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Introduction 
Notes and cuttings on “Three Acres and a cow” in late 19th century song and verse – reflecting research undertaken 

during lockdown when visiting libraries was not possible… 

The UK General Election of 1885 took place in late November and early December, it was the first after significant 

reforms which extended the franchise. For the first time most constituencies returned a single MP and, also for the 

first time, the majority of adult males could vote (both key Chartist demands). It was the first UK election with 

openly socialist candidates - the Social Democratic Federation stood three. The main political parties were the 

Conservatives and the Liberals. 

The eventual winners, the Liberals, were divided. The party was led by William Gladstone, but there was a significant 

faction of Radical Liberals lead by Joseph Chamberlain (a manufacturer and former Mayor of Birmingham) and Jesse 

Collings, campaigning for the so-called Unauthorised Programme (aka The Radical Programme). Chamberlain was 

frustrated by the intransigence of (small c) conservative Liberals (Whigs) and feared the growth of socialism and its 

appeal to the newly expanded electorate. The Programme was designed to appeal to newly enfranchised urban and 

rural workers, it included calls for:  

• slum clearance and housing improvements 

• the disestablishment and disendowment of the Church of England,  

• free schools to be funded in part by the Church,  

• “3 acres and a cow” compulsory purchase powers to buy land for the creation of small holdings. 

Chamberlain and radical liberals toured the country making speeches during the 1885 electoral campaign. 

Conservative politicians worried about losing their seats were vicious in their attacks on Chamberlain, his allies and 

the unauthorised/radical Programme. Rural and urban workers who backed the demands were dismissed as utopian 

millenarians. Many saw Chamberlain’s involvement in the campaign as insincere, implying that he was attempting to 

bribe the electorate. This wasn’t helped by the fact that Chamberlain seemed to vacillate between radical language 

when addressing the electorate, and denying that there was anything radical about his campaign when speaking to 

other members of the establishment. In one speech of January 1886, addressing an audience in a Westminster hotel, 

he said: 

The Tories have universally asserted that we promised to every labourer 3 acres of land and a cow (laughter)..… I 

don’t suppose many of them were fooled by this falsehood. 

[Quoted in Hamilton,  Parodies Vol. III p 136] 

The Liberals won the election convincingly, though the role and influence of the Radical Liberal campaign is disputed 

and the reforms were never implemented. The Liberals fell apart the following summer over the issue of Irish home 

rule. In July 1886 there was another election and the Conservatives formed a government with the support of 

Unionist Liberals who opposed Irish Home Rule (including Joseph Chamberlain and John Bright).  

The radical campaign led to an outpouring of songs and verse, some directly used as campaigning tools others 

commenting on the furore. The sheer volume of songs and verse circulating in a 9-month period tends to contradict 

the opinion of some historians who suggest that the campaign had little impact.  

In this period it must have been difficult to get away from the controversy: it was everywhere - and just like today 

there were those who felt political issues shouldn’t be aired on the stage… 
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From “THEATRICAL GOSSIP”, Saturday,  Dec. 5, 1885, The Era (London, England) Issue: 2463 

 

The songs and verses below where almost certainly produced in England, Wales and Scotland, it may well be that 

other songs were being sung in Ireland – but that would be another project in itself, I suspect. For some songs I have 

the full details of the words, music, performers, writers and composers. For others I just have titles, so it may be that 

some of these songs/poems are actually the same. Most of the surviving written songs come from a Whig or Tory 

point of view, but some radical songs survive – notably from street literature and the oral tradition. It is sometimes 

difficult to determine whether a piece of verse published was designed to be sung or not, so there are several pieces 

here which are actually poetry. Where a song has its own page on the website the notes here are brief. 

 

Songs from the oral tradition and street literature 

Roy Palmer’s Three acres and a cow from The Painful Plough (undated) 
A song found on at least three different 19th century broadsheets – made famous by Roy Palmer in his collection The 

Painful Plough. A relatively well-known song in the folk revival from the 1970s on, based on a well-established song 

from the Halls I wish they’d do it now. 

See notes on website http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/three-acres-and-a-cow/ 

First Line: You’ve heard a lot of talk about 

First line of chorus: Don’t you wish you had it now 

 

Francis Shergold’s Three Acres and a Cow (undated) 
This song seems to come only from one oral source. It was sung by Francis Shergold of Bampton Morris and released 

on the Veteran CD Greeny Up.  The song was collected by John Howson in 1987. On the recording Shergold says he 

was taught the song by his mother and that he remembered from his grandfather singing it – Shergold was in born in 

1919, so his grandfather might well have been alive during the election of 1885  (see article on Francis Shergold 

https://www.mustrad.org.uk/articles/shergold.htm). 

First line: We’ve toiled my lads both early and late.  

First line of chorus: Just think on that my own dear wife 

Not in the Roud Indices at moment. 

https://sounds.bl.uk/World-and-traditional-music/John-Howson-Collection/025M-C1034X0123XX-0500V0 

[Also available on streaming services] 

Transcribed by me: 

http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/three-acres-and-a-cow/
https://www.mustrad.org.uk/articles/shergold.htm
https://sounds.bl.uk/World-and-traditional-music/John-Howson-Collection/025M-C1034X0123XX-0500V0


We’ve toiled my lads both early and late 

To earn a few good meals 

While Squire and Farmer lived in state 

And crushed us ‘neath their heel 

But brighter days are coming lass 

To you and me I’ll vow 

And those who took us by the hand  

Three acres and a cow 

Just think on that my own dear wife 

And soothe your careworn brow 

Good fortune bring to you and them 

Three acres and a cow 

The heavy clouds are forming fast 

Though dim the peasant’s lot 

The bad old days for them are past 

And hope shines in our lot 

There is a vote within this land  

That we shall too soon have known 

And those who took us by the hand  

Three acres and a cow 

Just think on that my own dear wife 

And soothe your careworn brow 

Good fortune bring to you that sing  

Three acres and a cow 

Songs published as Sheet Music 
Evidence for the existence of these songs often comes initially from library catalogues via the WorldCat website, for 

a minority of songs this is all the evidence I have.  

Arthur Lloyd’s A cow and three acres (Dec 1885) 
A Music Hall song written and performed by Arthur Lloyd see website: 

http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/cow-and-three-acres-a/ 

First line: I’m only just a labourer 

First line of chorus: And I’ve got three acres 

Harry Liston’s Them three acres of land and a cow (Dec 1885) 
A Music Hall song written by Allen/Lee, performed by Harry Liston, see website page: Them three acres of 

land and a cow 

First line: My name's Tommy Turnip, I works on a farm 

First line of chorus: They says, "Sing, mate, your vortune you'll make” 

 

John Bull and RJ Thompson’s Three acres of land and a cow (Dec 1885) 

According to Worldcat Cambridge University Library holds sheet music for Three acres & a cow : an idle 

idyl or pseudo-prophetic pastoral. By John Bull / Reginald J Thompson. Publisher: London : Wyman & 

Sons, 1886. 

http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/cow-and-three-acres-a/
http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/them-three-acres-of-land-and-a-cow/
http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/them-three-acres-of-land-and-a-cow/


First line: Good times are coming on apace to every mother's son. 
First line of chorus: Three acres and a cow. 

Newspaper cuttings: 

 

 

  
[Dec. 18, 1885; Morning Post ] 

 

[Dec. 15, 1885 Bury and Norwich Post] 

 

[NEW ELECTION SONG Belfast News-Letter Dec. 2, 1885 Issue 21980] 

  



Temperance song: Three acres and a cow (Feb 1886) 
According to the Worldcat site,  Cambridge University Library and Oxford University Library hold sheet music for 

Three acres and a cow: temperance song and chorus.  By A.J. Foxwell / T. Mee Pattison.  London : J. Curwen & Sons, 

[approximately 1886] 

First line: As I wur gwain acrass the green [sic]. 

First line of chorus: Three acres and a cow. 

 

A contemporary advert: 

  

[Feb. 1, 1886;  British Women's Temperance Journal] 

 

HW Hopkin’s Three Acres and a Cow (1890) 
The British library holds sheet music for Three Acres and a Cow, humorous song. Written and composed by HW 

Hopkins, London : Hart & Co, [c. 1890] 

The records do not give an indication of the first line - I have no further information at this time.  

 

From contemporary advertisements 

Tom Vine’s song Three Acres and a Cow (Dec 1885) 
An advert refers to an otherwise unknown song by Tom Vine: 

  

Dec. 5, 1885; The Era 

Tom Vine was a comic who specialised in topical songs and extemporising on the events of the day – 

newspaper notices suggest he was active between the 1860s and 1890s. Letters and ads in The Era indicate 

that he also wrote songs and sold them to other artists, though his name does not appear as a writer or 

composer on any surviving sheet music that I can find so far. Perhaps his songs were too topical to be 

published officially, or perhaps he was one of the many less successful, unpublished song writers active 

around the Halls. (He may have written under other names?) 

 

  

https://go-gale-com.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/ps/aboutJournal.do?contentModuleId=BNCN-1&resultClickType=AboutThisPublication&actionString=DO_DISPLAY_ABOUT_PAGE&searchType=AdvancedSearchForm&docId=GALE%7C1ZUN&userGroupName=tou&inPS=true&rcDocId=GALE%7CBB3202484406&prodId=GDCS&pubDate=118851205


Songs/poems from newspapers and periodicals 

Food for Babes (Nov 1885) 
From the satirical periodical Judy (1867-1907), a verse based on a nursery rhyme/song reflecting the view 

that the Radicals were engaged in bribery of the newly enfranchised working men. Passing reference is 

made to the famous Music Hall song by Arthur Lloyd Not for Joe which was not about Chamberlain, see 

http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/not-for-joseph/ 

 

 

[Nov. 25, 1885; Judy, or the London Serio-Comic Journal] 

 

Trill of a Tailor on horseback (Nov 1885) 
Verse published in the Birmingham-based satirical magazine The Dart - apparently attacking Chamberlain and 

Collings as “Screwge and Snortass”. “Hodge” was a derogatory term used in the late 19th-century for agricultural 

labourers, it was associated with laziness and stupidity. 

 

 
[ 

[Nov. 20, 1885;  The Dart: A Journal of Sense and Satire ]  

http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/not-for-joseph/


Song of the British Labourer (Nov 1885) 
A song published in a newspaper published in Ipswich, a part of the world where the Radical Programme had a 

particularly strong impact. The song combines cynicism about the supposed utopianism of the Programme, with 

some unpleasant anti-Semitism in its references to the “tribe of Joseph”. It is set to the tune of the comic song He 

was a careful man written/composed by George Grossmith (1877), http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/he-

was-a-careful-man/ 

First line: Now listen friends and comrades and all ye sons of toil 

First line of chorus: Three acres and a cow 

 

[Nov. 26, 1885; The Ipswich Journal] 

 

  

http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/he-was-a-careful-man/
http://folksongandmusichall.com/index.php/he-was-a-careful-man/


Edwards Walford’s Three Acres and a cow (Dec 1885) 
Another poem/song mocking the supposed utopianism of the Programme. It was first published in the periodical Life 

and later collected in Parodies of the Works of English and American Authors Vol III, edited by Walter Hamilton 

(1886, p136). It is one of a number of parodies of Felicia Hemans’ poem The better land in Hamilton’s collection. 

 

  



New Words and Old songs (Dec 1885)  
This verse was first published in the satirical magazine Punch and shows a general cynicism about all those involved 

in the electoral process, from the women of the Tory Primrose League to the proponents of the Radical Programme. 

The verses were later published in the collection: Parodies of the Works of English and American Authors Vol III; 

Walter Hamilton, 1886. Hamilton includes it in a number of parodies of Charles Kingsley’s poem Three fishers went 

sailing away to the West. 

First line: Three acres seemed pleasant to countryman Hodge 

 

Mad Voter’s Song (Dec 1885) 
 

An extract from a humorous “mock-play” entitled “Mr Gladstone as a Dramatic Poet”, published in The Aberdeen 

Journal, a Scottish newspaper which supported the Conservatives and the Church of Scotland: 

[Mad voter sings:] 

Say what you may, say what you will, 

It matters little now 

A while ago I was sane still.  

Three acres and a cow!  

A while ago I still was sane  

I know not if or how  

I ever shall be sane again.  

Three acres and a cow!  

A while I kicked against the pricks;  

To fortune now I bow  

A lunatic to politics. 

Three acres and a cow!  

CHORUS 

Three acres and a cow, my men  

Three acres and a cow!  

Though ne'er tray we be sane again  

Three acres and a cow!  

The tune is not indicated. 



The promised land! (c1885) 
Another verse dismissing the radical programme as utopian and denigrating Chamberlain’s motivation. The author 

and initial place of publication are unknown, but it was published in Parodies of the Works of English and American 

Authors Vol III; Walter Hamilton, 1886, p137. One of a number of parodies of Felicia Hemans’ poem The better land. 

As Hamilton’s book was published in 1886 it’s likely that this parody comes from 1885. 

First Line: I hear thee speak of a plot of land 

Line of chorus/refrain: Is it there? Is it there? 

 

 

  



The promised land: an answer (c1885) 
An anti-Tory response to the previous verse. As previously, the author and initial place of publication are unknown, 

but it was published in Parodies of the Works of English and American Authors Vol III; Walter Hamilton, 1886, p137. 

Another parody of Felicia Hemans’ poem The better land. Again, I would suggest that as Hamilton’s book was 

published in 1886 it’s likely that this parody comes from 1885. 

First Line: I hear thee speak of a plot of land 

First Line of chorus/refrain: Is it there? Is it there? 

 

 

  



JB’s Three acres and a cow (Jan 1886) 
One of the few songs published in newspapers which showed any sympathy for the Radical Programme, this song 

was published in a Portsmouth newspaper. Despite being broadly speaking on the side of the rural workers, it still 

uses language which mocks the way that rural people spoke. It refers to The Primrose League a political organisation 

founded in 1883 designed to promote the Conservative party amongst the working classes. It was one of the first 

organisations on the political right to actively include women. 

First line: Our parson says I’ze ignorant and cannot write my name 

 

 

 

[Jan. 23, 1886; Hampshire/Portsmouth Telegraph ] 

  



Bit o land, The (Jan 1886) 
Apparently re-published from a Devon newspaper, this appeared in the conservative (small c, ie Whig) Liberal 

newspaper The Star, based in Guernsey. It also appeared in the collection Parodies of the Works of English and 

American Authors Vol III; Walter Hamilton, 1886, p137. Yet another parody of Felicia Hemans’ poem The better land. 

First line: I hear thee speak of a bit o’ land 

 

[Jan. 14, 1886;  Star [Guernsey] ] 

  

https://go-gale-com.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/ps/aboutJournal.do?contentModuleId=BNCN-2&resultClickType=AboutThisPublication&actionString=DO_DISPLAY_ABOUT_PAGE&searchType=BasicSearchForm&docId=GALE%7C3EFX&userGroupName=tou&inPS=true&rcDocId=GALE%7CR3210882426&prodId=GDCS&pubDate=118860114


Lay of the London Rough, The (Feb 1886) 
A song or verse written in the style of a Music Hall Coster song, which was republished in The Aberdeen Journal, 

apparently taken from the 19th century English periodical Vanity Fair. 

First Line I likes my biled pertater 

 

 

[ Feb. 25, 1886 Aberdeen Journal ] 

  



Poor Joe (July 1886)  

A song relating to the election which took place after Irish Home rule prompted the collapse of the Liberal 

government. Another song/poem included in Parodies of the Works of English and American Authors Vol by Walter 

Hamilton (Vol IV, p233, 1887, this one was first published in the periodical Truth. Described as a parody of a “Scotch 

song”, it appears to be based on the song often known as Johnny so Long at the fair (Roud number 1279). 

The song was published in mid-July, before the 1886 election was over (it took place between first and 27th of July), 

so the idea that Joe might be “very much out” was perhaps wishful thinking. 

First line: He promised to give us a cow and 3 acres 

First line of chorus: Oh dear what can the matter be 

 

 

 

  



A lay of modern Cardiff (July 1886) 
Another song published in the midst of the 1886 election relating to events which occurred in a closely fought, 

sometimes violent contest in Cardiff, reflecting strong feelings about Irish home rule. The sitting MP was Sir Edward 

Reed a prominent Liberal MP. Henry Brand was his only opponent, a Liberal Unionist. The Liberal Unionists were a 

breakaway from the Liberals who opposed Irish home rule and later ended up propping up the Tory government. 

Reed narrowly held the seat, but the contest was bitterly fought and there were riots in Cardiff (see a contemporary 

report at https://newspapers.library.wales/view/3365293/3365295/6) . This song was published in the Western Mail 

- which supported Brand. It seems to suggest that whilst the Radical Programme was still in people’s minds, by mid-

1886 the hot political issue was Irish home rule. 

First Line: Sir Edward Reed of Hextable 

 

July 2, 1886 Western Mail (Cardiff, Wales) 

 

  

https://newspapers.library.wales/view/3365293/3365295/6


A startling transformation (Oct 1886) 
This song refers to internal debates in the Conservative Party about how to respond to the Radical Programme. 

Whilst the Tories almost universally hated any hint of redistribution of land, at different times prominent Tories like 

Henry Chaplin and Randolph Churchill seemed to take different stances (in their rhetoric at least). This song came 

out at a time when former proponents of the radical programme like Chamberlain had become Liberal Unionists, 

without whose support the Tory government would not have a parliamentary majority.  

 

[Oct. 27, 1886; Fun] 
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