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IN December 1966 this diary was sent to me by Mr Reginald 
Davies of Clitheroe, who later allowed me to make the type 

script which has made this study possible. Mr Reginald Davies 
and his brother, Mr Harry Davies, are the great-grandsons of 
the writer of the diary. It is written in a double columned account 
book of 164 pages, with hard covers, bearing the label of T. 
Harris, bookbinder, Carlisle. There are daily entries from 1 
January 1856 to 24 February 1860. The whole of the 1850s is a 
vital period in the cotton textile industry in Lancashire, with 
phenomenal growth in output and in the number of new fac 
tories and a great increase in the number of power looms in use. 
There were the beginnings of modern institutions, such as 
Weavers' Unions, as working people strove to establish their 
position in society, through self-education, parliamentary 
reform, a wider franchise and social responsibility. This diary 
makes it possible to see life through the eyes of a weaver and 
participant. Working class people have so often been regarded 
just as 'the crowd in history', and not as individuals. A new 
assessment of the quality of the life of working people in the mid- 
nineteenth century may have to be made.

On 27 August 1856 John O'Neil, the diarist, a power loom 
weaver at Low Moor cotton factory, Clitheroe, wrote, 'This is 
my 46th birthday'. A fortnight before he recorded that he had 
received the Carlisle Journal:

] was very glad to get it. It is the first news I have had from Carlisle this 
many a month and it is full of news ... I read it all through, advertisements 
and all, I was so keen of it.

Six years before this his activities were mentioned in both the 
Carlisle Journal and Patriot. At a nomination meeting before the
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local municipal elections in Carlisle, the Carlisle Journal 
reported on 25 October 1850 that 'Mr O'Neil, after alluding to 
the excellence of Dr Elliot's qualifications expressed his opinion 
that it was but right and proper there should be a medical man 
on the Council'. 1 The Carlisle Patriot, was more informative, 
reporting that 'Mr O'Neil, the secretary to the Working Men's 
Reading Room, then spoke in praise of Dr Elliot who he said, 
was the friend of the operative classes'. His reminiscences on 
10 November 1856 were therefore no idle boast. He wrote:

This has been a cold raw day and tonight I got a newspaper from Carlisle. 
1 looked over the municipal elections first thing and was sorry to find my old 
friend Dr Elliot has been thrown out of the Town Council for Botchergate 
ward by a large majority because 1 was the first person to bring him forward 
as a candidate six years since and we carried his election by a large majority 
over the lories, and when his time was up three years since 1 proposed him 
again and he had an overwhelming majority. And last year he was elected 
Mayor of the city. But I see according to the newspaper that the tory party 
had above a score of public houses open and giving drink to the electors 
as much as they could drink and by that means carried the election, as neither 
the Doctor nor his colleague would give a single drop. I cannot tell what has 
come over the Botchergate citizens, for when I was secretary to the Lord Street 
Working Men's Reading Room there was about a hundred members of that 
Institution who were voters and nearly the whole would go with me to 
support any Candidate 1 brought forward.

The tory Carlisle Patriot on 9 November 1850 recorded that 
'Dr Elliot and Mr James Sibson were taken up as a pair, by a 
large number of the John Street Reading Room [the original 
name before the new Institute was built in Lord Street] who 
converted themselves into a political and party body, and they 
succeeded'. These two candidates had 390 and 353 votes res 
pectively, the defeated candidates 157 and 84. The Carlisle 
Journal supported the liberal cause and reported this election, 
saying:

Those who brought Dr Elliot into the field never doubted they would place 
him at the head of the poll as the interest he has for some time manifested in 
education by means of public Reading Rooms made him an especial favourite

1 Dr Robert Elliot, 1814-1882, was a member of a Carlisle medical family, who 
studied medicine at Edinburgh, Heidelberg and Paris. He was a lecturer on 
Materia Medico and Hygiene at Newcastle School of Medicine before returning 
to Carlisle in 1848 to take up tie family practice. He was a great social reformer, 
became a city councillor in 1850, mayor in 1855, lost his seat but was returned to 
the Council in a bye election in 1856. He was a J.P. and a physician to the local 
dispensary. In 1873 he became Coroner for Carlisle and in 1874 the first Medical 
Officer of Health, holding both posts at the time of his death. See Carlisle Public 
Libraries, Tullie House: Carlisle Patriot 5 Jan. 1883, obituary notice; Cumberland 
News 11 Nov. 1955, centenary article; Henry Baines, An Address on the Medical 
Worthies of Cumberland (Reprinted for the author from the British Medical 
Journal, 11 Feb. 1905), p. 9.



LIFE IN EAST LANCASHIRE 89

with the working classes who are seven-eighths of the electors of Botchergate 
ward. 2

Who was this John O'Neil who wrote these diaries and had 
come from Carlisle to Low Moor, Clitheroe? He was born on 
27 August, 1810. In 1828 a John O'Neil was teaching a group of 
handloom weavers' children at the foot of Broad Guards in 
Caldewgate, Carlisle. 3 His arithmetic book, of quite advanced 
work, is dated 1830. Where he was living at that time is not 
known, but in 1832 he was in the Manchester area. 4 In 1834 he 
was back again in Carlisle working at the power loom. When he 
was in Preston on Easter Saturday, 11 April 1857, he recorded 
that in the evening he had met Thomas Stephenson, a power 
loom manager whom he had not seen since he was his tackier in 
Carlisle 24 years before. When or where he married Margaret 
Ward has not yet been ascertained but on 4 June 1836 his 
daughter, Jane, was born in Carlisle. The date of birth and 
christening were entered in the Roman Catholic register. 5 The 
census returns for 1841 enumerated John O'Neil, 30, weaver, 
born locally, in Brown's Row, Botchergate. A wife, Margaret, 
and a daughter Jane, were not listed in the household. 6 During

- Botchergate Ward was outside the city walls, to the south. It was a densely 
populated, working class district with factories. Record Office, Carlisle, Wood's 
Map 1821.

3 Carlisle Journal 9 Aug. 1828, a letter to the editor by John Nasmith about a 
school supported by weavers, the teacher being John O'Neil. This extract was 
brought to the notice of Mr B. C. Jones, M.A., archivist, by Mr Brian Graham of 
Carlisle. This was given to me in a personal communication 28 May 1968.

4 R. Sharpe France (ed.), 'Diary of John Ward of Clitheroe, Weaver, 1860-64', 
Trans. Hist. Soc. Lanes. Ches. 105 (1953), p. 138, 'I thought I would go to Hyde 
and Newton Moor, where I had lived many years as a boy and young man.' This 
diary was also written by John O'Neil, though published under the name of 
John Ward. See note 5.

5 Roman Catholic Registers, Carlisle, '1836 was born Jane daughter of Margaret 
Ward and John O'Neil, June 4, baptised June 13. Sponsors Edward Boylin and 
Elen Murray, Botchergate, by me Jos. Marshall, M.A.' From this form of entry 
it is probable that the wedding had not been solemnised in a Roman Catholic 
church and this accounts for the fact that Jane was married in Clitheroe Parish 
Church on 4 Jan. 1862 as Jane Ward, the father's name being entered as John 
Ward. The marriage was by Registrar's certificate. This has led to the confusion 
in the title of the printed copy of John O'Neil's second diary, 1860-64. See note 4.

6 1841 Census records of Carlisle, Botchergate, Brown's Row: John O'Neill, 
30, weaver, born locally. Catherine O'Neill 60, born outside England. Catherine 
O'Neill 23, factory . . ., born locally. Henry O'Neill 21 weaver, born locally. 
Mary O'Neill 9 mos., born locally. Hugh O'Neill 48, labourer, born outside 
England. This information was supplied to me by Mr Jones, the archivist. The 
spelling in every other document was O'Neil, so I have retained this spelling 
throughout. That John O'Neil lived in Brown's Row was confirmed in his speech 
reported in the Carlisle Journal, 4 Nov. 1853 when he referred to Brown's Row 
where he lived. I feel that this census return, made on one specific day, refers to 
John O'Neil, the writer of the diary. He had an elder brother, about the age of 
Hugh, who died in Carlisle in Oct. 1858, aged 67. His brother, Henry, who sent 
him Carlisle newspapers regularly, moved to Whitehaven, Cumberland and then 
to Winlaton, County Durham. He corresponded regularly with a sister in Carlisle 
but never mentioned her Christian name.
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1850-3, as the above quotations show, John O'Neil was an 
ardent worker for the Liberal cause, a founder-member of the 
Lord Street Working Men's Reading Room and also a friend 
of Dr Elliot and Dr Tait, the Dean of Carlisle. The lack of work 
in 1854 drove him to look for work elsewhere. He told his story 
on 14 June 1856:

It is two years this day that I left my native city of Carlisle in quest of work. 
I had been weaving on the handloom in Carlisle but it got so bad that there 
was no work to be had. I had nothing to do for five weeks so I sold some books 
and other little things I had and went on tramp. I got to Bentham in Yorkshire 
and got work at the power loom weaving linen and did very well for a few 
weeks. I then sent for the wife and daughter and shortly after they came the 
linen trade began to be very slack owing to the breaking out of the war with 
Russia. Our wages were reduced and we were as ill off as in Carlisle and a hard 
winter setting in made it worse still. The cold weather was very hard upon my 
wife who had an asthmatic complaint. She died after she had been there 
five months. It was on the 2nd of February and was buried on the 4th. My 
daughter and me stopped a fortnight after and then came to Clitheroe. 7

John O'Neil not only obtained work as a power loom weaver at 
Garnett & Horsfall's factory, Low Moor, but also a house, 15 
St Ann's Square, in the village. 8 This continued to be his home 
until his death on 14 August 1876. He was buried in the Roman 
Catholic cemetery in Clitheroe.

It is possible that John O'Neil kept a diary continuously, but 
only three sections are known to survive; January 1856 to 
February 1860, April 1860 to December 1864 and January 1872 
to May 1875. His handwriting was good, his style clear and 
graphic. From the first diary, which covers a period of general 
prosperity in the cotton industry, it is possible to gain a clear 
picture of the life of a weaver, in the factory, in his home and 
during his leisure time. O'Neil was a man with a quick, inquir 
ing mind; a wide knowledge and an interest in everything around 
him. The account of the activities of power loom weavers' 
associations is of special importance as all official records of 
that time appear to have been lost or destroyed. To understand 
John O'Neil, and his life and attitudes when living in Low Moor, 
Clitheroe, as recorded in the diary 1856-60, it is necessary to 
look in greater detail at his life in Carlisle from 1850 to 1854.

7 Low Bentham Parish Register, 'Margaret O'Neil, of Low Bentham, buried 
4 Feb. 1855, aged 40 years, officiating Minister, W. J. C. Rooker, curate.'

8 John O'Neil's diary 5 Feb. 1857,'... the square I live in.' There was only one 
square in Low Moor, St Ann's. 1861 Census return. Low Moor: 15 St Ann's 
Square, John O'Neil, aged 50, cotton weaver, born in Carlisle. Mr Owen Ashmore 
supplied me with this information.
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I LIFE IN CARLISLE

As a native of Carlisle John O'Neil had been used to the 
surroundings of a historic city of Roman origin. By comparison, 
on 8 October 1856, he thought Blackburn 'the poorest looking 
place of a large town' that he had ever seen; 'it had no building 
of any importance except the Town Hall which had just been 
built'. Carlisle had a castle founded in 1092 by William Rufus 
and mainly of twelfth century work. Part of the city walls and 
the Citadel still existed. The cathedral had a Norman nave and 
a fourteenth century decorated east window, its chief glory. The 
fratery of the priory and Slee's gateway built in 1527 remained. 
There were streets of eighteenth century houses. The market 
cross of 1682 stood in the centre of a large market square on the 
site of the Roman forum, alongside which was the Town Hall 
built in 1717. 9

Important industries in Carlisle at this time were factory 
spinning and calico printing, using water power. Most of the 
yarn was put out to handloom weavers to be woven into cloth. 10 
With an increasing population, including Irish immigrants, 
there were often more weavers than work, and wages were very 
low. As early as 1835 Edward Baines said that the number of 
handloom weavers had increased between 1820 and 1834 and 
that in all there must have been at least 250,000. 'It is earnestly 
to be desired that the whole number would be transferred to 
other branches of industry, as they have no prospect from 
continuing toil at the handloom, but increasing misery and 
degradation. 11 When trade was bad the domestic workers took 
the full brunt of the depression, when trade was good it was 
generally possible to attract new handloom weavers without 
having to raise the level of wages, 'for there remained a dearth 
of alternative avenues of employment'. 1 - Facts about the earn 
ings and living conditions of handloom weavers in Carlisle, of 
whom John O'Neil was one, were given in the report of the 
Inquiry into the State of Large Towns and Populous Districts 
of 1845. 13 Good workers, when employed, could earn about

" Kenneth Smith, Carlisle, Carlisle Corporation (1967).
10 Personal communication. Mr C. B. Jones, 28 May 1968. William Huchison, 

History of the County of Cumberland (1194), Vol. II, pp. 585-667.
11 Edward Baines, History of the Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain (2nd ed., 

1966), p. 238.
12 Phyllis Deane, The First Industrial Revolution (1967) pp. 93-4.
13 Carlisle Record Office, Dr Lyon Playfair, Second Report of the Commissioners 

of Inquiry into the State of Large Towns and Populous Districts, 1845. D. B. Reid, 
Appendix Carlisle, pp. 206-16.
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10s. 8d. per week in 1833-5, 7s. 6d. in 1840-1, 7s. 2$d. in 1842 
and 8s. Id. in 1843. Handloom weavers could only afford to live 
in the cheapest of housing, which led to bad conditions and 
overcrowding. Carlisle had few of the bad features of large 
industrial towns, yet there was no proper water supply, and the 
drainage and sewage were inadequate, especially in the lower 
areas near the rivers. Brown's Row, in a low-lying district, had 
many one storey houses and the loom was in the dwelling room. 
Very small bedrooms were partitioned off from the general 
apartment. In other houses the ground floor consisted of loom 
shops with as many as six handlooms. The living rooms above 
were reached by an outside stair. The dispensary returns 
showed that there was a large amount of sickness and mortality 
in Brown's Row where there were 'in about 40 dwellings, 
280 inhabitants, almost entirely weavers'.

Was it possible for handloom weavers and their children, 
living in such dismal circumstances, to be educated ? Could they 
find more in life than hard work? Had they opportunities for a 
full life and the full use of their intelligence? John O'Neil and 
many of his contemporaries did. William Parish was born in 
1818 in his parents' home, which was a large room over a weav 
ing shop. 14 Both his parents were handloom weavers. His 
schooling began in his sixth year with an old crippled Irishman 
in a lane off John Street. He continued at the Free School on the 
West Walls until he was eight, when he was put to the bobbin 
wheel, learning to weave at the age often. Longing for education 
he went to a night school run by an inmate of the workhouse, 
Jemmy Wymms, who, to provide tea and snuff, was allowed to 
open an evening school in Coldcoats. There, during one winter. 
William Parish learned to write and the first rules of arithmetic. 
This man became a journalist, edited a newspaper, was a public 
speaker and filled high civic office. How John O'Neil received 
his education is not known, but his diaries are testimony that 
he was a well educated man. Many working men at this period 
thought that education was the key to a better life. Samuel 
Bamford wrote in 1844, 'Self reform should precede all others 
[reforms] ... it is better that ignorance were pulled down . . . 
do not forget that he is the best reformer who, in proportion to 
his means, best nurtures his family and instructs his children.' 15 
The school for weavers' children in 1828, of which John O'Neil 
was the teacher, was paid for by the voluntary contributions of 
twenty-eight weavers. The children were admitted without

14 Two Carel Lads, Memories of Old Carlisle (1922); Autobiography of William 
Parish, p. 168. et seq.

15 Samuel Bamford, Passages in the Life of a Radical'(1884), Vol. I, p. 280.
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regard to sect or creed, were taught a lesson or two through the 
day, returned to work, and came at night to attend from eight 
to ten o'clock. Mr Nasmith was appealing for support so that 
candles and a fire could be provided in the winter. There were 
evidently many temporary means of education in addition to 
Free, Charity, National and British schools in the early nine 
teenth century. 16

Many middle class citizens of Carlisle supported the efforts of 
working people to help themselves. Dr Robert Elliot, nominated 
by John O'Neil as a candidate for the city council in 1850, was 
described in the Carlisle Journal as 'a gentleman who has taken 
the most active and warm interest in the advancement of edu 
cation amongst the poorest and most neglected of his fellow 
townsmen who has taught them to prefer the use of books to 
drinking beer and they elected him as their representative'. Dr 
Elliot, in his speech at the opening of a new building in Lord 
Street for the Working Men's Reading Room, on 1 December 
1851, said that he had accidentally met with, in his professional 
walks three and a half years ago, twenty to twenty-five working 
men who were assembled by the light of a single candle reading 
a newspaper. 17 The report of his speech continued:

It was somewhat curious that there should, in this good town of ours be such 
enthusiasm on a point on which in other places so much apathy had been 
shown and complained of. It could not, he believed, arise from any other 
circumstance than the peculiar position of the handloom weaver. He believed 
they might trace this reading room movement to the destitution and the 
desire for political information, in fact, for all kinds of information, of the 
handloom weaver.

The opening of the new Reading Room was not only a great 
occasion in Carlisle but it made the headlines in the Illustrated 
London News, which published a picture of the interior at the 
opening ceremony along with the report (Plate 2). The 'elegant 
structure' in Elizabethan design was in Lord Street. It was 70 
feet by 52 feet, the main hall being the reading room. Mr E. G. 
Mouncey, a local solicitor, had leased them the land for 99 
years at the nominal annual rent of one shilling. The architect, 
Mr Hogg, had 'acted gratuitously'. The cost was £393; the first 
soiree had raised £20, £160 had been raised by members, £100 
had been lent at a low interest, leaving only a debt of £60. These 
working men wanted a reading room for themselves and the

16 Personal communication on education in Carlisle in the early nineteenth 
century, 29 May 1968. Brian Graham of Carlisle.

17 Carlisle Journal, 5 Dec. 1851, contains a full account of the opening cere 
mony and speeches. See also the Illustrated London News, 20 Dec. 1851.
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principle was that no one should hold office or have a vote who 
did not earn his daily bread by daily wages. 18 There were 200 
members but the new building had accommodation for 400 to 
500. A large number of newspapers and periodicals were 
available and there were 3,000 library books. There were to be 
classes for younger members and children of members. Charles 
Dickens and Thomas Carlyle had been invited to attend the 
opening soiree, and their replies were read out by Robert 
Lattimer, the soiree secretary.

On a visit to his brother, Dan, in Manchester at Easter 1859, 
John O'Neil met his 'old friend Mr Lattimer of Carlisle' 
(getting out of the omnibus). Mr Lattimer had wanted to see 
him. He thought O'Neil might have the only copy of a letter 
printed for the Reading Room. They spent the following after 
noon together when John O'Neil promised to send Lattimer 
other letters of his which had been left with O'Neil when he got 
the post of secretary of the Reading Room. 19 On the following 
Sunday he wrote, '[ had a regular ransacking through my papers 
and found the letter Mr Lattimer wanted. I sent it to him along 
with a letter of the Bishop of London which [he] wrote when 
Dean of Carlisle.' 20 Dr A. C. Tait, the Dean of Carlisle, was the 
principal speaker at the opening ceremony of the Lord Street 
Working Men's Reading Room. He was another outstanding 
personality who had given his support. On 23 November 1856 
John O'Neil wrote:

This is the day that Dr Tait, the Bishop of London, will be consecrated and 
as I have known him both publicly and privately and have experienced great 
kindness from him when he was Dean of Carlisle I think the Government has 
done a wise [thing] in promoting him to the Bishopric of London.

The theme of Dr Tail's speech portrays the man whom John 
O'Neil so obviously admired and with whose ideas he had been 
in contact during the six years before he left Carlisle. Members 
and supporters of this Reading Room were men of all creeds

18 Charles Dickens, Household Words, part 77, p. 583. The Botchergate 
Reading Room, Carlisle, was held up as an example of self-help.

13 Carlisle Public Libraries, Tullie House, Jackson Library M 1078, three letters 
from Charles Dickens, Thomas Carlyle and George J. Fawcett to Robert 
Lattimer, secretary of the soiree committee of the Lord St Working Men's 
Reading Room. Deposited in Tullie House 4 Aug. 1917 by W. B. Lattimer, 
nephew of Robert Lattimer. These are probably the letters referred to, taken in a 
packet to Manchester 14 June 1859.

20 Dr A. C. Tait (1811-82), Dean of Carlisle 1849-56, Bishop of London 
1856-69 and Archbishop of Canterbury 1869-82. Owen Chadwick, The Victorian 
Church, Part I, p. 476: Tait of London was a big man, intelligent and able, and 
rocklike and not in the least narrow; not even an evangelical but just a low 
churchman.' See also Cumberland News, 2 March 1956 and 9 March 1956, 
centenary articles.
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and sects. John O'Neil was a Roman Catholic befriended by the 
Anglican dean. Dr Tait said that that day they celebrated the 
triumph of one of the greatest principles which could be main 
tained in any civilized community. The various classes of 
society of Carlisle were ready to trust one another. They had one 
common interest and their greatest good was to be found in their 
mutual and harmonious co-operation. 'We in this town trust 
one another.' Though the middle classes had given money in 
support and though the Council were the trustees of the build 
ing, yet no one was to have a voice in the regulation of the 
affairs but those who gained their day's wage by their day's 
labour. These men were determined to educate themselves and 
exclude all men of higher rank from management. There was 
no jealousy or rivalry between them. He continued, 'Let no man 
amongst them believe that the upper, the middle and the lower 
classes were not each others' friends. They must stand or fall 
together.' On the subject of education he said there were 
schools in abundance, the problem was that children were sent 
to work rather than to school, especially the weavers. He said, 
'This is a subject to be dealt with tenderly for if a man was 
dependent on his children for his daily bread it was difficult to 
persuade him to send them to school.' He thought that the 
founders of such an institution, providing for adult education 
and the schooling of the children of members, would be remem 
bered by another generation as the benefactors of their native 
town.

John O'Neil was one of the officials of the Reading Room 
sitting on the platform listening to this speech along with the 
Mayor, wearing his official gold chain, the clergy, the Member 
of Parliament, the gentry, the manufacturers and the leading 
men of the city, as well as representatives of the Caldewgate 
Reading Room and a deputation from Annan Mechanics' 
Institute. A course of lectures was started in January 1852 on 
'The principles and results of science'. The first was on arith 
metic, which was to be followed by geometry, mechanics, 
astronomy, meteorology and natural philosophy.21 O'Neil had 
a clear understanding of these subjects; he recorded a total 
eclipse of the sun on 15 March 1858, and displays of Aurora 
Borealis in December of both 1858 and 1859. The result of the 
further education available in newspapers, books and lectures

21 Carlisle Journal, 16 Jan. 1852. Lectures were for members and the pupils of 
the school.
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in the Reading Room is well illustrated in his entry for 5 April 
1857:

I had several neighbours come [sic] in to see if I had seen any account of a 
great comet which is to come this summer and destroy the world, and which 
is believed by a great many to be true, and that in several parts of Europe, 
more particularly in Poland and Germany, the farmers will not put the seed 
in the ground as they say there will be no occasion for it as all will be destroyed 
before it will have time to ripen. And a good deal about Low Moor are of the 
same opinion and as I read a good deal of books and newspapers, they 
thought I could tell them. I said there was a great comet expected, but when 
it would come no one could tell. It might be here in a month or it might be 
twelve months, astronomers had been looking for it at all the observatories 
in Europe and America for about two years and it might be two years more 
before they would see it. But they say it cannot be long before it is seen some 
where as it is about the time it should appear. It is far above 300 years since it 
was seen before and when it does come it will hurt nothing. It never hurt 
anything before, only frightened some people. It made the Emperor Charles 
the fifth abdicate his throne and retire to a monastery, and it would be a good 
job if it would frighten a few Emperors and Kings this time. When I io!d them 
this, some were very satisfied and some were very doubtful, as they believe 
the prophesy will come true. 22

II LIFE IN LOW MOOR, CLITHEROE

How John O'Neil and his daughter, Jane, heard of Clitheroe 
is not explained. On Sunday, 17 February 1856 he wrote, 'It 
is just a year today since I came to Low Moor from Bentham in 
Yorkshire and I think I am better off and so is my daughter than 
we would have been had we stayed in Bentham.' On the first day 
of the year 1856 he had summed up:

Here I am at Low Moor near Clitheroe in Lancashire working at the power 
looms and my daughter is winding [in a factory in Clitheroe town]. We have 
both of us plenty of work but little for working, but as we cannot mend our 
selves we must bear with it as well as we can. I had a very pleasant Christmas 
as far as I was able but did not get drunk. Jane was at the Catholic Soiree and 
spent a very pleasant evening. We have been working all day and a very dull 
day it has been. It was the shortest day we have had yet and everything is 
dull. No news from the army in the Crimea this fortnight. And nothing but 
bad yarn and bad weft to torment us.

On the last day of 1856 he wrote:

Now that the year is ended I find that I am in rather better circumstances

22 The comet was first seen in Clitheroe on 13 Sept. 1858. O'Neil wrote, 'The 
long looked for and long expected comet is quite visible to the naked eye. . . . 
There is hardly a person in Low Moor but what is looking at it.' His descriptions 
of its being 'very brilliant' or 'very large tonight and its tail a very great length, 
the finest sight I ever saw in the heavens' continued to 13 Oct. 1858. Sec also the 
Blackburn Standard, 3 June 1857, advertisement for a book, price 6d., an historical 
philosophical and prophetic inquiry into the path of the rapidly approaching 
great comet in reference to the probability of a collision and the consequent end 
of all things . . . with two illustrations. Edition with map of the path of the 
comet, 8d. The 25th thousand was ready.



98 LIFE IN EAST LANCASHIRE

than I was at the beginning and Jane is also a great deal better, and if we 
should remain here another year it is hard to tell what state we may be in if 
we live. But at any rate we must hope for the best for so long as God gives 
us health and strength we are willing to work and to do our best. She has 
plenty of good clothes, more than ever she had in her life before, and if 
nothing happens I will have a new suit this next summer and until then 1 
will do my best.

Plate 3 
LOW MOOR FACTORY, CLITHEROE

On the right, backing on to the factory yard, is Low Moor House.

Low Moor factory was built in 1784 by John Parker, lawyer 
and banker of Clitheroe. The factory was one of the first water 
powered spinning factories in east Lancashire. 23 The first build 
ing was destroyed by fire in 1791 when a new five storey mill 
was erected. It was on the east bank of the river Ribble, just 
north of Edisford Bridge. Two years after the bankruptcy of 
John Parker, in 1799, the factory was taken over by Garnett & 
Horsfall. From that time the factory was rebuilt and extended so 
that by 1840 there were four main blocks of iron frame con 
struction, three with five storeys and the other with six. These 
blocks were from 120 feet to 170 feet long and 30 feet to 45 feet 
wide, giving a total floor space of 120,000 square feet. This large, 
impressive building (Plate 3) was demolished in the spring of

23 Owen Ashmore, 'Low Moor, Clitheroe: A Nineteenth-century Factory 
Community,' Trans. Lanes. Ches. Antiq. Soc. 73-4, pp. 124-52. The following 
account of Low Moor is based on this paper.
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1968. Water wheels and additional steam engines provided the 
power. When Jeremiah Garnett died in 1853 Horsfall had 
become a sleeping partner. Garnett's son, also Jeremiah, had 
not taken to the business which was managed by his cousin, 
Thomas Garnett. In 1858 a new company was formed, Thomas 
Garnett & Sons, the sons being William, James and Jeremiah. 
John O'Neil referred to the sons as the 'young masters'. From 
this time new machinery was installed and new weaving sheds 
built. In 1859 and 1860 the factory was producing 35,000 Ibs 
of spun yarn and 4,000 to 5,000 pieces of cloth per week. From 
1858 the main production was for the Chinese and Indian 
markets. Thomas Garnett and his son William lived at Low 
Moor House (Plate 4), originally the farm buildings to Arthur

Plate 4 
LOW MOOR HOUSE

Thomas Garnett lived here at the time that John O'Neil was writing his diary. 
This was the condition of the house in 1968.

Ashworth's seventeenth century farm house. They had been 
converted into a three storey house which backed on to the 
factory yard, nearer to the sound of the factory bell than the 
workers' cottages in the village.

Twenty-eight houses had been built by the Parkers for their 
workers; by 1827 there were 146 cottages and in 1851 there were 
248. The population of Low Moor in 1851 was 1,272 but it had 
dropped to 1,057 in 1861. Shops were required and about thirty
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people were employed in the retail trade, several grocers, 
butchers and tailors. Most of the village remains, the long street 
to the factory gates and the streets to the north of it; but the 
three short rows at right-angles, St Ann's Square and the day 
school on the south, have been demolished. The number of 
people employed at the factory in 1851 was 842 and in 1861, 
684. The majority of the workers lived in the village, but others 
came from Clitheroe and the nearer villages. Of this total of 
workpeople 254 (63 male and 191 female) were weavers in 1851, 
and in 1861 there were 205 (63 male and 142 female) weavers. 
Originally many of the houses were 'back to back' providing 
one living room and one bedroom, with communal privies at 
the end of the row or in the square. There was plenty of move 
ment in and out of the village, new people constantly coming as 
others moved away. The labour of the 1850s was anything but 
static as this diary makes clear. Yet many who came, like John 
O'Neil and Jane, settled, and their descendants are still living in 
Clitheroe.

The village of Low Moor is not described in the diary, but 
every spring John O'Neil mentioned the wall-fruit trees 'all in 
blossom'. Those about the factory were 'budding up very fast', 
and on 20 April 1859, after a hard frost, 'the leaves and blossoms 
of the cherry and pear trees were all hanging as if they were 
dead'. Clitheroe, like Carlisle, was an ancient borough, with a 
castle; from 1559 it had been represented in Parliament. On 
Sunday, 15 June 1856:

I went up to Clitheroe in the evening and got in to see the Castle. It is a very 
old place and is in ruins, there is nothing but the walls of the old keep stand 
ing with an outer wall round it. Ft is built upon a rock and stands high above 
Clitheroe . . . When I left the Castle I took a walk round by Waddington and 
home again and now I am writing this with a bad pen.

On 18 July 1857 he was again at Clitheroe Castle, looking at the 
steward's house:

I went to Clitheroe and saw my friend, Mr Holland, who took me into the 
Castle and shewed me all the rooms and offices and all through the gardens 
and greenhouses and then on to the top of the tower or keep. We had a large 
telescope and had a fine view of the country all round, we could see Preston 
very clear.

There were fairs in Clitheroe in March and October which were 
often spoiled by cold weather, hard frosts, high winds, or even 
snow and sleet. On 25 October 1856 he wrote:

This is Clitheroe great Saturday fair. It being a very fine day and being fine 
weather all week almost all the people of Low Moor were for going. The mill
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Jane works at stopped all day for the fair so she went in good time. I got 
myself cleaned up and went about six o'clock. It was a very throng place, 
people came in from all the country round, and different persons told me 
that there had not been such a throng fair for twenty years because there had 
not been such fine weather in all that time. I had a walk all through the place 
and met with Jane and had to buy her a fairing. We then went and bought 
some things we wanted.

A diary such as this emphasizes that most people's working 
lives, during a period of stability and comparative prosperity, 
were fairly humdrum. The daily work, the weekly pattern of life 
contained little of dramatic interest. Peace celebrations, holi 
days, visits to friends, excursions, illnesses, difficulties and dis 
putes at work, news of relatives, local politics, neighbours 
arrested for poaching, comments on trade, national events, 
foreign affairs, civil war in the state of Kansas over the issue of 
slavery, therefore stood out more clearly. The out of the ordin 
ary was the spice to plain living. Many weekdays the most ex 
citing thing to note was the weather; that was unpredictable. 
On Christmas Day 1856 the snow fell so thick and fast that 
O'Neil and Jane passed each other in the road without recog 
nizing each other. The following Christmas it was so mild that 
the hazel bushes were in blossom. The hedges were quite green 
and primroses, cowslips and wild strawberries were blooming. 
Low Moor, a factory community, was in the heart of the coun 
try. John O'Neil was very observant and enjoyed his country 
walks.

At first John O'Neil had charge of two power looms. On 14 
February 1856 he wrote, T got another loom this morning, it is 
only a sick one and I don't know how long I shall have it.' 
Those who wanted to have more looms looked after those of 
people who were away sick until they could be found regular 
looms. It was not until 22 January 1857 that he reported:

After having been kept above a twelve month waiting for three looms, 
sometimes working upon three sick and sometimes not, I got regularly 
shopped today upon three of my own. They are in a different room and are 
not the same as I have been used to but I will soon get my hand into them.

This would mean that, as all work was paid by piece rate, he 
would have a 50% increase in his wages. He never made a note 
of his actual earnings. All through the period of the diary John 
O'Neil was fully employed, even during the recession of 1857 
when his friends in Preston were 'very badly off' because fo 
short time working. Jane was on short time too, from 22 October 
to 2 December. It was sad news that Jane brought when she was 
to work only seven hours a day for five days, being off all day 
Saturday. Large cotton factories, like Low Moor, were often
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more able to cope with bad trade conditions. They did all the 
processes from cleaning the raw cotton to spinning the yarn and 
weaving the cloth. They had the profits of both departments and 
were not dependent on buying their yarn at high prices from the 
spinners. So the weavers at Low Moor did not start short time 
until 10 November 1857, and the weavers who were tenants of 
Garnett & Horsfall were still kept on full time work. This was 
one of the benefits of being a true and full member of the 
factory community.

From 1858 the new company of Thomas Garnett & Sons 
installed new, modern machinery.24 Technical change tends to 
be continuous. In the local newspapers there were weekly lists 
of patents ranging from improved steam engines, reducing fuel 
consumption and able to take a great work load, to improved 
parts of looms which made them more efficient.'25 Firms which 
were willing to plough back profits into new machinery and 
more plant became much more competitive and able to survive 
the fluctuations of trade. On 7 August 1858:

I got one of my new looms started today. It is a new patent, it has neither 
weights nor weight ropes. They are pulling all the old looms down and 
putting new ones in, in our shop; and I have had so much running between the 
new and the old looms these last two or three days that my feet are all blis 
tered and the skin off them.

On 20 August 1858 O'Neil continued:

I have got all my three new looms on today. They are very stiff and heavy. 
I wish 1 may keep them as some have had their odd loom taken from them and 
some of them have given them up not being able to mind them. The odd 
looms are six quarters [54 inches] wide.

In the spring of 1859 a separate weaving shed was built in the 
Low Yard for 200 looms. At Whitsuntide 1859 the factory 
closed on Friday night and did not resume work until the 
following Thursday. During that time John O'Neil said that 
'new spur wheels had been put on the engine and some new 
shafting installed.' Improvements might be all very well in the 
long run but on the next day, Friday, came the cryptic remark, 
'As we had no work done we had no wages'.

Earnings were also affected by atmospheric conditions; a dry 
air made the threads brittle and more liable to break. Both 
extreme heat and cold were bad. On 2 December 1856, when 
there was a foot of snow outside, it was 'very bad weather for 
weaving, every one is complaining of getting badly forward'. In

21 Owen Ashmore, op. cit. pp. 130-1.
25 See, for instance, the lists in the Blackburn Standard and thePreston Guardian.
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the previous June there had been a very warm spell which was 
'very severe upon our yarn for a very dry, warm day is as bad as 
a hard frosty day and we get badly on'. The state of the river 
Ribble, whether from drought or flood, caused another hazard 
and a loss of earnings in the years 1856 to 1860. On 5 December 
1859 the 'Ribble was so high with the rain that we had to stop 
for backwater soon after breakfast and stopped all day.' On 
2 April 1856 the river was low there having been no rain for a 
fortnight and it could 'scarcely turn the wheel, so our looms are 
going very slowly'. On Monday, 6 October 1856, John O'Neil 
wrote that 'at half past two this afternoon we had a breakdown, 
the shaft which turns our shop and another weaving shop, broke 
and we had to go home . . . They tell us it will be two or three 
days before we can start'. Another time the boiler burst and his 
end of the factory had to stop. There was no compensation for 
this loss of time. Factory inspectors were always checking that 
dangerous machinery was fenced off according to the Factory 
Acts, yet accidents happened. On 15 June 1857 a man was 
killed, crushed between the carriage and the frame of a self-actor 
spinning machine. The coroner and the jury visited the factory. 

Low Moor factory had its own gas works. By the end of 
September each year John O'Neil frequently noted the first day 
on which the gas had been lighted. In December there were days 
when they 'lit up' at 2.30 in the afternoon, and occasionally the 
gas was on nearly all day. On 19 November 1858 they did not 
start work until daylight because there was something wrong 
with the gashouse. In the preparation departments, where the 
soft cotton wool was cleaned and carded, there was a danger of 
fire. On 15 September 1856:

Our mill took fire in the blow room this afternoon through some part of the 
machinery getting too hot. The whole mill stopped and as they have a Fire 
Engine of their own on the premises it was soon got to work and in about 
ten minutes the fire was put out. There was very little damage done and we 
started again after being stopped about twenty minutes.

Working hours were from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. from Monday to 
Friday and 7^ hours on Saturday to make a sixty hour week. 
The great advantage of living in a factory community was the 
short distance to be travelled to work. Those who lived in the 
village had time to go home to both breakfast and dinner. Jane had 
to walk a mile in all weathers and would have to take her meals 
with her. There was friendliness in a compact community. 
Neighbours called on O'Neil to ask him to go nutting or to go 
for walks. Shopmates persuaded him to stay to the tea-party in 
the Roman Catholic church on Christmas Day 1856. 'We sat
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down to tea and a most excellent tea it was, everybody was 
satisfied. There was between six and seven hundred persons 
present. After tea the tables were cleared away, seats brought in 
and the concert began. It was a grand entertainment.' Politics 
were discussed in the dinner hour at the factory gates. John 
O'Neil was versatile, able to write valentines for some young 
girls to send to their sweet hearts. The weavers in his shop 
promised him a halfpenny each if he would clean and recon 
dition the clock. He was asked to measure a piece of land and 
make a map for a friend in Sabden. His arithmetic book, dated 
1830, proves that he had learned to do this mensuration.

15 St Ann's Square was a small house. The main 'cleaning up' 
was done on Saturday afternoon. Piped water was brought to 
Low Moor in September 1856:

To save the trouble of going round by the end of the street, they have cut a 
drain through my house to bring the water into the square I live in. It is 
nearly three feet deep. They have put us to a great deal of inconvenience and 
will allow us nothing for it. I could not get any supper made, it was after 
9 o'clock when they got the pipes laid and the drain filled up and they will not 
lay the flags until tomorrow.

The following day:

I got my house put right in the forenoon and the dirt taken out but it is a 
dirty job after all and will take a deal of cleaning which cannot be done before 
Saturday.

He whitewashed both upstairs and downstairs each year and 
the spring-cleaning was finished in two days. New tables, chairs 
and blankets were bought, and on 14 October 1859 he had an 
oven and boiler range set up. In these ranges the fire heated 
water and a baking oven. He mentioned Jane making pancakes 
and, on Christmas Eve, Christmas loaves as they waited to hear 
the singers. He wrote, 'Jane is baking currant cakes while I am 
writing. The waits have promised to come round here shortly 
after 12 o'clock.' Next morning he recorded that 'it was near 
three o'clock this morning when I got to bed. There was two 
sets of singers came, one from Clitheroe and the other belonged 
to Low Moor. [There] was both snow and sleet and very 
splashy under foot, they must have had a miserable night of it.' 
Mutton and potatoes were the usual Sunday dinner. A good 
Cumberland breakfast of ham and eggs was an occasional 
luxury. On 31 December 1857 he wrote:

I have been looking over the events of the last twelve months and upon the 
whole I consider myself to be a great deal better off than I was twelve months 
ago ... We have better clothes and better things in the home . . . One thing in
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our favour is that meal and flour is one third cheaper than it was at the com 
mencement of the year.

Sickness was always something to be reckoned with, and 
John O'Neil suffered intermittently from what he called 'tic 
doloreux'. This was a facial neuralgia characterized by spas 
modic twitching. The attacks were usually of a week's duration. 
The record in February 1856 showed the misery he endured 
though he did not stay away from work. 'I have had another 
miserable day with the tic doloreux, all the side of my head from 
the crown down to my shoulder, I cannot endure to touch it.' 
Another time his throat and gums began to swell and he could 
eat nothing and he 'hardly durst lay my hands on my face to 
wash myself.' In December 1857 he dislocated his shoulder 
which had to be reset by the doctor, and he was unable to go 
to work. He wrote, 'Here am 1 laid up like an old invalid.' 
On 17 December, 'the manager sent me word that if I could not 
come to my work or find a weaver to work for me he would shop 
my looms'. Next day he went to see the tackier who said the 
looms would stand until he returned. This he did on 21 Decem 
ber when he recorded:

I had a very miserable day. I could only use one hand to start and stop the 
looms. I could not pull a cut off, and shuttling cops was very painful all day. 
It was a very dark day and I got on very badly. When I had any yarn to tie 
I had to lift my hand over the healds with my right hand as I could not lift it 
by itself. I am nearly as bad as ever I was.

A whole week away from work meant there would be no wage 
for him. For his sick bouts he drank bowls of mint tea. To cure 
his colds he went up to Clitheroe for a glass of whisky.

John O'Neil took pride in his appearance and noted when he 
bought new clothes. During this period he bought a good 
working waistcoat, new moleskin trousers, new shoes, a new 
hat, a cap, trousers and a velveteen shooting jacket, a pair of 
black trousers, a black waistcoat and a black broadcloth coat. 
He had brought his plaid with him from Carlisle, and on 10 
October 1857 'put on my plaid for the first time this season and 
went up to Clitheroe'. He must have stood out amongst the 
people of Clitheroe. The only reference he made to his appear 
ance was after climbing Pendle Hill, 'I am too fat and stiff for 
climbing mountains'.

Long hours of work did not mean that there was not time to 
enjoy life. He went for walks on summer evenings. Saturday 
evenings were free to spend in Clitheroe, reading the news 
papers and having a glass of ale. Sundays were for relaxation. A
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part of most Sundays was spent in reading and writing. He 
corresponded with his sister in Carlisle, his brother, Harry, in 
Whitehaven (who later moved to Winlaton in County Durham), 
and his friends in Preston. In winter when the weather was wet, 
wild or snowy or in hot weather in the summer, he often 'was 
never out of the house', but spent the day reading, writing and 
sleeping. In J856 there were fourteen such Sundays, in 1857 
there were twenty-one, in 1858 fourteen, in 1859 nineteen, and 
five out of the first seven Sundays in 1860. At this time John
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Plate 5 
STONYHURST COLLEGE AND CHURCH

O'Neil was enjoying the quiet life, not being involved in local 
organisations and politics. He had time to read his books and 
newspapers, to go for walks round Waddington, or Primrose 
and Standen, or 'through Waddow Park and back again down 
Ribble side before dinner'. His longer excursions were described 
in detail. In 1856 he went three times to Stonyhurst and in 1857 
he went to see the Corpus Christi procession there.

First came the scholars of Hurst Green, then the Hurst Green Catholic club 
with a band, then came the students about 200 in all carrying lighted candles, 
then the choristers with a fine band then about forty priests in surplices, then 
three boys with baskets of flowers which they kept scattering before them, then 
the Host carried by an old Priest under a beautiful canopy carried by eight 
students, then thirty-four priests in full canonicals, then several other priests 
and gentlemen, then the women all joined in, and then the men last and every 
one that was there which was considered to be about eight thousand. The 
procession left the church and went through the college gardens. . . . On the
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bowling green there was a very splendid altar, from which a most excellent 
sermon was preached which everyone could hear. . . . Everyone came home 
highly delighted and Jane was never better pleased in all her life.

He visited the recently uncovered ruins of Sawley Abbey on 
Sunday, 27 January 1856:

This has been a very fine day and after dinner Marmaduke Coates and me took 
a walk through Waddington. Grindleton and Sawley and was all through 
Sawley Abbey, the ruins of which shews that it had been a fine place in its 
time. There were several gravestones, some of them with inscriptions on them 
which was translated to us by the woman who has care of it. We gave her 
twopence and then came through Chatburn and Clitheroe.

He was not exceptional in making such excursions. When he 
climbed Pendle Hill he found there were a great many people 
already there, both men and women. A good number of them 
had 'spy glasses'. John O'Neil and his two friends soon became 
acquainted with a party with a telescope, 'which they got 
looking through'. His first visit to Blackburn was made on a day 
when the factory was stopped for repairs. He walked each way, 
a return journey of twenty-four miles. During the summer of 
1856 there was a camp of returned Crimean soldiers on Long- 
ridge Fell. On 17 August 1856:

I went this morning along with three more neighbours to the camp at Forty 
Acres above Longridge. It was a fine morning when we set off but it turned 
out very cloudy with a light shower or two and very windy. We got there about
II o'clock. I expected to meet my friends from Preston but they did not come. 
We were invited into a tent by some soldiers and after we paid for some 
drink they showed us various trophies which had come from the Crimea. One 
was a cap belonging to a Cossack, it was made of leather with a brass pike on 
the top of the crown. We all tried it on but it fitted me best. They then shewed 
us round the camp and their practice ground and how they manage their 
minic [sic] rifles to fire at various distances from 100 to 900 yards. We then 
went to the canteen and got something to drink, we had brought something to 
eat with us and we had a good dinner. It turned out a fine afternoon and we 
stopped with them until five o'clock. There were two detachments of them, 
one of the 34th and the other 97th regiment of foot. And most of them were 
Crimean men and wore medals. It was a very fine evening, as we came home 
we took our time and had a fine view of the country all round from the top of 
Longridge Fell. We got home about 8 o'clock [a distance of 10 miles].

Next day he wrote, 'I. felt rather stiff and tired this morning or 
else in other respects I was well enough. 1 got on very badly 
today with my work.'

John O'Neil was a Roman Catholic but he was not a regular 
churchgoer. In fact he only went on special occasions such as 
charity sermons or the installation of the organ. In the four years 
of this diary he recorded going to church only eleven times, 
which included the visits to Stonyhurst (Plate 5), a visit to 
St Walburghe's which was the new Roman Catholic church in
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Preston.26 In Clitheroe he went on special occasions to the 
church of St Michael and St John the Evangelist in Lowergate. 27 
The charity sermons on 14 September 1856 pleased him:

The church was as full as it would hold. There was an excellent choir and the 
music was very grand. The collection in the forenoon was about thirty pounds. 
In the evening the Church was lighted by Gas and above one hundred 
candles lighted on the Alter [sic], the singing was splendid. . . . They had to 
get two policemen to keep back the crowd that could not get in.

The expanding churches of all denominations were providing 
much more than centres of religious worship for the constantly 
increasing populations of industrial towns. They were also 
social centres with tea-parties and soirees, making possible a 
wide circle of friends and an alternative to public houses. Jane 
seems to have been a regular attender at church and its social 
activities.

There was a lot of hard drinking in the mid-nineteenth 
century. On 26 December 1859 John O'Neil said there was 
'little to see in Clitheroe but drunkenness'. It averaged about 
four times a year that he recorded drinking with friends to the 
point of being 'very near full' as he described it when Jane came 
to seek him on Boxing Day 1857. As always his choice of adjec 
tives was apt; 'gaily sober', 'just had plenty', 'three sheets in the 
wind', 'fresh' and 'nearly drunk' were expressions used on these 
occasions. Easter 1856 O'Neil stayed with his old Carlisle friends 
living in Preston. On the Saturday he wrote that 'at night all 
the Carlisle chaps met together' and they had 'a glorious night 
of it, drinking, dancing and singing Cumberland songs'. He 
never spent a happier night in his life. Yet he had very definite 
ideas on the futility of habitual drunkenness. He heard that some 
of his Preston friends had 'joined teetotal, and if they have done 
it will be a very good job for them all'. 28 They had joined. On

26 Stonyhurst had been the home of the Shireburne family. The house was 
rebuilt but not completed in 1592. It was inherited by the Welds of Lulworth. 
In 1794 it was offered to the school of St Omer when it was obliged to leave the 
Continent. The influence of Stonyhurst College during the early nineteenth 
century was considerable, encouraging Roman Catholic communities in the 
district. See note 27. St Walburghe Roman Catholic church, Preston, was 
designed by J. Hanson. It was started in 1852 but not quite finished in 1857. It is 
in the Early English style and has a marble spire 303 feet high.

27 The Roman Catholic church here described was opened in 1850. From 1792 
Roman Catholics in Clitheroe first met in a cottage, then in 1799 a chapel was 
built, which is now part of the Infant School. From 1796 to 1842 the church was 
served from Stonyhurst. I am indebted to the Rev. Father F. Hannan, S.J. for this 
information.

28 The 'Teetotal' movement, for total abstinence, was founded by Joseph 
Livesey in Preston. The Preston Temperence Advocate, first published in Jan. 1834, 
price Id., was the first teetotal publication in England.
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his 1857 Easter visit he spent the Saturday evening with them at 
a concert in the Temperance Hall in Preston, and was home at 
10 o'clock. He lectured his brother, Dan, who lived in Man 
chester, whom he found lying in bed after being drunk the night 
before. His sister-in-law told him there was not a family who 
need be better off if Dan kept sober. O'Neil told his brother 
that when he got himself respectably dressed he could come to 
see him but he need not come unless he was, and that he must 
stop drinking if he wished to appear respectable.

Holidays for factory workers were short. The Low Moor 
factory closed on Good Friday and Saturday, Whit Monday and 
Christmas Day. John O'Neil wrote regretfully that the New 
Year was not kept in Clitheroe and he missed the fun of Hallow 
E'en:

It is All Hallow Eve, I think it is not kept here as I hear nothing whatever 
about it. Now in Carlisle we always had a deal of fun on this night, such as 
snatching for apples, burning nuts and in many country places plenty of 
bonfires . . .

For the first three years of the diary O'Neil went to Preston at 
Eastertime to stay with friends. On the first two occasions Jane 
accompanied him. They walked to Eongridge (10 miles), then 
took the train for Preston. They spent the whole of Friday 
afternoon visiting friends. On Saturday, when most of the 
Preston mills were working, they 'saw everything in Preston 
which was worth seeing and all through the markets'. Next day:

... as it was Easter Sunday we kept up the good old Cumberland fashion and 
had plenty of bacon and eggs fried for breakfast . . . We were accompanied 
to the station by a great number of our friends and we had to promise to come 
again next Good Friday if all went well. The engine whistled, so we all shook 
hands and parted. We got home about sunset. Jane was very tired with walking 
so fast as we had some company from Longridge to Low Moor and they 
walked rather too fast for her.

Just how strenuous and full a day's outing could be is well 
illustrated in the account of the trip to Manchester on Whit 
Tuesday, 1859. The train from Clitheroe arrived at Pendleton, 
Manchester at 8.30 a.m. After breakfast with his brother, Dan, 
he returned to the mill with him and was shown all through the 
weaving room where they were weaving fancy ginghams. There 
were also Jacquard looms which John O'Neil had never seen 
before.29 After two hours there he went to Peel Park and the 
Museum in Salford where he spent another two hours. After 
dinner with his brother's family he went with his sister-in-law

29 Jacquard looms were for weaving figured fabrics, so called after the inventor.
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to Bellevue, where there was a great fife and drum band contest:

1 am no judge of music so I could not tell which played best but the Royal 
Sovereign Mill of Preston got the head prize. We went all through the gardens, 
there was a great deal to be seen, and it was very throng. There was about 
12,000 persons in the place.

He stayed on till 9 p.m. expecting his brother to join him, then 
returned to Salford Station where his brother was waiting. The 
train left at 11 p.m. and it was half past two in the morning 
when he arrived home. An occasional extra unofficial holiday 
was taken as on 11 September 1857:

We stopped at 11 o'clock on purpose to see the great American circus come 
into Clitheroe. I thought it was the poorest concern I ever seen [sic] and I have 
seen a great many walk through Carlisle. There was nothing to look at except 
half a dozen ugly camels, a thing which was never seen in Clitheroe before. 
We started again at half past one but there was so very few came in to work 
that we had to stop and go home again.

Ill THE INQUIRING MIND

Every Saturday evening John O'Neil went up to Clitheroe to 
see the newspapers, mentioning the Castle Inn as if this was 
where he usually read them. He commented on the items of news 
and events which had interested him most. The desire for know 
ledge which he had shown in Carlisle evidently never left him. It 
was said of the members of the Lord Street Working Men's 
Reading Room that they were soon able to discuss and converse 
on many topics which before they had never heard about. If the 
true purpose of education is the fuller intellectual life, John 
O'Neil provides a good example of a well educated man. On 
5 May 1857 he noted, This is the day Prince Albert opens the 
Art Treasures Exhibition in Manchester' and on 9 May reported 
that it had been a grand affair. The Blackburn Standard carried 
advertisements, an editorial and a full account of the opening. 
The exhibition had paintings of all Continental and British 
painters and water colours; sculptures in marble and bronze, 
both ancient and modern; displays of gold and silver plate; 
furniture; porcelain and photographs. It was in a specially 
erected building at Old Trafford, a quiet suburb, two miles from 
the centre of Manchester. The Blackburn Standard commented 
that the 'working man may share in the enjoyment of a leisurely 
examination of these costly treasures with the wealthy million 
aire. No one who can muster a shilling need be deprived of the 
pleasure of a visit'. It was thought more attractive than the arts
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section of the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in 1851. 
John O'Neil and his daughter, Jane, went to see this exhibition 
on Monday, 21 September. It left him rather short of words. 
'We got into Manchester a little after ten o'clock. We got into 
an omnibus and got to the exhibition about eleven o'clock. We 
staid there till half past three and saw and examined everything 
nearly.' This was all that he wrote about it in the diary. On seeing 
the exhibition in Salford Museum in 1859 he wrote that he 
thought it as good as the Art Treasures Exhibition.

John O'Neil never mentioned the Clitheroe Mechanics' 
Institute, started in 1838, its library being its chief feature. 30 A 
Mechanics' Institute had been started in Low Moor. In January 
1853 an address, signed by forty-seven men in the employ of 
Garnett & Horsfall, was presented to William and James 
Garnett, the sons of Thomas Garnett, at a supper for the over 
lookers and mechanics in their employ. 31 This institute did not 
continue long, but was re-opened in 1861. In December, when 
John O'Neil joined, he wrote, 'It is a penny per week, so I will 
see a daily paper regular. They have put me on the committee'. 32 
The Blackburn Mechanics' Institute had an excellent supply of 
papers in its reading room; six daily papers, including the Times 
and the Manchester Guardian; twenty-eight weekly papers, 
including the leading provincial papers; the Illustrated London 
News, the Journal of the Society of Arts as well as serials and 
quarterlies. 33 The criticism of the Mechanics' Institutes was 
that they had become middle class and that working men were 
allowed no part in the running of their affairs. In Blackburn the 
reading room was open during the day for commercial members 
and in the evening for the working class. At this time most 
newspapers consisted of four very closely printed pages without 
large headlines and pictures. At least half of the space was taken 
up with national and foreign affairs. They were solid with in 
formation and comment, with paragraphs of local and county 
news. Those who read them carefully could be well informed on 
all the matters of the day.

John O'Neil, weaver, was very conscious of the world in 
which he lived. Week by week he described the events and latest 
news of the wars when the outcome was still uncertain. The 
beginning of the diary coincided with the closing period of the

3(1 The first Mechanics' Institute was started in Glasgow in 1824 by George 
Birkbeck.

31 Blackburn Standard, 12 Jan. 1853.
32 R. Sharpe France (ed.) op. cit. p. 169. Owen Ashmore, op. cit. p. 151.
33 Blackburn Public Library, Reference Dept.. 1844, Rules of Government, and 

1859 Report of Blackburn Mechanics' Institute.
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Crimean War, with peace proclaimed on 31 March 1856. As one 
conflict ended another began; the Persian War from October 
1856 to May 1857, the Chinese War from January to August
1857. and the Indian Mutiny from July 1857 to March 1859. 
In America the Puerto Ricans were defeated by an American 
filibuster. General Walker. A civil war was raging in the new 
state of Kansas. The main issue in the 1856 American presiden 
tial election was slavery versus anti-slavery. The 1857 commer 
cial panic in America, when banks suspended payment, 
eventually caused short time in England. O'Neil followed the 
debates in the House of Commons very closely. The budgets, 
the Maynooth grants, the Jewish Oath Bill, the fall of govern 
ments, the election campaigns and their results, and the Queen's 
speeches were all of great interest to him. 34 Discussions on 
political reform, votes by ballot and a wider franchise were of 
the greatest interest.

The changing economic situations causing the fluctuations in 
the cotton textile industry attracted O'NeiPs concern. He was 
interested in new enterprises and new inventions such as the 
Arctic expedition in 1859 and the laying of the Atlantic cable in
1858. Catastrophes were described. On 28 February 1857 he 
wrote, 'Foreign [news] is of no importance, domestic news is 
very scant with the exception of a colliery explosion at Barnsley 
by which 181 lives have been lost'. On 5 November 1859, 'The 
paper was filled with accounts of storms and shipwrecks. One 
ship, the Royal Charter, from Australia was wrecked on the 
Welsh coast and 450 of the crew and passengers [were] drowned, 
and gold dust of the value of a million pounds [was] lost.' 
He noted European events, meetings of Emperors, royal visits, 
the Austrian invasion of Piedmont and the Spanish-Morrocan 
war. His entries showed pride in the prestige and power of 
Britain. Yet there was grumbling about the provision of £40,000 
for the dowry, and an annuity of £8,000, for the Princess Royal 
on her marriage to the Prince of Prussia. It almost seemed that 
O'Neil wondered what the world was coming to when the papers 
were full of murders, poisonings and robberies. He gave details 
of the trial of Palmer, the poisoner of Rugeley. He reported a

34 From 1810, upon the union of England and Ireland, a grant from the 
government had been donated to the Roman Catholic College at Maynooth. 
In 1845 the grant was raised from £9,000 to £26,000 which caused a great deal of 
controversy. Motions were put forward in the House of Commons annually 
against the endowment but were defeated. The Jewish Oath Bill was passed 31 
July 1858 whereby it became possible for a Jew to sit in Parliament. Baron de 
Rothschild had been elected for the City of London in 1847 but could not take 
his seat. John O'Neil noted that after the Act he was the first Jew to sit in Parlia 
ment.
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train 'robbery of £15,000 of bullion from the luggage van on the 
London and Dover Railway' and a case of fraud of £250,000 
from the Great Northern Railway Company.

It is when he gave an opinion on a subject that he revealed some- 
thing of himself. During 1856 and early 1857 John O'Neil 
referred to the gold fields of Australia, 'The news from the 
Gold Fields is very good, more new places are discovered and the 
gold diggers are doing very well.' Later, on 2 August 1856:

Another very hot day and I have been reading the newspaper. Parliament is 
prorogued and the political world is very quiet. There is good news from 
Australia. Labourers are very scarce, unskilled labourers are getting from ten 
to fourteen shillings per day of eight hours. And the gold diggers are exporting 
gold at the rate of 120 tons annually. That's the place to go to.

Gold had first been discovered there in 1851, the increase in 
gold and the demand for goods had helped world trade. Liver 
pool shipping lines were advertising emigration to the 'Gold 
Regions' from February 1852. Many people emigrated, but in 
spite of the thought of high wages and short hours, John O'Neil 
stayed in Low Moor.

Politics and what was being done in Parliament were of 
greater interest. O'Neil was always waiting to know what was in 
the Queen's speech at the opening of a new session of Parliament, 
and was often disappointed. He was hoping for reform and the 
extension of the franchise to include working men. On 7 
December 1857 theQueen said there would be a Reform Bill, but 
the matter was adjourned until the following February, by which 
time Palmerston had resigned and Lord Derby had formed a 
Tory cabinet. 'Palmerston considered the franchise a trust 
reposed in the elector for the public good, not a right which 
every citizen might claim'. 35 So no progress was made. In 
January 1859 the papers were full of 'reform' and reform 
meetings before the opening of Parliament; but there was little 
about reform in the Queen's speech. On 5 March he wrote, 
The Reform Bill of the Tories, it is nothing but a sham. There 
is no extension to the franchise whatever, I hope it will never 
pass.' In April Lord Derby's Tory government was defeated and 
Parliament was dissolved. Mr John Turner Hopwood. the Tory 
member for Clitheroe, immediately issued his address to the 
electors.36 On 16 April 1859 John O'Neil entered in his diary:

35 Sir Llewellyn Woodward, The Age of Reform 1815-1870 (1962), p. 168.
36 John Turner Hopwood, barrister, of Rockcliffe House, Blackburn was M.P. 

for Clitheroe from 1857 to 1865. He was the grandson of Robert Hopwood, of 
Clitheroe, who went to Blackburn in 1810 to engage in cotton manufacture and 
founded the Nova Scotia Mills. When he died in 1853, aged 79, he was one of the 
wealthiest local manufacturers, W. Abram, History of Blackburn, p. 398.
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A very cold day and a great deal of snow and hail has fell [sic] today making it 
very cold and splashy. I went up to Clitheroe and heard Mr Hopwood 
address the electors but I did not like his principles. He is a regular tory, he 
evaded all questions put to him about the extension of the franchise, the 
abolition of church rates and he is decidedly opposed to the ballot. His 
address did not seem to please and he only got groans for his trouble.

Yet he was returned unopposed. Concerning local municipal 
elections on 1 November 1858 is the entry:

A very fine warm day. I thought when I left Carlisle I had done with voting at 
Municipal elections but I was mistaken, for today the Master sent me a voting 
paper and I had to go up to Clitheroe and vote for the two liberal candidates, 
but I would much rather have staid at my work because I got nothing for it.

The entry on 18 November 1859 continued:

There was an election for councillor in Clitheroe today and when we came out 
at dinner time there was a great lot of cabs and omnibuses at the gates waiting 
to take voters up. Both parties got hold of me but I broke away from them all 
and went and got dinner. When I came back again I was seized with about a 
dozen others and tumbled into an omnibus and went and voted. The man we 
voted for won. We were back again in half an hour.

How very different this was from his attitude to local elections 
in Carlisle, and later in life when he was a member of the 
Clitheroe Liberal Party. In the later diary is this entry on 1 
November, 1873:

We commenced the Municipal election this morning. I was stationed at Low 
Moor and was the first to poll. We wrought hard all day both here and in 
Clitheroe. It was nine o'clock tonight when the Poll was declared. We got two 
candidates in and the Tories two, thereby wresting a seat from them, as three 
Tories and one Liberal came out. I came home as soon as I got to hear the 
state of the poll. I did not call anywhere as the Tory party were raging mad 
over their defeat and cursing and swearing in all directions.

In 1872 he noted every stage of the Ballot Act until it gained the 
royal assent and that the 'first election under the Ballot Act 
took place at Pontefract when Mr Childers, a Cabinet Minister, 
was elected by a majority of 80 over Lord Pollington, the Tory, 
which has given great satisfaction to all the Liberals'.

Richard Cobden and John Bright, the great Anti-Corn Law 
leaders and free traders, were opposed to Britain fighting in the 
Crimea. It was an unnecessary war they said. They became the 
leaders of the Peace party and lost a great deal of their old 
popularity. It was Richard Cobden who brought the Palmerston 
government down in early March 1857. There was a majority of 
sixteen against the government on his motion on the Chinese
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War. From 3 January John O'Neil had made reports of the 
graphic descriptions of the British fleet's bombardment of the 
forts in the Canton river and the atrocities which had been 
committed by the Chinese in return. This 1857 election has 
become known as the 'Jingo' election. The issue was not on any 
point of policy but whether people were 'for or against Palmers- 
ton'. There was a landslide and a large majority for Palmerston. 
The members of the Peace party were thrown out. On Saturday, 
28 March 1857, John O'Neil entered in his diary:

The first news that I heard after the train came in was that Cobden, Gibson 
and Bright were throsvn out by large majorities, both in Manchester and 
Huddersfield. And at all places where the peace party had put up they were 
defeated and so far as the returns have come in yet there is a great majority in 
favour of the Government . . . Cobden and Gibson moved and seconded the 
motion which censured the Government for retaliating upon the Chinese after 
they had grossly insulted the British flag. Everyone about Clitheroe and else 
where seems very well pleased that they are both kicked out of Parliament and 
a great many more that voted with them.

Richard Cobden partly blamed the press for the way the 
British public showed their enthusiasm for the Crimean war 
that robbed them of the prosperity which had been built up on 
Free trade. Cotton exports had doubled in the previous twelve 
years. The Crimean war started in March 1854. It was expected 
to be short and decisive, for England led the world in techno 
logical progress; by 1856 Britain had 100,000 soldiers and a 
fleet in command of every sea in Europe. It was a contest 
between advanced western powers and Russia, which of all 
European countries lagged well behind. John O'Neil said that it 
was because of the breaking out of the war with Russia that the 
linen trade began 'to be very slack in Bentham' in the winter of 
1854-5. The end of the war meant renewed export demand 
especially from Turkey. By the time O'Neil was starting this 
diary, in January 1856, proposals of peace were under discus 
sion. On 31 March peace was proclaimed and 'tonight J hear 
the guns firing in all directions both in Clitheroe, Stonyhurst, 
Blackburn and Burnley. The Clitheroe band is now playing 
through Low Moor while I am writing. Everything is just going 
on the same tonight as they did when Sebastopol was taken'. He 
noted the conditions of the treaty, the opening up of the Danube 
estuary for trade and described the British show of naval power 
on 26 April, 'There was a Naval review at Spithead last Wednes 
day by the Queen and it was one of the finest sights the world 
ever saw. It shewed what England could do in time of war. It 
was the largest fleet that was ever seen and extended for several 
miles across the Channel and people from all parts of Europe
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came to see it.' 29 May 1856 was a national holiday. Clitheroe 
was gaily decorated and every organisation was represented in 
the mayoral procession:

The Mayor read the Proclamation of Peace, then the bands struck up God 
save the Queen and when they had done all the scholars sung [sic] it, it had a 
grand effect, after which the procession moved away ... After walking through 
the principal streets of Clitheroe, they went to Brungerley Bridge and crossed 
the Ribble into Yorkshire, thence into Waddow Park . . . They returned in the 
same order . . . Everybody was pleased and it was the grandest sight that ever 
was seen in Clitheroe and finished up at night with a splendid display of 
fireworks from the Castle.

On 4 July 1857 O'Neil first mentioned the news from India:

The newspapers were all taken up with a terrible mutiny that has broken out 
among the native troops in India. They have committed fearful atrocities in 
Delhi and Meerut and other places, murdered all their officers and all Euro 
pean residents and all native Christians and set up a king of their own. But 
the government is preparing to surround them in Delhi so that none may 
escape and the retribution will be fearful. In the House of Commons Mr 
Berkeley brought forward his motion on the Ballot but [it] was lost by a large 
majority.

In the early stages were accounts of defeats and confusion. In 
spite of brisk recruiting there were long delays in embarking 
soldiers and the army was waiting for reinforcements. The lists 
of killed and wounded were very long, the hot weather killing 
as many troops as the enemy. The militia at home was called up 
to fill the places of troops sent abroad. Grave events, like the 
massacre at Cawnpore, disturbed the people at home. 7 October 
1857 was set apart as a day of solemn fast and humiliation, and 
prayers had to be offered up in every church in England and 
Ireland for the success of the army in India and the suppression 
of the mutiny and rebellion. 'So we had to stop work all day,' 
wrote O'Neil, 'I sat in the house reading all day until five o'clock 
when I went up to Clitheroe and found as many drinking and 
carousing as was keeping the day holy.' Eventually the native 
regiments in Calcutta were disarmed and the Bengal army 
broken up. General Havelock made his way to relieve the garri 
son at Lucknow, eventually to be relieved by Sir Colin Campbell; 
Delhi was taken from the hands of the rebels; order was res 
tored by April 1858.

John O'Neil was an ardent patriot, but he could see the effects 
of war and had an understanding of the causes of economic 
change. Of American affairs, two were especially commented on, 
the dependence of the cotton trade on America and slavery. On 
7 June 1856 he wrote:
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By all accounts we are likely to get into trouble with the United States. They 
have dismissed our Minister, Mr Crampton, from their country . . . What our 
government will do I do not know but if the Yankees will go to war England 
was never better prepared than she is at this present time to give them a good 
thrashing. The army will be at home from the Crimea in a few weeks and the 
same transports . . . can very easy take them all to Canada while our fleet 
could blockade and burn every seaport in America. It would be a terrible 
thing to go to war with them just now, the consequences would be disastrous 
to both nations. The cotton trade would be stopped altogether in this country 
and the Americans would get nothing exported from their country; so that all 
things would be at a standstill. But it is hoped all will be settled amicably.

The cotton manufacturers fully appreciated the utter dependence 
of the cotton trade on American cotton. In Manchester the 
Cotton Supply Association was formed in 1858 with the hope of 
encouraging more and better Indian cotton to be imported into 
Britain. 37 On 28 June 1856 O'Neil reported the unsettled affairs 
in the expanding mid-west:

The Yankees have plenty to do at home. There is a civil war now raging in the 
new state of Kansas between the pro slavery party and the abolitionists which 
is likely to spread as the northern states is [sic] backing the free soil men and 
the southern states are for upholding slavery. 38

By 13 September 'some of the papers say it will be the breaking 
up of their grand Republic'. The shadow of the American Civil 
War was already over the States. 1856 was the year of the 
American Presidential election and O'Neil recorded the 
nominations of the candidates. He said that the issue was be 
tween slavery and anti-slavery. On 4 November:

This is the day that the great struggle takes place in America between Buch- 
anan and Freemont or between slavery and liberty. Both parties are confident. 
But the people of this country would rather see Freemont get in for President 
and slavery abolished. But at any rate it will be nearly a fortnight before we 
will get word.

By 22 November he had read the news that 'Buchanan has been 
elected President by a majority of sixty, so the poor slaves will 
have no chance now as he is determined to uphold slavery and 
all its abuses but time will shew what he is'.

IV THE COTTON INDUSTRY AND THE BEGINNING OF THE 
TRADE UNIONS

The diary was written during a prosperous and expanding
37 Arthur Silver, Manchester Men and Indian Cotton, 1847-72 (1966), pp. 85 

et sea.
38 People from the Southern States of America who did not believe in slavery 

had moved north west into the developing state of Kansas.
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period of the cotton industry and is worth comparing with the 
more numerous records of hard times. Sometimes John O'Neil 
complained about bad yarn and told how the spinners and weav 
ers approached the Garnetts about their troubles by sending a 
deputation of workers to talk directly with the master. To 
understand the relationship between employers and employed, 
it is necessary to know the wider background of the growth of 
the cotton trade in such a concentrated form in Lancashire. 
Cotton, the raw material, had all to be imported. At all stages 
of its journey, until it reached the Lancashire factories, it was 
not under the supervision of the buyers, the master-spinners. 
The cotton plant grew naturally in India, the East Indies. Egypt, 
Africa and America. The quality was determined by the strength 
or softness of the fibre, the length or shortness of its staple. The 
increase of cotton plantations in the West Jndies and the 
southern States of America, to supply the increasing demand of 
the ever expanding cotton industry in Britain, meant a decline 
in the percentage of Indian cotton imported by Britain. For 
many reasons, but mainly because payment was by weight, 
Indian cotton was very dirty, containing foreign matter. The 
long exposure of the bales in transit, by land and sea, caused a 
great deal of deterioration. 39 America soon had a monopoly, 
supplying cleaner cotton of superior varieties with long staple. 
The autumn picked crop reached Liverpool before the spring. 
By the time dirty cotton had been cleaned the fibres were some 
what damaged. The short staple cotton did not give a strong 
thread, even when spun by improved machinery. Soft fibres 
were much more liable to break. On 26 March 1856 John O'Neil 
wrote, 'We have very bad weft so that the weavers are very 
miserable.' When the threads broke the loom had to be stopped 
whilst the ends were pieced together, so both production and 
wages were reduced. Bad yarn meant more work and less pay. 
There were eight occasions, mostly in 1856, when John O'Neil 
complained about bad yarn as different from 'bad weaving'.

Cotton was spun into hanks of 840 yards length. The number 
of hanks which could be spun out of a pound of cotton deter 
mined the thickness or fineness of the thread. Only forty hanks 
to the pound produced a coarse thread, 71 to 78 'counts' were 
used for calicoes. Crompton's spinning mule had made it 
possible to spin yarn so fine that a hundred hanks could be spun 
from one pound. With further improvements, even finer threads 
could be spun for muslins. Handloom weavers had been paid 
for the weaving of their pieces of cloth, and power loom weavers 
continued to be paid in this way. Weaving a piece of cloth from

39 Arthur Silver, op. cil. pp. 26-49.
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fine thread took longer than weaving coarse cloth, and weaving 
wide cloth also took a longer time. John O'Neil recorded 
on 16 September 1858:

The weavers in our mill turned out this afternoon in consequence of some 
coarse work they are weaving being badly paid. They went in a body to the 
Master and after a long discussion he agreed to advance one penny per cut 
upon narrow [cloth] and threehalfpence upon broad. They all went back to 
their work again but turned out again directly to get an advance upon fine 
work. They all left the mill and went up Waddington lane to hold a meeting, 
when they sent a deputation to the master, but they made nothing of it. I did 
not go near the meeting but went with some others to gather nuts.

All the weavers were back at work the following morning.
In the early days of power loom weaving each factory, as at 

Low Moor, came to its own private arrangement about pay. In 
Blackburn a Standard Price List had been made and agreed to in 
August 1853. 40 In 1852 a committee had been chosen by masters 
and men to go into the matter of prices. The permutations of 
fineness of thread, width of cloth, length of piece, pattern, speed 
of the loom (even the make of loom made a difference), made 
the calculation of wage rates very complex. The manufacturers 
in the outlying districts took the cost of transport into consider 
ation in order to keep their prices competitive: the further they 
were away from Manchester and the railway to it, the further 
from Liverpool and the Leeds and Liverpool canal, the less they 
paid their workers. u Both manufacturers and workers in Black 
burn were tired of the constant trouble and strikes about rates 
of pay for the many varied types of cloth woven. Their joint 
committee agreed on a list of prices, afterwards known as the 
Blackburn list. The aim was that all should be paid the same for 
the same work. Any dispute was to be brought to this committee 
to be settled. The Blackburn list became well known as a stan 
dard rate for the job. Weavers throughout east Lancashire 
wanted to be paid according to this list.

The factory inspectors' half-yearly reports gave the number of 
new spinning factories and weaving sheds, extensions to existing 
ones, and the number which were standing empty. 42 Their

"' Blackburn Public Library, Local Dept.. 612 L. See Eccles Shorrock, History 
of the Formation of the Blackburn Association in 1852 and of the North and North 
East Lancashire Association with the Rise and Fall in rates of Wages for 28 years. 
(1880) and Blackburn Times. 5 July 1913, an article on the diamond jubilee of the 
first Blackburn price list.

11 Clitheroe manufacturers argued that having no coal locally was another 
handicap.

42 Blackburn Standard, Factory Inspector Leonard Horner's half-yearly returns 
were printed. See also J. R. T. Hughes. Fluctuations in Trade, Industry and 
Finance, A Study of British Economic Development 1850-60, (1960). pp. 72-101.
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figures showed the great expansion of the cotton industry during 
the decade 1850-60, with only a slackening of the rate in the 
middle. During the late 1850s, perhaps for the first time, there 
was a more equal balance between the number of weavers 
required and the number available. 'So great was the extension 
in Blackburn and in all the villages about, which was unchecked 
till the American War' that it led to a scarcity of workpeople. 43 
As already mentioned, there was no one waiting for work at 
Low Moor when John O'Neil dislocated his shoulder in Decem 
ber 1857, so his looms stood idle. In February 1858, Hugh 
Martin, a workmate of John O'Neil at Bentham, came from 
Preston and immediately obtained work at Low Moor on con 
dition that he would bring his family and take a house in the 
village. A month later he 'lost his work' because he would not 
take a house. The census returns of 1851 and 1861 showed a 
number of houses empty and a decreasing population. 44 A 
scarce commodity can command a greater price. This period of 
prosperity was a time when the workers were striving to attain 
better conditions and better pay. The factory rules were very 
strict. Fourteen days' notice had to be given before leaving 
work. Leaving without notice meant loss of wages due; a pos 
sibility of a summons to the magistrates' court, and if proved 
guilty, a fine or even a term of imprisonment could be imposed. 46 
Faulty work meant deductions from pay. But when men and 
women worked in factories together they were able to support 
each other. When weavers at a factory 'turned out' because 
of some grievance, perhaps twenty of them might be summoned 
by the master for leaving work without notice, to make a test 
case. In Blackburn the court room was filled with interested 
spectators on such occasions; the decision was important. In 
April 1852 the weavers summoned by Messrs Feilden & Co. 
employed Mr Roberts, a Manchester solicitor, for their defence. 
The issue was insufficient pay for certain types of cloth on the 
new wider looms. The case was submitted to two arbitrators. 
As the years went by the weavers took the initiative by sum 
moning the manufacturers for withholding pay. Sometimes they 
had verdicts in their favour. So codes were being modified. The 
growing demand for more weavers gave them power. In 1853 
there was a strike in Preston which lasted twenty-nine weeks. 
The strikers' manifesto said:

43 Eccles Shorrock, op. cit. p. 3.
44 Owen Ashmore, op. cit. p. 14.
43 Blackburn Standard, 10 Sep. 1856 and 7 April 1852, two instances of dozens 

of cases reported.
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The time has arrived when the factory workers of this country must unite, for 
the purpose of obtaining their just reward for their labour, which has hitherto 
been withheld from the toiling community, whose labour has created all the 
wealth while they have been surrounded by want and poverty. 48

£2,000 was sent weekly to help them by the operatives of Black 
burn and district. All this could not have been done without a 
great deal of organisation, collecting the funds in the factories 
and appointing treasurers and delegates to take the money to 
Preston.

On 7 February 1859 John O'Neil entered in his diary, 'Jane 
and me have joined the power loom weavers' union.' No records 
survive of the early days of the Clitheroe Weavers' Union. 47 The 
exact date of its foundation does not seem to be known. This 
diary, which continues to 24 February 1860, and the second one, 
from April 1860 to December 1864, are therefore all the more 
valuable because they contain great detail and information about 
the activities of the Clitheroe Weavers' Union and the work of 
its officials. In June 1854 the Blackburn Power Loom Weavers' 
Association was founded, one of the earliest in Lancashire. 48 
This was probably a continuation of a loose affiliation of weavers 
who organised support for each other as already described. Once 
the union had been officially started its meetings were reported 
in the Blackburn Standard.*-9 All Weavers' Unions followed the 
same pattern, so what happened in Blackburn may give some 
idea of union organisation in other places, such as Clitheroe.

In the first year the Blackburn Association had 3,000 members 
and by 1860, 9,000. The subscription was one penny per week. 
They received £527 in contributions during the first year and had 
a balance of £240 at the bank of Messrs Cunliffe, Brook & Co. 
By December 1860 the total in the bank had risen to £2,277. The 
union had a secretary and the members elected their office 
bearers half-yearly and produced half-yearly reports. At first 
the meetings were held in the Masons' Arms in Penny Street. 
By June 1858 they had premises with an office and meeting

40 J. R. T. Hughes, op. cit. p. 79, Note 2.
47 Mr R. Robinson, secretary of the Clitheroe Weavers' Union, told me that 

there are now no records of the union dating from before 1924.
48 Mr J. Casson, J.P., secretary of the Blackburn Weavers' Union, has no 

records of the earliest years of the union. A minute book of 1865 is now in the 
Reference Department of the Blackburn Public Library. The Weavers' Union 
banner in the Lewis Textile Museum probably dates from 1856. See Blackburn 
Public Library, Local Collection, Class 331.88 No. 3355. A Few Historical Notes 
on the Blackburn Weavers' Winders' Warpers' Association.

49 Blackburn Standard, 1855-1860. The following account of the Blackburn 
Weavers' Association or Union is taken from the reports appearing in this paper 
during these years.

K
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room in Back Lane, now Mincing Lane. 50 The Association paid 
£3 funeral benefit, and supported destitute members, allowing 
them 4s. per week. In 1856 they made a new code of laws. They 
had legal expenses; they continued to pay for the services of Mr 
Roberts when necessary. He frequently won his cases. During 
1858 the Association contributed £846 from their funds to 
support the weavers at Great Harwood during the lock-out. 
Though they had an increase of 2.642 in membership that year 
they had a deficit of £260 on the year's working. The first secre 
tary of the Blackburn Power Loom Weavers' Association was 
Edward Whittle. 31 In his reports he clearly stated the aim of the 
union: The committee strongly recommended arbitration for 
the settlement of their oft recurring disputes with their employ 
ers.' He urged the necessity of a good understanding between 
master and man. During the slump of 1857 there was a special 
editorial, in the 17 June issue of the Blackburn Standard, about 
the fact that the Power Loom Weavers' Association had compli 
mented the employers in the district upon 'the perseverence and 
determination exhibited by them to keep the factory workers 
fully employed during a long period of adverse and unprofitable 
trade.' The editor said that the operative classes perceived that 
there was no prospect of continuous labour at remunerative 
prices without an adequate supply of cheap cotton. John O'Neil 
was fortunate at this time, in full work, because he was tenant 
of the Garnetts.

There was a conference of power loom weavers in Manchester 
on the first Sunday in June 1856 when twenty-three delegates 
from cotton towns, including Blackburn, Preston, Bolton, 
Darwen and Accrington met. 52 The conclusions of the meeting 
were: first, that in the present prosperous state of trade the 
power loom weavers were justified in asking for an advance in 
wages; secondly, that it was necessary to organize the operatives 
so that all the 'memorials' could be presented simultaneously; 
and thirdly, the most important and far-reaching, that two 
delegates be employed to visit all towns and districts which

50 Northern Daily Telegraph, 28 Dec. 1953, an article, 'Blackburn and District 
Association centenary next year'. In 1888 the Association built their own premises 
on the site at a cost of £1,600. This was used until 1964 when the area was 
scheduled for redevelopment.

51 The references to Edward Whittle are all from the Blackburn Standard. H. A. 
Turner, Trade Union Growth, Structure and Policy: A Comparative Study of 
Cotton Unions, p. 132, refers to Edward Whittle as a 'sound, profound and 
wonderfully proficient mathematician, who contributed frequently to periodicals 
and magazines and in their pages proposed the solution of many difficult and 
interesting problems.'

52 Blackburn Standard, 11 June 1856.
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Plateriaie o

MEMBERSHIP CERTIFICATE OF ASSOCIATIONS OF POWER LOOM
OVERLOOKERS

This shows four varieties of power loom, and one handloom. Reproduced from 
the original in the Lewis Textile Museum by courtesy of Blackburn Public

Libraries.
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were not properly organized for the purpose of re-establishing 
their committees. In this way the trade union movement accel 
erated. In 1858 the Great Harwood and Padiham unions were 
founded, probably Clitheroe also, and another was formed at 
Burnley in 1859. 53 From the beginning of this new phase the 
leaders never intended to work as isolated units, but to be in 
touch; indeed to have an amalgamation of associations. The 
East Lancashire Amalgamation of Power Loom Weavers' 
Associations was formed with an executive committee to give 
directives and a full time paid secretary. Abraham Pinder was 
the first secretary.

On 10 September 1859 John O'Neil wrote:

This has been a fine day. 1 wrote a letter to my brother, Harry, and sent him a 
dozen postage stamps to pay for some papers he sent me. 1 then went to a 
meeting that was held upon the Padiham strike. They have been out twenty- 
five weeks and will not go in till they get the Blackburn list of prices. It is the 
first meeting I have been at since I joined the union which is nearly twelve 
months since.

This was the only reference John O'Neil made to the strike of 
weavers at Padiham which began on 23 March and continued 
until 19 September 1859. Yet the weavers of Clitheroe had been 
sending from £15 to £20 weekly to support the Padiham 
strikers. 54 Just as the cotton workers had formed their unions, 
so had the Master Spinners and Manufacturers, pledging mutual 
moral and financial support. The Padiham strike became a test 
of strength between the two sides. It showed how efficiently the 
Amalgamation of Power Loom Weavers' Associations could 
work. The same organization was used at a strike at Low Moor 
in January 1860 and at Colne later the same year. For this reason 
it is worth listing the events of the Padiham strike. They were a 
prelude to the detailed account in O'Neil's diary of the strike at 
Low Moor in January and February 1860.

Requests for an advance in wages in the east Lancashire area 
had been granted to spinners but not to weavers. In February 
1859 Mr Pinder said that the Padiham manufacturers were not 
paying as much as the Blackburn list. Feelers were put out to see

53 Mr. J. Rutter, J.P., secretary of the Great Harwood Weavers' Union, 
allowed me to see a typescript account of the early union. It was established in 
1858 but members had been meeting in secrecy, in a delph, for no one dared lend 
them a room. The first cash book is dated 1868; the first minute book 1873. It has 
the title, Harwood Branch of East Lancashire Power Loom Weavers'' Association, 
est. 1858. See also Blackburn Weekly Telegraph, 20 May 1905, article on David 
Holmes, who joined the Padiham Weavers' Union when it was started in 1858, 
and W. Bennett, The History of Burnley, Vol. 4, p. 125. A Union was formed in 
Burnley in 1859 but soon lapsed, to be re-established in 1870.

54 Blackburn Standard, 8, 15 and 29 June 1859.



LIFE IN EAST LANCASHIRE 125

if other unions would support them if the Executive decided 
that the Padiham weavers should claim it. 55 On 9 March a 
fourteen days' notice of withdrawal of labour, unless the Black 
burn list was paid, was given to the masters by Mr Finder. The 
manufacturers objected to Mr Finder doing this when the 
procedure had always been, as at Low Moor, a deputation of 
the workpeople themselves. They refused to give Mr Finder 
access to measure the looms in order to make his calculations of 
prices. Manufacturers everywhere were rather annoyed at this 
time that the factory inspectors had right of access to their 
factories and wanted no further interference. There were prose 
cutions of manufacturers because dangerous machinery was not 
fenced off and workers were kept longer than the legal hours. 56 
So there was deadlock. The attitude of the employers was that 
the work of trade unions was that of charitable societies. The 
resolution at the meeting of the Masters' Association in Burnley 
on 21 March 1859 clearly stated

. . . that while the meeting protests against all Trade Unions, yet, rather than 
the masters in Padiham should be coerced, as threatened, the meeting pledged 
itself to support them in their present struggle against the dictation of the 
Association and its paid secretary.

Weavers' delegates were sent from Padiham to all the neigh 
bouring cotton towns asking for support. Mass meetings, 
addressed by members of the Executive committee, were held 
regularly. These were often in the open air, in the market place 
in Burnley, at the Watering Trough Bridge and in the Orchard 
in Preston. Each association decided on a levy, varying from ^d. 
to 2d. per loom, to be collected from members. The money was 
taken to Padiham on Sundays by two deputies from each union. 
This Sunday meeting produced a balance sheet, 10,500 copies 
being printed weekly. Eighteen associations were contributing 
a total from £363 to £432 each week. Blackburn, with a levy of 
a penny per loom, headed the list of contributions with up to 
£110. Seven shillings was paid to each weaver, winder, twister or 
warper on strike, about 828 in all, and 56 tenters (young people 
learning to weave) received 3s. 6d. a week. In addition, about 86 
distressed families were given relief. Surpluses accumulated, and

55 Preston Guardian, 6 April 1859 to 21 Sep. 1859. Their own reporter attended 
the Sunday delegates' meetings in Padiham. See also the Blackburn Standard, 
23 Feb. 1859 to 19 Oct. 1959. Each week there were reports of speeches, extracts 
from the weekly reports and balance sheets, articles, and editorials and letters. 
The account of the strike is based solely on this information.

56 B. L. Hutchins & A. Harrison, A History of Factory Legislation (3rd ed. 
1966) pp. 96-119. Dozens of prosecutions were reported in the Blackburn 
Standard at this period.
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by August there was £227 and in September £600 in the bank. 
At these meetings the Padiham committee, the thirty-eight or 
more deputies, the Executive committee and Mr Pinder dis 
cussed further action. The deputies reported back to their own 
committees at a weeknight meeting.

The weavers gained a spokesman, and a great deal of pub 
licity, in the Rev. E. A. Verity, vicar of All Saints, Habergham 
Eaves, near Padiham. His approach was very different from that 
of Edward Whittle. He could rouse the crowds, likening the mill 
workers to white slaves, calling mill owners slave holders, and 
the mills dens of iniquity. In one letter he incited the weavers to 
forward 'this glorious movement' even if it meant the use of the 
'bowie-knife'. 57 Articles and editorials condemned his bel 
ligerent attitude and the Executive Committee's tyranny, 'the 
committee thinks for thousands and dictates what they shall do: 
in Padiham, they shall not work, in the whole district, they shall 
pay'. 58 There were accusations of victimisation, threats and 
intimidation of those in the surrounding towns who refused to 
pay the levy. In August, when the situation was called disastrous, 
a committee of Blackburn manufacturers was asked to go to 
Padiham, to see the looms, investigate, and work out what the 
Blackburn rate would be and compare it with the mill owners' 
offer and Finder's calculations. The report was that the mill 
owners' offer was 'fully equal' to the Blackburn list. Mr Pinder 
had worked only from data given by the weavers. 'If that was 
wrong', he said, he was not to blame. The list price we want and 
nothing else will suffice,' he maintained. The deadlock continued 
until the Blackburn Weavers' Association acted as mediators 
and brought the Padiham officials and the Blackburn investi 
gating committee together. There was a full meeting of delegates 
at Padiham on Sunday, 18 September 1859. They were all in 
favour of a resumption of work which had been recommended 
at the former meeting. Some of the Padiham strikers thought the 
Blackburn Union had compromised the case, and felt that they 
had been 'sold.' If the press is a guide to opinion, many thought 
it had been a completely unnecessary strike, causing great hard 
ship and a waste of other people's money. Rev. E. A. Verity 
still claimed it as a glorious victory, the Blackburn list being the 
first step towards a 50% increase in wages.

Low Moor Factory was soon to be in the forefront of union 
affairs. On 19 January 1860 John O'Neil wrote:

Blackburn Standard, 3 Aug. 1859. 
1 Ibid. I June 1859.



128 LIFE IN EAST LANCASHIRE

It was so dark today that we did not put gas out till dinnertime and in the 
afternoon we turned out against the stuff that they are using for dressing with. 
It is a mixture of soda and sand and something else which is very injurious to 
health and many have had to leave upon that account. There is such a dust 
come[s] off it that we are always breathing it. The weavers went in a body to 
the master but he would give them no satisfaction.

The dressing of warps helped to strengthen and smooth the 
threads of the warps and had been a major improvement 
towards the more general use of the power loom. On the same 
day James Garnett, second son of Thomas Garnett, wrote in 
his diary that there was 'nothing but trouble with our hands 
today and I believe this entirely owing in the first instance to the 
grass etc. in the cotton we have imported'. 59 Encouraged by 
previous high prices of cotton, from 1857 onwards, the American 
growers abandoned their earlier efforts to maintain quality, and 
inferior and dirty American cotton was being exported. Dirt, 
and even ironware, was found in American bales. It was esti 
mated that on the takings from 1857 to 1860, Great Britain paid 
the United States planters over £3 million sterling for dirt. 60 
John O'Neil entered in his diary on Friday, 20 January 1860:

There was a meeting of the weavers this morning and a deputation was 
appointed to wait upon the Masters. The piecers [spinners] turned out also 
for bad cotton and they sent a deputation. He told them that he knew the 
cotton was bad but they had bought a quantity of better sort and they should 
have it as soon as possible. Upon these conditions they promised to go to 
work in the morning. When we went in we laid our complaint down but he 
said he would not believe us, the stuff would injure no one and if anybody bed 
left through it they were delicate people who were always badly. We tried to 
reason with him but he said he would not be dictated to by any weaver or 
body of weavers and he would do just as he pleased, and if they did not like it 
they were at liberty to leave the place. We then went back and told the meeting 
the result of our interview and the meeting was adjourned until Monday 
morning at eight o'clock. And in the meantime every one was to do their best 
to see what could be done to ameliorate our condition.

It seems evident that O'Neil was one of the deputation; once 
more he was becoming involved. The next day, Saturday, was 
so stormy that 'a party of us' did not go to Great Harwood to 
see if there was a prospect of work there. On Monday, 23 Jan 
uary 1860, he wrote:

This has been a very cold day. The weavers met again this morning and I was 
appointed chairman. We sent another deputation to the masters and the 
answer they got was that he would remedy the sowlin so that there should be 
less dust. Upon these conditions we start tomorrow morning to our work.

69 This and other quotations from James Garnett's diary are used by kind per 
mission of Robert Garnett, his grandson.

60 Arthur Silver, op. cit. p. 160, note 4.
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Peace did not last long. One of the weavers was sent home, and 
all the weavers struck work again. There was always a fear of 
victimisation. James Garnett said it was for bad work. After 
breakfast the weavers went across the river Ribble as all Low 
Moor was Garnett estate, and had another meeting to see what 
was to be done. 'It was agreed to go in a body to the Master and 
see what the young man was sent home for, but as the Master 
had gone to Manchester and the sons would not listen to us, we 
agreed to adjourn till next morning at 8 o'clock', recorded 
O'Neil. He continued the next day, Wednesday, 'We all met this 
morning and went in a body to the Master, but when he saw us 
coming he ran and shut the gates and locked them.' The weavers 
had to decide on the next step. They collected enough to pay for 
"a telegraphic message to Mr Finder, the secretary of the Union'. 

One sees in the events of the next few days the effect of 
improved communications on the organization of unions. 
Immediate help and advice could be given by their paid secre 
tary, for Mr Finder came from Over Darwen by the next train. 
John O'Neil recorded just what happened:

We laid the whole case before [Finder] and sent a deputation with him to the 
Master but the result of the interview was so unsatisfactory that when he came 
back he advised us, now that we were out, to stop out until we were paid up to 
the Blackburn Standard List. His proposition was agreed to and a committee 
appointed to carry it out. I am one of the committee. We got the Clitheroe 
[union] committee together and they advised us to call a public meeting and 
they would assist us with money to get bills printed and to buy books that was 
wanted.

The whole issue of the strike was changed from poor quality 
cotton and dusty dressing to a demand for the uniform rate of 
pay. This was the aim of the East Lancashire Amalgamation of 
Power Loom Weavers' Associations, by whom Pinder was 
employed.

[Thursday] was a very hard frosty morning and the committee went to work 
to get bills printed and placarded through the town calling a public meeting 
for half past seven tonight. But just at dark a heavy snow storm came on with 
a very high wind. It was almost blinding when I went up, but notwithstanding 
these disadvantages there was a large meeting. And I was one who addressed 
the meeting and laid the whole circumstances before it. The Clitheroe weavers 
agreed to pay threepence a loom so long as we were out and would back us out 
until we got the Blackburn Standard List.

It was the worst possible time of the year for a strike. On Friday 
O'Neil wrote:

The committee met this morning, and their committee room was the open 
fields, where we stood an hour ankle deep in snow. We sent two delegates to 
Padiham and two to Harwood. We then went to our house [15 St Ann's
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Square], and took down all the weavers' names. It took us until dark and we 
had not got them all down. Then some of the Committee had been out and 
they got a hint that it would be well to go and see what the Master would do 
as he had been saying that none of the weavers had been near him to see what 
he would do. So we sent a deputation to him and he agreed to have Mr Pinder 
and some of the weavers who could go into calculations to meet him in the 
morning to have an interview and try to come to some settlement, We then 
went up to Clitheroe and sent a telegraphic message to Mr Pinder. We got 
word back that he was in Sabden. Two men then hired a conveyance and went 
to Sabden and brought him to Clitheroe. It was nearly twelve o'clock when 
they got back. We told him the whole concern and he said he would go with 
us in the morning.

At the same time James Garnett was writing down how he saw 
the situation. On Thursday he wrote, 'I am afraid that if we 
mean to go on smoothly we shall have to give the same rate as 
Blackburn or thereabouts. This price we consented to pay to our 
warpers.' This attitude may have accounted for his father's 
overtures, but on Friday, he wrote, 'We had a deputation of our 
weavers tonight. They came to say Mr Pinder had instructed 
them to ask for the Blackburn list of wages. I fancy we shall 
have to yield, however unpleasant, to his dictatorial spirit.' Tt is 
no wonder that after all the publicity of the Padiham strike that 
the Garnetts thought Pinder a difficult and dictatorial person, 
but they were prepared to negotiate with him.

On Saturday, though it was again midnight when his day 
ended, O'Neil made time to write a full account of what had 
happened:

The Committee met Mr Pinder this morning and four men was [sic] appointed 
to go with him and 1 was one. The interview lasted three hours. We went into 
everything connected with weaving; every advantage and disadvantage was 
freely canvassed. They [the masters] were very courteous, very civil and oblig 
ing, and answered all our enquiries and gave us every facility to arrive at the 
truth. The result was that he agreed to advance all sorts one halfpenny per cut 
which would bring some up to the standard list, some above it, and one sort 
would be a trifle below it. But on the whole it was five eights more than we 
could claim and we were very glad to get it. We promised to call a public 
meeting of weavers and tell them the result and get them to go to work on 
Monday morning. We did so and they all seemed to be very well pleased and 
would go to work. Several expressed themselves to be glad that the struggle 
had not lasted long. We then went to the Commercial Inn to receive the 
subscriptions from the Clitheroe weavers which amounted to about twenty- 
seven pounds, with a good promise from Padiham and Harwood. It was 
agreed by the union committee of Clitheroe that the weavers should have six 
shillings a head and they would advance the money out of the union funds. 
It was about twelve o'clock when we got home through a very heavy snow 
storm.

On Sunday, in the set pattern, delegates from Padiham brought 
£15 and those from Great Harwood, £8. On Monday the 
weavers went back to work. In the evening all went up to 
Clitheroe to receive their six shillings strike pay from the union
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officials. O'Neil was helping to pay out to those whose names 
were on the list which had been prepared in his house the week 
before. He wrote, 'It took us to near eleven o'clock to get done. 
There was a few who tried to impose upon us, but they were 
detected. They did blackguard us and called us everything. We 
paid every one who had a legal claim which gave great satis 
faction.'

About this meeting on Saturday, 28 January 1860, James 
Garnett wrote, 'We have put an end to the strike at Low Moor, 
by having Mr Finder, the Weavers' secretary. He is much better 
to do business with than the hands themselves, because he can 
calculate.' If these two diaries had not survived the inside story 
would never have been known. O'Neil particularly reveals what 
it was like for an individual to be concerned in such a disagree 
ment in severe January weather, and the untiring efforts of the 
leaders of the union. The early records of the Clitheroe Weavers' 
Union do not exist. The only other references to the dispute are 
three very brief, impersonal paragraphs in the Preston Guardian. 
The final one:

STRIKE OF MILL HANDS AT LOW MOOR. The operatives who were 
out returned on Wednesday last; the matter being settled, we understand, by 
Messrs. Garnett & Horsfall having agreed to an advance of wages. 61

There was still some dissatisfaction about the award. The 
following Wednesday, 1 February 1860, O'Neil noted, [This was] 
'among the narrow weavers who are not paid up so well as the 
broad weavers and the Master wishes Mr Finder and the depu 
tation to meet him again to see what can be done.' Mr Finder 
arrived at dinnertime the next day and all afternoon was spent 
in the counting house going through calculations as on Saturday. 
Mr Garnett would make no alteration in the price for narrow 
cloth, but said if those weavers wanted broad looms there were 
plenty for them. This is further evidence of a shortage of weavers. 
Though Mr Finder tried to explain everything to the workers, 
there was still some dissatisfaction and another shop meeting 
was held on 23 February 1860. It was held in Clitheroe and 
John O'Neil went,

to see how to get up a fund by paying one halfpenny per loom to enable us to 
remove any family of weavers who wishes to go away and have not the 
means. The meeting agreed to have such a fund and 1 was appointed treasurer. 
I got up to address the meeting but I was so ill that I had to sit down again. 
I was so bad I could scarce get home. 1 put a mustard blister on my breast and 
then went to bed.

61 Preston Guardian, 25 Jan., 28 Jan. and 4 Feb. 1860.
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The other subject discussed at the meeting was noted in the 
diary on the next day. The original issue of the turn-out seemed 
to have been forgotten when Mr Finder came. An increase in 
pay had been obtained but there was still the problem of the 
poor quality of cotton.

A deputation was appointed at the meeting last night to wait upon the Masters 
to tell them that the work was getting worse instead of better. They said they 
knew it but if we could wait about three weeks they would have better stuff.

The entries in O'Neil's diary for the first seven weeks of 1860 
show three main things. Firstly, they make clear how the 
Clitheroe Weavers' Union functioned. The Low Moor factory 
committee referred its problems to the Clitheroe Weavers' 
Union when private negotiations failed. The Clitheroe Union, 
like the Blackburn one, had funds in hand. It could pay for 
the printing of posters for meetings immediately. There was also 
sufficient money to pay at least one week's strike pay before any 
monetary support was sent from local cotton towns. The Union 
committee in each factory was the liaison body between the 
Clitheroe general committee and the weavers in Low Moor 
factory. The officers of the Union could call immediately on the 
advice of Finder and the Executive Committee. The organisation 
worked efficiently and well during the Padiham strike in 1859 
and became the standard pattern for all strike organisation, 
notably in Colne, Clitheroe, Bolton and Preston in 1860. 
Secondly, there was a fairly free relationship between the 
Garnetts and their employees. It was taken for granted that a 
deputation of weavers or spinners would be seen almost any 
time to discuss difficulties. The Garnetts had looked after their 
workpeople well during the 1857 recession in trade. The Padi 
ham strikers had respect for the manufacturers who operated on 
this scale but not for the 'sham' manufacturers with little capital. 
The Garnett family was a part of the Low Moor community. 
Thomas Garnett could make overtures for reopening discus 
sions. The different members of the family took an active interest 
in village affairs, for instance the Sunday School and the 
provision of coal and meat to needy families at Christmas. They 
entered into the public life of Clitheroe. Thomas Garnett was 
mayor from 1850 to 1852. His son, James the diarist, was mayor 
1863 to 1865, 1872 to 1873 and from 1882 to 1887. In 1895 he 
was made an honorary freeman of Clitheroe. 62 Living in Low 
Moor and at Waddow Hall, across the river, working daily in 
the counting house and supervising the factory, they were seen

62 The list of mayors and freemen of the borough of Clitheroe was kindly given 
to me by Mr Henry Forrest of Clitheroe.
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and known by all the workpeople. On the whole there seems to 
have been a satisfactory relationship between employers and 
employed in this factory community. Finally, John O'Neil, at 
the age of fifty, had been drawn back into public life. Once 
again he was showing his ability as an organiser and a leader. 
From this time his energies were used to further the trade union 
movement. Later, in April, 1860, he was to be elected President 
of the Clitheroe Weavers' Union. On 4 April 1860 he wrote, 'It 
has been fine today, and tonight being the annual meeting of the 
weavers' union I went up to the meeting, when they put me in 
the chair. After the secretary had gone through his business 
thefy] began to chose their officers for the ensuing year, and I 
was chosen President, which I consider a very high honour.' 63
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