THE INTRODUCTION OF GAS-LIGHTING
TO PRESTON

BY BRIAN G. AWTY, B.A.

BY local tradition Preston was the first provincial town to be
lit with gas. A relatively small group of men, cotton manu-
facturers, churchmen, a printer, some shopkeepers, had the
energy, enthusiasm and perseverance to carry the project through.
Peter Whittle’s Topographical, statistical and historical account
of the borough of Preston conveys something of the excitement
of the achievement. He thought it had placed Preston alongside
Manchester and Birmingham, the centres of scientific and techni-
cal advance.

Two circumstances brought gas-lighting to Preston early. The
first was the friendship between Preston’s leading roman catholic
churchman, Joseph Dunn, and the gas engineer, Samuel Clegg.
The other was the flourishing state of the cotton trade. Cotton
spinning was already changing the town dramatically whilst the
first experiments in gas-lighting were being made. In 1790, two
years before coal gas was first successfully used for lighting, John
Horrocks arrived in Preston and built the factory at the end of
Church Street. Preston was then still a small residential and
market town (see Figure 4). The gardens behind the houses
fronting the three main streets had not yet given way to the
tightly packed buildings of today. The land between Fishergate -
and Friargate lay still undeveloped. To the west, Fishergate ran
down between fields towards the Ribble; to the east, the new road
had not yet been laid down across what was formerly the park,
whilst development in Frenchwood was only just beginning. By
the time Horrocks died, only fourteen years later, Preston had
been transformed into a manufacturing centre and its population
had more than doubled. Whittle gives us an enthusiastic picture
of these mills and of their steam engines which changed the face
of Lancashire, put thousands into the pockets of such men as
Arkwright, Horrocks and Sir Robert Peel, and made the cotton
trade one of the dominating forces in the political scene for over

a century.
82



X9 Ul PauUonuawW sSUIp[ing pue $323.115 eNsSN[[I O,

ANNINTD HINGILININ ATIVEA THL NI NOLSHId

on% ¥ aan8ry
piaid 1104 BU .
3 ../\a\%w/ :
o G
\O- /4>u
b A 2
uook:ucu..m\ou >
\ g B
V(/M .../\/
ul ut_zufﬂ,.%ﬁ 25 &)
5 \/A/QA& O I E (o roows S1ioyres
\ \ e
Ol
M <x,v rro\o_w_\ﬂﬂ fum[m
= (/\NW S e N
W zm,yu m;.u f.obn;uu.(;i
R s <> EG : Shojed 3 oy WO,
d
25 RIS Ly

-2 2K O

oor 00E 0oz oot o

spJek uy
9les



84 Preston Gas

The cotton manufacturers were quick to see the advantages of
introducing gas-lighting. During the winter months mill owners
had tried oil lamps and even candles to keep production going
beyond the daylight hours. It was gas-lighting that first met this
requirement adequately, so much so that a list of the first
buildings lit with gas is almost exclusively a list of factories, and
the first minute book of the Preston Gas Light Company shows
that, as each extension was proposed, careful consideration was
given to the number of cotton mills that could be brought into the
scheme.

I1

Gas-lighting was first brought into the vicinity of Preston in
1811 when the great gas engineer Samuel Clegg lit Stonyhurst
college. In order to do this Clegg had first to overcome one of the
remaining technical problems, of which his son, Samuel Clegg
juinor, wrote in 1841, ‘It became apparent, that, unless some
plan were adopted to purify the gas, it could not be burnt in
close rooms, the offensive effluvia proceeding from it in its impure
state causing headache, and even in some cases affecting the
lungs.”® And, continuing the generally accepted account of the
event,” the younger Clegg went on:

Among the various places lighted with gas about this time (1807, 1808),

the Catholic college of Stonyhurst, Lancashire, deserves particular men-

tion. This establishment was the first of the kind that adopted the use of
gas-lights, and Mr Clegg received great encouragement in making experi-

ments and improving his apparatus, from the liberality and kindness of
the Professors of the college.®

However, writing twenty-one years earlier, Clegg himself gave
the following more accurate sequence of events:

In 1805, I erected a gas apparatus at the cotton mill of Henry Lodge,
Esq., near Halifax, which was the first in the kingdom. In 1806, I lighted
his dwellmg house where 1 first attempted to purify the gas by lime
introduced into the tank in which the gasometer floated. In 1807, I
lighted the manufactory of Messrs T. and S. Knight, of Longsight, near
Manchester. In 1809, I erected a gas apparatus in a large manufactory
at Coventry, belongmg to Mr Harris, in which I introduced a paddle at
the bottom of the tank to agitate the lime. In 1811, I lighted a large
manufactory at Dolphinholme, near Lancaster, by means of an apparatus
similar to what I had erected at Coventry. In the same year, I erected an
apparatus at Stoneyhurst College, Lancashire, where I introduced a lime
machine, the first ever employed for that purpose: a machine which has
been universally adopted, and which has rendered the introduction of
gas practicable in any situation.*

There is no reason to doubt that Clegg made use of the facilities
at Stonyhurst for experiments on purification, but this probably

occurred about two years later than the time suggested by his
son. Prior to the rebuilding and enlarging of the college, con-
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ditions for carrying out such experiments are likely to have been
very meagre, and it was only during 1808 that the money for
these alterations was being raised. And if Clegg’s experiments
were completed in 1808, why did he wait until 1811 before
installing the first lime machine ? From his book it would appear
that the younger Clegg brought forward the date of these events
in order to strengthen his attack on the lately deceased Dr
William Henry, who had first suggested the method of eliminating
hydrogen sulphide by bubbling the gas through a solution of lime
in water, but who doubted whether it could be done commercially
on a large scale. The younger Clegg says, that his father

invited Dr Henry to visit Stonyhurst College, in order to examine the
method he had there adopted for purifying, and to test the gas...Dr
Henry refused to acknowledge the efficacy of Mr Clegg’s apparatus for
purifying, until he had repeatedly tested the gas; after which he admit-
ted it to be perfectly satisfactory, and capable of being adopted in large
manufactories.

In 1808 Dr Henry communicated a paper to the Royal Society,
claiming as his own idea the use of lime-water for purification of gas
from sulphuretted hydrogen in large quantities, without even mentioning
the apparatus of Mr Clegg, who, having consulted Dr Henry while
proceeding with his experiments at Stonyhurst, felt much pain as well as
disappointment at this injustice, which was the more unexpected, from
the friendship which had subsisted between them.?

The connexion between Stonyhurst and gas-lighting certainly
goes back to 1808 and it probably came about through the agency
of Frederick Albert Winsor, the volatile Moravian publicist, who
from 1803 onwards had given regular demonstrations of gas-
lighting on the stage of the Lyceum theatre. Out of his grandiose
National Light and Heat Company the more practicable Gas
Light and Coke Company later evolved, but the Stonyhurst
shares in it, held in the name of the procurator of the college, the
Rev. Charles Wright, dated back to 16 July 1808.° Winsor’s
name also occurs in a list of subscribers or potential subscribers,
dated 9 May 1808, to the appeal for the enlargement of the
college, which was handled by Wright’s relatives who were
Covent Garden bankers. It was probably through Winsor that
Clegg came into contact with Joseph Dunn and Stonyhurst,
because it was Clegg who acted as adviser to Winsor on problems
of purification.”

The problem of purification was well appreciated at Stonyhurst,
as is shown by a letter of the rector, Fr Nicholas Sewall, dated
2 December 1809, in which he writes:

Should we adopt the steam, how can you contrive the conductors so as

not to be an eye-sore: in the factories they pass through the middle of

the rooms; that would not look well in our refectory, study place, etc.

The gas tubes may be conducted without being seen and if they can be
cleansed from all bad smell, as I suppose they may, we shall adopt them.®







