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THE COLN BOOK SOCIETY

BY WILFRED M. SPENCER, F.L.A.

THE Coin Book Society provided the first library in North- 
East Lancashire to cater for other than private or sectarian 

needs, and the fact that twenty-six years after its formation in 
1793 it had sixty-eight members and a collection of just over 
1,400 volumes suggests that there was some improvement taking 
place in the intellectual climate of the district. In 1821 the 
population of the town was 7,274; a figure which included the 
surrounding villages of Great and Little Marsden, Barrowford, 
Foulridge and Trawden. The existence of this library in such 
a small and, perhaps, unlikely place can best be explained by 
the economic condition of the district.

The eighteenth century had seen a considerable improvement 
in the quality of the cloth woven in the Colne area, and the 
West Riding of Yorkshire, by which Colne is surrounded on 
three sides, was entering into its most energetic period of 
development as a woollen manufacturing region. The merchants 
of Colne, many of whom were also engaged in the rearing of 
sheep and the production of cloth, seem to have hoped to 
attract the flow of this expanding trade towards the west of 
the Pennines, and thence to Liverpool and Manchester, thus 
reversing the traditional direction in which goods had been 
exported from the area. With this aim in view, and their 
ambitions seemingly unlimi ed, these merchants, together with 
many local yeoman farmers and gentry, built Colne's Cloth 
Hall in 1775. This was an imposing building in local stone 
which, in addition to large warehouses and stables on its 
ground floor, provided stalls for each of its 190 shareholders. 
The mere size of this building 162 feet by 42 feet indicates 
the healthy atmosphere of confident expansion which had 
infused the district; a confidence which must have been greatly 
reinforced when, in 1793, the Leeds and Liverpool Canal was 
brought past the town on its north-eastern side, and wharves 
were built at Foulridge, Wanless, and Barrowford. In 1793 
trade was good. The increasing preoccupation of the merchants 
and manufacturers of Liverpool, Manchester and Preston with 
cotton, and the erection of cotton mills in Marsden and Barrow 
ford did portend great changes, but the extent of these was 
unforeseeable, and the future of the woollen industry seemed
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full of promise. About this time, too, the Colne Grammar 
School, then in the third century of its somewhat precarious 
existence, was enjoying a period of good management and more 
productive effort, and as likely as not was awakening in some 
of its former scholars a desire for reading. The rise of Method 
ism was also encouraging a more purposeful attitude to life, 
and for the first time in the town's long history there existed 
a climate in which books could find a congenial place.

The founder members and the first officials of the Coin Book 
Society are not known, as the only primary source of informa 
tion is dated 1819, and is a catalogue of the library printed by 
Hartley Earnshaw. The full description of this catalogue is as 
follows: A Catalogue of the Library Belonging to the Book 
Society/at Coin/Instituted 1 193/together with a List of Subscribers/ 
a Transcript of the Laws for the Regulation of the Society /The 
Third Edition. Non refert quam nni/tos libros, sed quam bonos 
habeas. Seneca/Coin: Printed by H. Earnshaw, Bookseller, 1819. 
There are, however, a few scattered references to the Society 
in the surviving records of the town, and its end is chronicled 
in the diary of William Earnshaw, a son of the printer of the 
catalogue, who in 1853 was one of its last members. The names 
of some of its librarians have been found in old directories 
and other documents. In 1824 and 1828 a Mrs. Margaret 
Morrell filled the office; in 1834 it was Hartley Earnshaw; in 
1838, Joseph Earnshaw, another of Hartley's sons, and in 1842 
it was John Ayre. In its earlier days the library seems to have 
been housed in the home of the current librarian, as one of 
the rules states that should the librarian be dismissed or be 
replaced ". . . the committee may cause the books to be re 
moved, or placed, till the next general meeting of the society, 
under the care of any other person and under the same 
restrictions." At some time prior to 1842, however, the library 
had found a permanent home behind a shop in Church Street, 
within two minutes of the Parish Church, the Grammar School, 
the Cloth Hall, and adjoining the shop of Hartley Earnshaw 
the printer. Until these premises were demolished in 1956 the 
marks where the shelves had been fitted could be clearly seen 
on the walls of the first floor room which had housed the 
library a hundred years previously.

The list of members as it appears in the 1819 catalogue is 
of great interest, though one is tempted to question the extent 
to which some of these members used the library. Most of 
them are local; the exceptions being a Miss Atkinson of Linton 
near Grassington; John Broughton of Thornton-in-Craven; 
John Hartley of Barley; Miss M. Ann Oddie of Skipton;
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Richard Wilson of Thornton; Samuel Westerman of Howgill; 
and the Rev. W. A. Wasney of Fence End, Thornton. The 
remaining sixty-one included the local gentry: Mrs. Cunliffe 
of Wycoller Hall; Robert Watson of Greenfield; Miss Barcroft 
of Park House; Thomas Grimshaw of Barrowford; Richard 
Hartley of Hole House, Great Marsden; Miss Leach, Colne; 
Mrs. Reynolds, Heirs House; John Swinglehurst of Park Hill, 
Barrowford; James Wilson of Heyroyd; and Thomas Parker 
of Alkincoats. The few clergy represented were led by the Rev. 
John Henderson, incumbent of Colne, whose colleagues were 
the Rev. John Hutchinson, Rev. John Calvert, who was the 
Independent (Congregational) minister; and the Rev. Wasney.

There is, in this list of members, a virtual directory of the 
local manufacturers: James Ayrton, Clayton Street, Colne; 
Henry Bolton, Emmott Hall, Laneshawbridge; William Ecroyd, 
Lomeshaye (Marsden); William Garth, Ball Grove, Colne; 
John Halstead, Colne; Thomas Hargreaves, Primet Bridge, 
Colne; William Holt, jnr., Bradley Mills, Marsden; John 
Halstead, Walk Mill, Colne; James Lonsdale, Clayton Street, 
Colne; Gates Sagar, Colne; Richard Sagar, Carry Bridge, 
Colne; Mrs. Shackleton, Colne (wife of manufacturer); Thomas 
Thornber, jnr., Vivary Bridge, Colne; Thomas Thornber, senr., 
Vivary Bridge, Colne; and Ambrose Walton, Colne.

The town's few professional men seem to be well represented 
by Mr. Bolton, of Colne, solicitor, whose wife is also listed; 
William Hardacre, Colne, attorney; Edward Petty, surgeon; 
John Mancknols, attorney, of The Cragg, Foulridge; John 
Parr, attorney, Colne; and Robert Tillotson, attorney, Colne. 
There is also a reasonable number of tradesmen: Thomas 
Bell, a wine and spirit merchant; G. T. Carr, of Spring House, 
Colne, who was a timber merchant; Hartley Earnshaw, the 
bookseller, printer and bookbinder; John Hargreaves, either 
the innkeeper of the Union Flag Inn or a cabinet maker, timber 
merchant and joiner of the same name; John Hall, draper, 
grocer and druggist; George Halstead, tallow chandler; Thomas 
Lonsdale, fellmonger; James Oddie, ironmonger; Robert 
Thompson, innkeeper; and Thomas Wilkinson, draper, grocer 
and druggist. The two last representatives of the felt hat manu 
facturing industry in the town, Robert Midgley of East Parade, 
and Henry Wilkinson, were also members, as was John Whit- 
taker, Colne, a merchant in worsted and stuff goods. The 
remaining members whom it has not, so far, been possible to 
trace, were Thomas Atkinson, Colne; James Dixon; Henry 
Edmondson of Saltersyke (probably a farmer); John Hoyle of 
Spouthouses; William Haworth of Hague House, Kelbrook;
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Mrs. Richard Petty; John Stuttard; Jabez Stuttard; Thomas 
Wilkinson; and Daniel Walton, all of Colne.

It can be said with complete assurance that this membership 
was "select". Apart from one or two of the tradesmen, some 
of whom are known to have been far from poor, the list is 
made up of the middle and upper classes of local society. In 
the following decade the vagaries of the industry caused the 
names of several of the cotton manufacturers which appear 
above to disappear from the local directories. How many of 
these people were actual users of the library, and how many 
merely affected culture or thought the Society a desirable 
institution worthy of support makes an interesting speculation. 
The number of periodicals taken (19), and the relatively small 
number of novels (49) in the library suggests that a reasonable 
balance in favour of the more serious reader was maintained.

Membership was restricted to subscribers who paid an entry 
fee of £2 2s. Od., and thereafter 2s. 6d. each quarter. Members 
had the right to transfer their share in the Society by notifying 
the librarian, and the hand of the solicitor members can be 
seen in the elaborate system of safeguards which ensured that 
if a member died intestate, there should be no doubt about who 
inherited his share. Members by inheritance or transfer were 
obliged to pay any arrears of subscription and any outstanding 
forfeitures. All members equally subscribing had equal voting 
powers, except that ladies had to vote at meetings by proxy.

The annual general meeting was held on the first Friday in 
April at 4 p.m. and elected a committee of seven which in 
turn appointed the treasurer, who also acted as clerk. The death 
or removal of a member of the committee to more than ten 
miles from Colne empowered the committee to appoint another 
in his place. Five of the committee constituted a quorum, and 
their meetings were held in the library room at 4 p.m. on the 
first Fridays of January, July and October, and on the Friday 
before the annual general meeting. Committee members were 
obliged to pay all expenses of meetings themselves, and if 
absent from a meeting without sufficient reason had to forfeit 
2s. 6d. They were responsible for the selection of books, and 
their purchase, except any costing over £3 10s. Od., for which 
the sanction of the annual general meeting was required. They 
had to keep minutes and record who had voted for the purchase 
of each book.

Pamphlets had to be covered with strong paper, and the 
books bound, and lettered on the back. Catalogues had to be 
printed as required and issued free to members. Each book 
had an allotted reading time, and a penny forfeit was charged
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for each day overdue beyond that time. All books had to be 
returned to the librarian in person, who had to notify any 
member keeping a book more than six days overdue, and in 
the event of non-return charge the forfeit at double the rate. 
All fines had to be handed over by the librarian to the treasurer, 
who was enjoined to keep proper accounts. Book shelves were 
provided and were in the custody of the librarian, whose salary 
was "such annual sum, as the committee shall think reasonable, 
and can agree with him or her for".

The librarian had to keep up to date an exact catalogue, in 
which any damage to books was to be recorded so that fines 
could be imposed against the responsible person. He was not 
obliged to give out or take in books on Sundays, or on week 
days before nine o'clock in the morning, or after five in the 
evening. Reading in the library without express permission of 
the librarian was not permitted. Books could be reserved, lots 
being drawn if two persons applied for the same book at the 
same time. A form of overdue notice is set out in the rules, 
and a suggestion book was kept for the use of members. If a 
book was found to have been lent to a person outside the 
Society, the offender had to pay 2s. 6d. Only those living more 
than two miles from the library could have more than one 
book out at a time, and then only if the books were not more 
than octavo size; and such extra book had to be returned in 
the same time as if only one had been taken with an extension 
to the following Wednesday which was market day. Books lost 
had to be paid for in full, with the addition of any forfeiture 
incurred, or replaced by another book; the committee decided 
whether the book offered was acceptable. Not less than two- 
thirds of the whole of the members had power to dissolve the 
Society, three months notice of such intention having been 
given before the annual meeting.

The books in the library were classified into twelve classes, 
and were given accession numbers in accordance with their 
size: duodecimos 1-600, octavos 601-2200, quartos 2200-2500, 
and folios 2500-2550. The following is the schedule of the 
classification, and the number of books possessed by the 
library in each class in 1819: 

1. Anecdotes, biography and personal memoirs
2. Antiquities, chronology, history and topo 

graphy
3. Agriculture, gardening and natural history
4. Astronomy, geography, voyages and travels
5. Chemistry, medicine, mathematics and 

natural philosophy
6. Divinity, ecclesiastical history, morality and 

metaphysics

69 works comprising 169 vols.

54     147 vols.
16     54 vols.
71     121 vols.

18     28 vols. 

71 .,   114 vols.
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7. Law, (Economics (sic), and politics 22 works comprising 40 vols.
Novels and romances 49 , 123 vols.

9. Poetry and the drama 49
10. Polite literature, including works on edu 

cation 58
11. Miscellanies ' 34
12. Periodical works 19

78 vols.

129 vols.
94 vols.

345 vols.

From the date of the issue of the printed catalogue until the 
closure of the library thirty-four years later there is no evidence 
of how the Society fared. These were difficult years in the town. 
A succession of outbreaks of violence, caused first by the 
introduction of the power loom, and later by the importation 
of the new police, together with the depressed state of the 
cotton trade generally over this period would tend to reduce 
the interest of a substantial number of subscribers to the Book 
Society. By 1853 there were only sixteen members left, and the 
end was almost inevitable. William Earnshaw, landlord of the 
Hole i'th Wall Inn, and son of Hartley Earnshaw, recorded 
the end in his diary: 

1853
April 1st. Annual meeting of the Coin Book Society at the "Red Lion"

Inn this evening. 
May 12th. . . . This afternoon brother Joseph, John Earnshaw and myself

had a delightful drive through Barnoldswick to Thornton. It was
agreed to divide the Books belonging to the "Coin Book Society"
amongst the 16 present subscribers.

May 31st. Brother Joseph and I were engaged most of the day in preparing 
the books in the "Coin Book Society" for division.

June 2nd. Was engaged in the division of the "Coin" Library.
June 3rd. Finished the division of the "Coin Book Society" and the 16 

lots were balloted for this evening.

Only a handful of books seems to have come down to us. 
Of the minute books and other records kept by the librarian 
no trace has been found. The surviving books and those listed 
in the catalogue are representative of what might be reasonably 
assumed to have been the taste of the educated lower-middle- 
class in the early years of the nineteenth century. There seems 
to be little doubt that as tastes changed with the full impact 
of the industrial revolution, and as the older books became 
shabby the attractiveness of the Society's facilities gradually 
diminished. The income from subscriptions and fines as 
membership dwindled would be quite incapable of arresting 
its decline.

It is not irrelevant to associate the end of this Society with 
the opening of Sunday school libraries at the Methodist and 
Baptist chapels; or, more significantly, perhaps, with the
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opening of the Mechanics' Institute in 1849. These came nearer 
to meeting the needs of the newly literate of the mid-nineteenth 
century, and were more in spirit with the age and with the 
locality.

ra
THE ST. HELENS BOOK CLUB

BY FREDERIC CROOKS, J.P., F.S.A.

ON 15 January 1813 fourteen members founded The St. 
Helens Book Club. A constitution was agreed upon, and 

after the Club had been in existence fifteen years, the annual 
general meeting, held on 28 March 1828, decided that the 
twenty rules of the Club should be printed, and that a copy 
should be sent to every member. From the rules quoted below 
it is eqsy to see how the Club conducted its business.

1. There shall be an Annual Meeting on the Friday nearest 
the full moon, in March, when the books shall be sold, 
and every member not attending such meeting shall be 
subject to a fine of ten shillings. This rule not to extend 
to Ladies.

2. At such an Annual Meeting a President shall be elected for 
the ensuing year by a majority of voices then present. 
The Gentleman who has been President for the preceding 
year may be re-elected.

7. At the Annual Meeting, the majority of Members then 
present shall fix what periodical publications shall be 
circulated in the Society and upon their omitting so to 
do, the President may order such works at his own dis 
cretion not exceeding two Reviews and two Magazines.

8. Any Member may order what book he or she chooses, 
such book not exceeding two guineas in value, and the 
Member so ordering the book being bound to pay half 
the cost, if no one bid a higher price for it at the Annual 
Sale; and any Member not ordering a book, after receiving 
three months' notice from the President, shall be liable to 
a fine of five shillings, and the President has then the 
privilege of ordering one in his name. The title and price 
of the book so proposed must be inserted on paper, and 
given to the President.

9. No books larger than octavos to be ordered in the Society. 
11. No novel or professional book be introduced into the

M


