us all we know

It was Thy gracious will
That triumphed o'er the foe
And kep: us England stll.
Three hundred years zre past;
Again thy people wondes:
We feel the tempest blast,
We hear the cannon thunder:
Lo scattered o'sr the sea
The Crescent fleet of Spain
Has left us conscience frec
To serve our God again.”

Hardwicke was now considered 1o be an expert on bonfives, which
he regarded as a token of loyalty to the throne.! Nine years iater
e was oae ihree secrstaries in charge of orgatizing over we
thousand and five hundred fires throughout the cousfry, so mark
Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee. Naturally, Skiddaw was his
specizl  concern,?  The previcus pattern was followed, wich

‘Many bonfire sites of earlier times had been fenced off and closed to the
public. Hardwickc was aware of thiz (Graham Murphy, pid}

23kiddaw has been used 2s a benfire sile more recepily - In 1935 there was
a Jobilee bonfire for George V and Queen Mary, built by bMr JW. Slee. -
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improvements, dye to lessons lcarnt.  He supervised the cutiing of
peat and arrangement of flues for many Lake Bisirict fires, The
actual night, the 22 June 1897, began by being dull and cloudy,but
those who climbed Skiddaw for the occasion, were assured by the
keeper of the hut on Jenkin Hill, thar according to Old Moare,
Skiddaw would clear and they would have a grand time.! This
proved to be true. the fire was very successful and blazed
brightly which made the firework display all the more enjoyabie,
as there was a cold wind blowing,

Five years later found Hardwicke busy with bonfires nationally
for the coronaiion of King Edward VII. Some difficulty and
confusion arose when the King had to have an emergency
operation.  Some dismantled their piles, rebuilding them later,
others guarded them day and night. Eventually on the 30 June
the first were tit in spite of cloudy skies and strong winds and
although two barrels of paraffin and tar were biown over and
rolleé dowa Miiloeck Ghyll. There was another fire in 191!, for
King Geerge V's Coronaticn. There were fifty five fires in
Cumberland and iwenty four in Westmorland. The tallest fire in

the whole country was at Whitehaven at one hundred and three
feet.

headmaster of Crosthwaite Schoo! and the Xeswick Scouts. Iz 193 the
bonfire was for ihe wedding of Prince Chares and Princess Diana. The
matcrials were delivered to the summit by helicopters and iendrovers - 8
ions o wood and old iyres. Skiddaw was shrouded in hkegvy clond on this
occasion

lﬂlgj Moore's Almanac



The Coronation of King George ¥V on the 22 June 1911:

For this occasion, the Central Coronation Bonfirss Committee, with
the Earl of Carlisle (then Lord Morpeth) as Chairman, with seven
Henorary Co-Secretaries,! ore of them being Hardwicke (by now
Canon Rawnsley},?2 met wnofficially in the House of Commons on
the 21 March and issued suggestions and guide lines for the
organmizing of celebratory bonfires,

Fires were to be lit at the same time, ie. 10p.m. in England, but
10.30p.m. in Scotland becanse of the long light in the north. If
properly made the bonfires were expected to last until midnight.
Rockets at 9.55p.m. had to be fired as warnings that it was time
for lighting the bonfires. The "National Anthem" had to be sung.
Wherever possible the fells had to be illuminated at the same
time with red, white and blue coloured fires in tins of five pounds
each,

The public were warned against standing toe near the fires
especiaily at the time of ignition becaunse of the unstable character
of paraffin, which had a habit of flaring out suddenly. Safety
precantions were urged, as today. Local committees could order
fireworks, rockets and the coloured fires from Messrs. James Pain
and Son, by Royal Warrant Pyrotechnists to His Majesty the King.
If this was done by the 15 July, with a card from the Central
Commitéee, ihere was a reduciion of twenty five per ceni, with a
further fifteen per cent, if within the time limit.?

Hints for constructing bonfires were issued by the Commiitee. [
was suggested that railway sleepers, tar, wood ete, were too costly
and furze, whin bushes, thorns and faggots, although they blazed
brighily, burned brightly but went out tco guickly, thersfore paat
cut thinly and dried weil was considered to be the best material,
Cerainly, peat burns slowly. There had io be provisicn for flues,

'The sthers were W.R. Campion, Esq., M.P; H.M. Cadell, Esq.; J.M. McCalmont,
Esq., MP; THW. Mris Esq.; FW.3. McLaren Bsq., M.P.; GH. Milward, Esq.

*Hardwicke became z Canon ini909
3 Ses p.113, Hardwicke's letier.
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with a central chimmey, so that there would be plenty of air to
make the fire byrn brightly. to ensure that the fire got off to 2
good start, the whole had to be saturated in paraffin, petroleum or
creosete, applied with 2 water-can sprinkler or long handled ladie.
The peai had not to be placed solidly, bnt with plenty of air spaces
and a few layers of dried larch cutiings or faggots, could be added.
The fires trad to be lit from the top and the bottom flues raked owt
with & larch pole to keep the air passages clear. The cost of two
ponfires on Skiddaw was £20.1 If the boafire was going to be
very large up to fifty feet for example, a3 pamphlet in verse could
be obtained - "A bonfire Ballad for Boy Scouts” for 2d from the
Boy Scouts’ Headquarters in Scotland.

if the high place was tec difficult for the building of a
conventional fire, it was suggested that a flare be used. At the
Dviamond Jubilee there had been a successful cne on Coniston Old
Man, which shone like a star for more than two hours. This flars
came from a "Lucal" lamp weighing about one hundred weight and
costing £7 plus carriage costs. Details of how 1o get these lights
and use them were given. Coloured iights on buildings had to be
buraed in iror buckets as a safety measure. The Commitiee also
poinied out thai there was no centrzi fund available o spbsidise
local efforts. It was also hoped that the Boy Scouts would help in
gathering materials and guarding fires, so that they wers not lii
before iime.

There foliows details of the firing of the bopfires ou 22 June. The
problem was due to 7ain falling in marny places, especially Wales
and the Lake District. No telegraphic messages could be seni on
Coronation Dzy, so some firss were lit on the Thursday, if dry
while others wailed for better weather on the Friday. The Lake
District fires were not lit until the Friday, when if was very calm
and beavtiful displays took place. People throughout the country
went o exiraordinary lengths, with great enthasiasm, to make 2
seccess of the occasion whatever the weather. Singled owt for
special mention in the Lake District was the scheol and village of

tA bonfire today has becn guoted as costing £15.000, with fireworks
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Braithwaite, the school children of Threlkeld Quarry and the
Bengal light on Helvellyn, organized by Mr. Baston of Wythburn.

For real effort, the honours go to Nenthead, one of the most
exposed places in Cumberland, especially in the efforts made to
light a very wet bonfire, using tar barrels, paraffin papers, one
man crawling into a barrel to light papers, leaping out at the last
moment and throwing blazing tar barrels on the pile. Finally a
dry place was found in the bottom and the bonfire blazed. A
Socialist newspaper denounced the master class for making
workers lose two days wages for an, "ornamental function of ne
interest to them." Yet the people of places like Nenthead, made
every effort to make a success of the occasion, willingly giving
their time to gather materials and organize the event in very
harsh and difficulc conditions.

The farmers and townsfolk in Canen Rawnsley's parish, like those
of Nenthead, willingly helped in gathering materials and getting
them to the top of Skiddaw. As today, the organizing of events
such as bonfires, sporis, féies etc. brings communities together
and gives much pleasure and enjoyment. Canon Rawnsiey in
reply te the few who complained at the waste of money, pointed
out that throughout the nation much waste material had been
used, ¢.g. rotten tree trunks, old boats and even bits of a very old
windmiil, while the fire on Skiddaw cost £7-5s which included the
cetting of peat and the wcam labour that was hired.! There was
mach cating and drinking on these occasions wiich was part of
the fun, but he said that lopg after the refreshments had been
forgotter, the memory of the building and firing of the bonfires
would remain and be recalled many times. An oid shepherd said
e Hardwicke

"Ah heo' follerd t'sheep for forty years upom these
hills, and mivver seen the likes ¢' yonr ... bonfire or nea

W

Iwell below ihe estimated £30
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bonfire, it's wuth tclime up Skidda to nest fur see a
sight as that noo. Ah wadn't ha' missed it for punds. "1

fle was referring not only to the Skiddaw bonfire but also the
remendous view stretching {rom the Solway to Helvellyn full of
bright, sparkling lights.

Hardwicke's greatest boxnfire was to celebrate the end of the
i914-1918 War. He was the general secretary to the national
commitiee and from surplus war stores be sent owt te¢ applicants,
six thousand flares and thirty four thousand rockets. Many
amusing letters were received by Hardwicke at Grasmere, where
he was living in retirement. Some were addressed to "Cannon
Rawnsley and Co.”, others wanted guns., tanks znd even airships,
in addition to flares and rockets.?

Hardwicke wrote a letter to the Mid Cumberland and
Westmoriand Herald daled 14 June 1897. In the lstter he urged
precantions to be taken if the wind was blowing and paraffin had
been used, as the {lames could fly one hundred or one hundred
and fifty feet. All pipes had to be put out. Those in charge of
rockets had to be very careful and use time fuses to allow enough
time t0 move to safety. He then gives details of the times for
lighting the fires and setting off the rockets in England, Ireland,
Wales and Scotland later., The "National Anthem" was io be sung
at the beginning and end of the evening.

I"[ have followed sheep for forty years upon these hiils and have seem
noiaing iike this ... it's worth the climb up Skiddaw tonight to see such 2
sight as ihis"

2 The Fiery Canop, an aricle in the Cumberland and Westmoriand Heragld,
the 23 July 1988 by Mr George Bott of Keswick.



