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LAND BATTLE
IS FERTILE
GROUND FOR
NEW NOVEL

BLOODIE Bones: A Dan
Foster Mystery is set in the
West of England in the 1790s
and is the first in a planned
series of tales that will take

our hero Dan Foster on adventures
through one of the most turbulent
periods in Britain’s history.

There are ongoing wars with
France abroad, while at home the
industrial revolution and changes
on the land are frequently the causes
of uprisings and riots. The gov-
ernment is increasingly desperate to
repress all these dangerous new
political ideas coming over from
France, and even north America.

“I did an MA in English Literature
some time ago and specialised in
18th century literature,” Lucienne
Boyce says.

“I’ve always been interested in the
literature of the time and went on to
being more interested in the history.
And as with most eras, I suppose,
t h e re ’s an awful lot of clichés about
the period. All this stuff about
progress and the industrial revolu-
tion and enclosures – they are all
seen as ‘good’ t h i n g s. ”

The plot of Bloodie Bones takes a
lot of this in. Dan Foster is a member
of London’s ‘Bow Street Runners’,
the precursor of the modern police
force. He is called to a fictional
village round these parts to in-
vestigate a murder.

Although they were Lon-
don-based, the Bow Street Runners
were available for hire.

“Their services were in great
demand from the people who could
afford them,” says Lucienne. “T hey
were the cutting-edge of policing at
the time, and it was common for
them to go and work in other towns,
for the Post Office, or for banks, or
they would ride shotgun on stage-
coaches, which all sounds very Wild
We s t . ”

Dan is hired by (fictional) local
landowner Lord Oldfield to invest-
igate the killing of the latter’s game-
keeper. But this is no simple murder,
because it is against the backdrop of
Lord Oldfield enclosing land. In the

nearby village, Dan encounters a
great deal of anger and unrest
among the people. There are cases of
arson and windows being broken in
protest at the enclosures.

Land enclosures went on inter-
mittently from Tudor times until the
19th century, but there were very
large numbers of them between 1770
and 1830, turning tens of thousands
of acres of common land into private
proper ty.

Enclosures were often bitterly res-
isted by the people who stood to lose
the most. The byways of England’s
local history are littered with stories
of riots and rick-burnings, van-
dalism and violence because one of
the local big-shots was making a
grab for what people believed be-
longed to everyone by ancient
right.

“It’s a battle that shaped our
l a n d s c ap e, ” says Lucienne. “Ro a d s
got straighter, fields smaller, there
are more hedges and fences, fewer
wild spots. It also impacted on our
urban environment as agricultural
workers were forced out of home and
work and driven to the cities, where
they provided the cheap labour that
made the expansion of industry
possible. So Dan Foster starts to
realise there’s a lot at stake for the
people breaking the law he’s been
sent to uphold.”

As a character in a novel, our hero
has to be conflicted. “So what’s
interesting to me is putting him into
situations where he’s coming up
against government oppression, rad-
ical politics and enclosures, so that
he has this tension; on the one hand
he has to keep the law, but he also
realises that actually sometimes the
law is not kind and it’s not just.”

Land enclosures in their tradi-
tional form are no longer going on,
she adds, but there are new versions.
Just ask anyone who stands to be
legally removed from their home,
albeit with compensation, if the
proposed HS2 rail link goes ahead.

Bloodie Bones is Lucienne’s second
novel. Her first, To The Fair Land,
was also set in the 18th century and
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Lucienne Boyce:
“I do like Jane
Austen but …”
Left, the cover of
Bloodie Bones,
Lucienne’s
second novel

A murder mystery, bare-knuckle fighting, an
oppressive aristocrat, smouldering resentment
among the people, a bit of love-interest… Bristol
author Lucienne Boyce’s new novel has it all, and
more besides.

the period and wrote a book about
them.

“T here’s newspapers as well.
There are quite a few articles about
Hen Pearce in newspapers from the
time. Research is a mix of things:
books, museums, art galleries – I use
them a lot because I like to get a
visual idea of things – and visiting
places, which is a great way to do
research, just by walking around.

But she admits that it’s a very
brave writer who gets involved in
any technical jargon about sailing
ships. In the novel she’s working on
at the moment, she has to get Dan
Foster to the Nore, where there’s a
mutiny going on in the Royal Navy.

“Fortunately, there won’t be any
sailing in that because they’re not
sailing, they’re on strike… But this
kind of thing is quite nerve-racking.
It reminds me of that scene on a
sailing ship in The Princess Bride
where the guy says ‘Pull the thing!
Now pull the other thing!’

Bloodie Bones: A Dan Foster Mys-
ter y, by Lucienne Boyce, is published
by SilverWood Books in paperback
and is available in bookshops or
from www.silv erwoodbooks.co.uk or
Amaz on.co.uk.

It is also available for Kindle and
in other ebook formats.

Ffi: See www.luciennebo y ce.com.

partly set in Bristol. She has also
researched and written The Bristol
Suffragettes – a history of women’s
campaigning for the vote and one
which in Bristol, as elsewhere,
turned surprisingly violent in the
years before the First World War.

She seems to be drawn towards
radicalism and unrest, then… “I
d o n’t want to do bodice-rippers and
‘nice’ stories… I do like Jane Austen,
but I don’t all the tea-drinking
gentility. It’s a bit over-done.”

Just to add to the violent mix in
Bloodie Bones, we find that Dan
Foster is handy with his fists, being
a bare-knuckle fighter.

Bristol, as we all know, was fam-
ous for producing some of the coun-
try’s top pugilists in the 1700s and
early 1800s. Even though the sport of
prize-fighting was illegal, it was
hugely popular with all sections of
society. A successful fighter could
become very wealthy, and even big-
ger sums of money could exchange
hands in bets on the outcome of a
major contest.

One of the best-known Bristol
pugilists from the period was Henry
(‘H e n’) Pearce, and in the novel Dan
Foster meets him on the threshold of
his career. “Dan has a fight with Hen
at Kingswood, though I’m not going
to tell you who wins… I plan for

them to meet again in future stor-
i e s. ”

“I think like boxing today, the
sport was a way for some young men
out of poverty. You could become a
celebrity; they all had their mo-
ments of glory.”

The big problem with writing
historical fiction is getting it right.
Every author is haunted by the
image of the pedantic reader looking
for errors. There’s a lot of research
involved, and it comes in many
different forms.

With prize-fighting, there are the
works of journalist Pierce Egan, who
watched many of the great fights of

IN THE RING WITH ‘THE GAME CHICKEN ’

● Lucienne Boyce introduces a
passage from ‘Bloodie Bones’

In this scene, Dan Foster is
about to fight Bristol pugilist
Henry Pearce at Kingswood.

Henry Pearce, known as The
Game Chicken, was born in Bristol
in 1777. He was apprenticed to a
butcher and was a friend of the
England champion,
fellow-Bristolian Jem Belcher, who
encouraged him to move to
London to pursue a boxing career.

By 1805, Hen was the champion
of England, having defeated his
childhood friend Jem.
Unfortunately, Pearce, like so
many young boxers, let his fame
and fortune go to his head. Heavy
drinking and fast living took its toll
and he returned to Bristol in 1807.

He achieved heroic status in the
city and beyond when he rescued
a servant girl from a burning
house in Thomas Street. After a
period making a living giving
boxing exhibitions, his health
broke down. He died of
tuberculosis in London in 1809.

When Dan meets Hen, however,
he is a young boxer on the brink of
his career. Hen will feature in
future Dan Foster Mysteries.

Hen Pearce came back into the
ring. Abe, ever the wit, made
clucking noises and flapped his
arms. Soon the rest of the
Barcombe mob were copying him.

Hen had heard it before. He
yelled back, “I might be a chicken,
but I’m a game one!”

He and Dan shook hands again
and went back to their corners to
wait for the bell. Dan rolled his
shoulders, feeling every breath,
every twitch of his muscles, the
prickle of each hair on the back of
his neck. It was the same before a
raid on a den of thieves and
murderers or a night-time arrest.
Those last few seconds before the
action starts, before the world
crashes in...

The bell sounded from a million
miles away and he moved forward
like an automaton, raised his fists,
and put his head down. And took
a facer before he had gone two
steps, and where it had come
from, he did not know. Pearce had
got in right over his guard. But it

woke him up. They spent the rest
of the round circling one another,
feinting, closing, doing little more
than getting each other’s
m e a s u re .

In the next round, Dan went on
the attack and put in a blow which
Pearce returned. A few more
exchanges followed, and Dan’s
nose started bleeding. In the third
he attacked again, driving into
Hen with a series of rapid blows.
Hen was beginning to look
distressed. He swung at Dan and
fell with the force of his own
punch just as the bell went.
Watson dragged him back to his
cor ner.

Round four, and Dan put one in
Hen’s stomach that left him
winded, and there was little doing
for the rest of the round. Hen
rallied in round five and they
swapped several blows. The lad
was tiring, while Dan had never
felt so full of energy.

Though Watson tried to patch
him up, Hen came out in the sixth
covered in blood, and Dan got in a

ENCLOSURES

● IN medieval times, a huge
amount of the land in England
was ‘common’ land, not owned
by anyone and available for use
by the community. Enclosures,
which took their name from land
being ‘enclosed’ with a wall or
fence, restricted use of the land
to a single owner. The new
owner was usually a wealthy
man in the first place, having the
money to seek the legal right to
take over the land. Many of the
people behind enclosures were
landed aristocrats, although
sometimes they could be local
corporations or even farmers of
quite modest means.

Over 300 years or so,

enclosures ended the medieval
patchwork of land ownership in
England. They rationalised the
landscape – allowing for
straighter roads, for instance –
and allowed landowners with
large holdings to experiment
with newer and more efficient
methods of food production.
Enclosures also made bigger
cities possible.

The history of Bristol, for
instance, comprises dozens of
land enclosures all the way up to
Victorian times.

But the cost to the poorest
was severe. In the country,
people with small landholdings,
or none at all, were no longer

tap to the forehead that should
have finished him off. Except he
was as game as he said he was
and he kept coming. The match
was nearly over though, everyone
could see it. Dan had only to
hammer one or two more home,
and the fight was his. Guarding
with his left, he swung at Hen with
his right, slipped on the
blood-stained boards, and
crashed to his knees.

Dan put his weight on his right
hand, tried to raise himself, but
the fall had knocked the strength
out of him. His breath rasped in
and out of his lungs. Watson
counted the seconds, beating his
arm to emphasise their passing.
Dan tried again, but his legs
refused to obey him. The crowd
yowled, Watson’s lips moved, the
thirty seconds Dan had to get to
his feet and up to the line before
he was declared the loser rushed
by, and still he could not move.

Hen gave a whoop of triumph
and danced in for the winning
b l o w. . .

able to catch game or gather
firewood from common land, or
grow food and pasture animals
on it. Enclosures created a large
and impoverished landless class
of people who had no choice but
to end up working in the
factories and mills of the
industrial revolution.

As a rhyme dating back to the
1600s had it:

The law locks up the man or
woman
Who steals the goose from off
the common,
But lets the greater felon loose
Who steals the common from
the goose.

I don’t want to do
bodice-rippers and
‘nice’ stories … I do
like Jane Austen but I
don’t all the
tea-drinking gentility.
It’s a bit over-done.

“

● Henry ‘Hen’
Pearce, also
known as ‘The
Game
Chicken’. One
of Bristol’s
most famous
prize-fighters.
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