
IR IS H  IN  T H E  EA ST C H E S H IR E  S IL K  IN D U S T R Y
1851-1861

F.J. Williams, M .A .

T he first two generations of labour h istorians -  notably , the 
H am m onds and the W ebbs, the Coles, H enry  Pelling, Eric 
H obsbaw m  and E dw ard T hom pson -  established the 
chronology and bibliography o f labour history. Above all, 
they got its im portance recognised, though the task is far 
from com plete. T he  th ird  generation  of social historians 
have focussed largely upon the dem ands w hich the In d u s­
trial Revolution m ade on the skilled w orker in such studies 
as R ichard  Price’s Masters, Unions and Men, a study of the 
building trade  (1980), and C harles M oore’s Skill And The 
English Working Class, 1870-1914 (1981). A nother legacy of the 
H am m ond  era has been the developm ent o f in terest in small 
geographical areas, such as Jo h n  F oster’s study  of O ldham , 
South Shields and N ortham pton  in Class Struggle And The 
Industrial Revolution (1974) and M ichael A nderson’s study of 
Preston, Family Structure In Nineteenth Century Lancashire 
(1971). W ith  this regional in terest has come a considerable 
num ber of papers and articles on occupational changes in 
m any trades and localities which had been out of the reach 
of the pioneer social h istorians a t the beginning of the 
century. W ith  the change in em phasis cam e a change in 
m ethodology. In  1951 the first really useful C ensus, for the 
year 1851, becam e available to historians. T his contained 
m aterial concerning individual occupations, family size, 
place of b irth  and m arita l sta tus. By com paring the m ateri­
als found in subsequent censuses, 1861 and 1871, it is 
possible to identify subtle shifts in occupational structu re  in 
sm all areas and thereby test the theories o f trade  union 
grow th, educational developm ent and population  growth. 
Few historians, however, have exam ined the effects of the
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most im portan t m igration into English towns in the m id­
n ineteenth  century, the Irish. This is either because 
assum ptions abou t the Irish  ‘colonies’ have been so keenly 
held by scholars eager to trace class consciousness before 
the 1880’s, or th a t a satisfactory explanation  of occupational 
m obility for English settlem ents after 1840 can be had 
w ithout reference to the im m igrants who took the poorest 
jobs, kept them  for a short tim e and who had moved on 
before the next census could locate them  in the sam e 
d istric t ten years later. I t is w ith recent studies such as 
Jacqueline  R oberts’ book, Working Class Housing In Nineteenth 
Century Manchester, and L ynn H ollen Lees’ study, Exiles o f  
Erin, th a t the im portance of the Irish  w orker has been 
recognised. W hile Lees traces occupational patterns of the 
Irish  in L ondon, R oberts is able to focus on one street of 
some fifty houses, identify m ovem ents in and out of the 
Street th rough censuses, ra te  books, ren t books and d irec­
tories to establish a social history for a sm all corner of a 
m ajor city. T he call for sm all-scale research is clear. T he 
m aterials and m ethodology are a t hand . T he  questions 
abou t m igrants and the English labour m arket have yet to 
be answ ered satisfactorily.

T he  silk industry  o f E ast C heshire was reputed  to be an 
area o f strong union solidarity, even as early as 1833.2 
Furtherm ore, the propensity  of the industry  to take children 
a t a m uch younger age th an  the cotton factories of L ancas­
hire is well docum ented. Jo h n  W right, Stew ard in Brinsley 
and Shatw ell’s Silk M ill reported  th a t this very early start 
for children, often a t five or six years of age, p roduced an 
alarm ing  num ber of cripples la ter in life. In  one sm all area 
of the town there were sixty three cripples. H e reported , ‘the 
degradation  of the w orkpeople baffles all description: fre­
quently , have two o f my sisters been obliged to be assisted 
to the factory and hom e again until by and by they could no 
longer, being totally  crippled in their legs’.3 T he paren ts of 
the town quite p robably  evaded the law concerning child 
labour by giving false ages.4 How far this affected the 
ennum eration  o f the census forms is hard  to say. Some 
paren ts would be unw illing to adm it to a civil servant tha t 
their child was und er age to work in a factory, bu t this m ight 
be m isjudging the paren ts .5 O n  the o ther hand , w ithout 
extrem ely tedious work tracing  the b irth  certificates for all 
children in M acclesfield in 1851 there are only the census 
forms to go by. In  fact, the census for M acclesfield appears 
extrem ely reliable, in th a t there are no double entries, few
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errors and seem ingly very careful counting m arks m ade by 
the ennum erator. In  any case, m any children were 
em ployed dom estically and therefore not under the Factory 
C om m issioners’ ju risd iction . Fam ilies in M acclesfield in the 
m iddle o f the last century  cam e from all over E ngland, and 
from unspecified localities for the m ost p a rt in Ireland .

Perhaps the m ost in teresting  feature concerning the East 
C heshire Silk Ind u stry  is the fact th a t it experienced an 
influx o f already skilled Irish  labour. O th er districts such as 
Liverpool, B irm ingham  and London found Irish  workers 
unskilled for any job . M any were willing to take anything  to 
keep them  from starving. The Report On The State o f  The Irish 
Poor in Great Britain (1836), which is one o f the m ost 
im pressive essays in sociology am ong the Blue Books of the 
1830s cam e to this conclusion:

T h e Irish em igration into B ritain is an exam ple o f a  less civilised 
population spreading themselves, as a kind o f substra tum , beneath  a 
more civilised com m unity; and, w ithout excelling in any branch of 
industry, obtaining possession o f the lowest departm en ts of m anual 
labour.

T he effect of the decline o f the Irish  textile industry  in the 
early years o f the n ineteenth  century  was to send to G reat 
B ritain  a sw arm  of handloom  weavers. T he Irish  handloom  
weavers com prised a considerable proportion  o f the burden  
of pauperism  in M anchester a t the end of the N apoleonic 
wars, and their num bers th roughou t the m anufacturing  
districts increased during  the following tw enty years. From  
D ublin there was a considerable m ovem ent o f silk weavers 
into M acclesfield and Congleton. After 1826 the m ovem ent 
was stim ulated  by public subscriptions. Sim ilar financial 
encouragem ent o f m igration  occurred also a t Cork and 
L im erick.7 Such a situation  seem ed to flourish in the silk 
towns until 1840, w hen high tariffs ab road  m ade English 
silks too expensive to com pete and the industry  began to 
decline. In  C ongleton there had been 28 silk mills in 1819, 
bu t by 1882 there were 12. W eavers were regularly  w ithout 
work for six m onths a t a tim e.8 They, am ong o ther workers, 
were least likely to change occupations. T he Report On The 
Silk Trade in 1832 recorded the fear of one w eaver in 
M acclesfield, ‘our hands would be in th a t state (if we 
becam e labourers) th a t we should not be able to handle 
silk’.9

C ontem porary  accounts over the causes for the decline of 
weaving were contradictory. In  1835 A ndrew  U re in his
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Philosophy o f Manufacture suggested th a t the strong trades 
unionism  in the town caused restrictions on labour and led 
to the weavers pricing them selves out o f the m arke t.10 This 
view is supported  by the m inutes of the T rades Council 
reported  in the Macclesfield Courier and Herald th roughou t the 
1850s. T h roughou t the 1840s the weavers had shown 
considerable solidarity  in com bining to dem and higher 
wages. T his led to the wages agreem ent of 1849 after weeks 
of strike in which the m inim um  rates for piece work were 
established th roughou t th e -s ilk  d istricts. T he  m anufac­
tu re rs’ representatives on the T rades Council constantly  
rem arked how the industry  could scarcely afford such wage 
settlem ents at a tim e w hen silk was not com m anding the 
sam e price ab road  as it was ten years earlie r.12 A nother 
account of the stagnation  in the C heshire silk industry  cam e 
from the first-hand experience of A.B. R each in 1849, whose 
peregrinations th roughou t the textile districts for the Morn­
ing Chronicle new spaper were reported.

‘W hat is the cause o f the stagnation  of the trade in M acclesfield?’ Well, 
I heard say that they were caused by over production. M ore goods were 
being m ade nor people w anted. T hen  the m aster couldn’t sell w hat 
they had on em ptie shelves, and o f course, they d id n ’t w ant for more, so 
the looms stood idle. I t  was a necessity .13
O ne feature w hich affected the silk weavers in the towns 

of Congleton and M acclesfield was the in troduction  in 1833 
of the Ja c q u a rd  loom. I t  m ade possible the in tricate weaving 
of pictures and pa tte rns and m ade the ‘fashion’ trade 
accessible to those previously semi-skilled weavers who had 
taken in only the coarsest silks.14 R each indicates th a t the 
specialist work previously done in the towns was now being 
carried out by ‘the weavers living in the rem ote country 
d istric ts’.15 I t  is clear to see th a t the technological innov­
ations in the silk mills were a mixed blessing. W hile the 
dem and for special p a tte rns and pictures in silk was high, 
the silk operatives were contented. R each reported  th a t at 
the height o f trade  a silk w eaver on a Ja c q u a rd  loom could 
earn  35s. a week, a labourer in the silk mills 20j. a week and 
a female th row ster up to 9i\ a week. O n  the o ther hand , the 
weaver was em ployed only w hen trade  was good. O ften 
hands were laid off for m onths a t a tim e, and so the 35^. a 
week on average tu rned  out at lOs. to 1 1j. a week th roughout 
the y ea r.17 M oreover, it seems th a t the silk trades were 
those m ost prone to debilitation  in the old. I t  has already 
been seen how early child em ploym ent for long hours
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caused dreadful injuries. As the weaver grew older he 
becam e less able to m an ipu late  the th reads. T he tim e it took 
him  to weave a pound of silk becam e longer and longer. O ld 
age was to be resented in the silk towns of the n ineteenth 
century. T he problem s of old age entered the folk trad ition  
of the d istrict in such songs as ‘T he M acclesfield Silk 
W eaver’s D ea th ’.

F ’r e’en wayvers are woven in life’s mystic loom
Are worn till thi threadbare, then meet the com m on doom
Fa nowt th a t is woven keeps a ’ o f a piece
Yea, a th ing’s like Jacob , i’ course o ’ time, cease.18

By far the highest num ber o f families applying for relief at 
Macclesfield W orkhouse in the 1850s were weavers, despite 
the fact a relief fund, initially established to support a 
striking w eaver at a m inim um  of 5j\ a week had been 
extended to help superannuated  weavers in the 1850s. It 
seems th a t there was some d isagreem ent over w hether 
dom estic handloom  weavers, who com prised those, weavers 
in the outlying districts round  C ongleton, and the Irish  
weavers from D ublin, should receive such assistance.19 I t  is 
in teresting to note th a t the silk operatives of M acclesfield 
and Congleton in the 1860’s sent considerable funds to their 
Lancashire coun terparts to relieve the effects o f the 
depression in trade caused by the L ancashire C otton 
Fam ine.20 W hatever the causes o f the decline in the silk 
trade, its effects were very obvious. M acclesfield, in p a r­
ticu lar experienced a considerable decline in population  
from 40,000 to 36,000 betw een 1851 and 1861. A pplications 
for outdoor relief were increased from 115 to 257 over the 
sam e period. Loom s stood idle, factories closed and hard  
tim es ensued.21

T he sta tus of the Irish  in the towns o f C ongleton and 
Macclesfield during  these tim es o f fluctuating  trade  can be 
guessed a t w ith the reports in the local press abou t Irish  
workers, C atholic practices and the absorption  o f the Irish  
into the com m unity .22 T h roughou t the region there had 
been an uneasy peace between the English and Irish  w ork­
ers. W hile the skilled English a rtisan  did not like to feel 
com petition from the Irish  im m igrant, in tim es of distress 
the Irish  were often blam ed for lowering wages, bringing 
diseases, and in one case, for com m itting  m ore m urders 
than  the English!23 W hen the Royal Proclam ation of Ju n e  
1892 restricted C atholic  processions in the streets, a series 
of Irish  d isturbances broke out in the Stockport and
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M acclesfield d istric ts.24 From  the new spaper report of the 
tim e it is obvious th a t the riots were the result o f prolongued 
antagonism  between the English and Irish  workers over 
com petition for jobs,

T he population of E dw ard and Jo h n  Street, and tha t dense district 
becam e mixed up in the feud for it ought not to be disguised th a t for a 
considerable period the Irish  have entered so seriously into com peti­
tion for cheap labour in the silk and cotton mills tha t the English have 
begun to view them  with the strongest feelings of jealousy -  if not of 
d isapprobation .25 *

H ow  long such feelings existed is difficult to estim ate with 
such scant new spaper coverage after the issue. However, in 
M acclesfield, the Irish weavers m et regularly  after 1852 in 
order to m ain ta in  their econom ic and cu ltu ral indepen­
dence.26 I t  would be fascinating to know the exact details 
which gave rise to this sta tem ent

Resolution of the Irish  W eavers in M acclesfield
W e consider it im perative for the weavers in D ublin to adopt their most 
likely m eans of restoring the whole silk branches there, as such 
restoration is at the present tim e m ost urgently required and th a t there 
is no possible chance o f restoring such branches by adopting unreser­
vedly the Custom s and usages of the trade as practised in England. . r 1

T he D ublin  weavers blam ed the invidious practises of the 
English m anufacturers for the decline in the Irish  silk 
industry . I t seems th a t considerable pressure was pu t upon 
the D ublin  weavers at hom e to accept lower wages in o rder 
to preserve the industry  there. I t was m et w ith little 
enthusiasm  in Ire land . T he D ublin weavers, if they had  not 
em igrated to E ngland, rem ained an increasingly im poveris­
hed group, unable to change occupations and unw illing to 
take lower w ages.28 T he D ublin  weavers in M acclesfield had 
a slightly different occupational p a tte rn  from the rest of the 
Irish . M ost were dom estic weavers who took ‘outw ork’ from 
the larger mills, and so did not have the sam e contact with 
the factory system , apprenticeships or the trade  council in 
the town. T ab le  1 illustrates the different jobs the Irish  had 
in M acclesfield.
D ublin  Irish  families generally did not, in 1851, have 
workers in industries outside silk. T here are no tailors, no 
agents, none of the occupations which o ther Irish  workers 
were adopting  as they m igrated  into the town. F urtherm ore, 
because the place o f b irth  o f Irish  families was not recorded 
with the precision it was in the earlier C ensus, it is
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TA B LE 1. Occupations o f Irish heads o f  houses in Macclesfield from  
the Census enumerator’s returns o f  1851 and 1861

Occupations

W eaver 
L abourer 
Agric. L abourer 
T ailor
vagrant/w idow /
H ousekeeper
Silk w inder
Piecer
Dyer
C harw om an 
C ordw ainer/Shoem aker 
Railway Labourer
Painter
Baker
C ap  m aker
Coal dealer
C otton W inder
Grocer
H awker
M usician
Nailm aker
T runk  M aker
W ood T urner
Sugar Boiler
Spinner
Silk operative
Servant
sem pstress
shopkeeper
K nitter
Nurse
O stler
Rag and Bone Dealer 
Reed m aker 
Shirt M aker 
T rim m er

Dublin Irish 
in 1851

27

Non-Dublin Irish 
in 1851

39
20
118

7
7
6
5
4
2
3
2

1 (doubler)

Irish in 1861 
(locality not 
stated in Census)
49
26
46
10
27
10

7
3
4 
3
5

(undesig­
nated)

im possible to illustrate  how m uch recourse the D ublin 
weavers had to occupations such as ag ricultural labourer, 
and lodging-house keepers which were the grow th occup­
ations of the Irish  after 1851. T he  place of b irth  of Irish  
families were recorded in the following way. In  m ost census 
districts where there were Irish  families residing in 1851
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there were D ublin-born  Irish  recorded. T his would suggest 
th a t the enum erators were consistent abou t recording Irish  
who cam e from the capital. But, if there had  been only one 
or two census districts in w hich D ublin-born  Irish  were 
recorded then the census would have conflicted w ith the 
evidence of new spapers th a t there were upw ards of 30 
D ublin  w eavers’ households in the town in 1850, suggesting 
th a t the enum eration  was inconsistent and therefore unreli­
ab le .29 T he 1861 C ensus, however, appears inconsistent.30 
I f  T ab le  1 represents an accurate  p icture o f occupations 
open to D ublin-born  Irish , then it is plain  to see th a t the 
vicissitudes in the silk industry  would m ost keenly be felt by 
them . H ence, the reason fqr the D ulin w eavers’ m eetings 
th roughou t the 1850’s. F u rth e r pa tte rns em erge w hen one 
exam ines the ‘scholar’ registration  figures for the Irish  
com m unity, the occupations of their children and the speed 
with which they were absorbed into the com m unities.

T he size o f the Irish  com m unities in Congleton and
M acclesfield is crucial if one is to exam ine such processes of 
absorption  and occupational m obility. T ab le  1 indicates the 
jobs of Irish -born  heads o f houses, bu t does not give details 
of com plete occupations by all Irish  families, or families 
with one Irish  servant, an  Irish  wife or relative. In  Lowe’s 
study of the Irish  in n ineteenth-cen tury  L ancashire, he has 
indicated  th a t the Irish  com m unity  m ight be up to ha lf as 
large again  than  the num ber of Irish-born  heads of 
households.31 In  C ongleton there were 65 Irish  families, 
three of which cam e from D ublin  and were each concerned 
with the ribbon weaving trade.

TA B LE 2 The size o f  the Irish community in Congleton, 1851.
People who were Irish-born  253
English-born living w ith Irish  families 53
English-born w ith Irish servants, lodgers 12
size of Irish com m unity 318

T he Irish  com m unity in C ongleton was 26% larger than
those Irish-born. In  M acclesfield the figure is slightly larger, 
32% higher than  Irish -born  in 1851 and 46%  in 1861. T he 
reason for the higher proportion  of non-Irish  in the Irish  
com m unity is owing to the larger num ber o f shopkeepers 
who were willing to em ploy an  Irish  female servant, and the 
several lodging-houses kept by English-born heads of 
households who took in Irish  lodgers.32
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Irish Families in Macclesfield and in Congleton in 1851

N M acclesfield

KEY

Population
density

C ongleton
,  - " 7



108 F.J. Williams

T he size of the English population  in the Irish  
com m unity, the num ber of Irish  and English m arriages and 
rateable  value o f p roperty  where the Irish  com m unity lived 
can indicate the speed w ith which the Irish  were absorbed 
into the com m unity. T his is im p o rtan t if trends of occup­
ational developm ent are to be throw n into relief, to know 
w hether the absence of the Irish  in certain  occupational 
groups indicates a m onopoly held by locally-born workers 
and a unw illingness to adm it Irish  m en, or m erely an 
indifference on the p a rt o f the Irish  to those occupations.33 
In  several studies already carried  out on occupational 
m obility the geographical location of the Irish  com m unities 
has played a significant role. As u rb an  developm ent took 
place, particularly  after the 1855 W orking M an ’s H ousing 
Act, which m ade it easier for working m en’s houses to be 
built, certain  enclaves grew up in towns and cities which 
were inhabited  by p articu la r occupational groups.34 T he 
m ost fam ous is the classic slum  of the V ictorian  city, or the 
m iddle-class developm ents on the fringes of the industria l 
zones in such cities as M anchester and Liverpool. T he silk 
towns of E ast C heshire too experienced these ‘sp a tia l’ 
changes in which location of factories, density of popul­
ation, rateable  value o f p roperty  and a host of o ther factors 
m ust be taken into account.

Figure 1 shows the population  density o f Irish-born  
families in 1851 in M acclesfield and Congleton. In  the three 
areas m ost inhabited  by the Irish  in M acclesfield, the 
im m igrants m ade up betw een 15% and 20%  of the popul­
ation. In  districts to the north  and south of the town there 
were no Irish  families a t all. In  Congleton, the Irish  district 
was located in the centre o f the town, w ith large areas to the 
south and the d istric t of B uglaw ton w ith scarcely any Irish  
a t all. C loser analysis of the census districts indicate th a t 
the Irish  population  was not evenly d istribu ted  th roughout 
the area, b u t tended to live in sm aller areas, or ‘colonies’. 
Recent research into n ineteenth  century  M erseyside by 
R ichard  Law ton and C .G . Pooley has indicated  a m eth ­
odology for sm all scale analysis from census d a ta .35 A 
variety of influences on an enum eration  d istrict, which may 
include the proportion  of Irish , the percentage of ‘scholars’ 
designated in the census, the subtleties of the ra teab le  value 
of streets and likelihood o f Irish  families living next to 
English, provide a ‘g rid ’ for com parison between d istric ts.36 
In  M acclesfield, the lowest rates in the town were paid in 
W ood Street, a notorious slum  locality since the 1830s.37 It
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paid the lowest am oun t to the poor rate , and m ade the 
h ighest claim s for relief. Furtherm ore, in 1851 it had m ore 
Irish  living in it than  any other street in the town. W ood 
Street was p a rt of census d istric t 3, a d istric t m ade up 
largely o f shopkeepers and tradesm en on the m ain  th o r­
oughfare o f the tow n.38 T he  W ood Street area was reached 
th rough  a sm all alleyway betw een the m ain  M ill S treet with 
its shops and the grim  d istric t o f Pickford street w ith its silk 
works (see m aps 1 and 2). In  Congleton, the greatest 
p roportion  of Irish  were to  be found in census d istric t 3, 
mostly in W ater Street w ith 11 Irish  families. In  M accles­
field, W ood Street had been the hom e of large num bers of 
A gricu ltu ral labourers, m ostly lodgers. In  Congleton, there 
were as m any silk operatives as labourers in d istric t 3. I t 
appears th a t the Irish  weavers separated  them selves geogra­
phically from the Irish  agricultural labourers. T his was 
either because weavers were able to afford slightly higher 
rated  property  than  the newly arrived itineran t Irish  in the 
town, who inhabited  the lodging houses in W ood Street or 
because there was a strong heirarchy  of labour existing as 
m uch am ong the Irish  as am ong their English coun t­
erparts .39 T ab le  3 sets out the ‘g rid ’ analysis of d istric t 3 in 
M acclesfield and d istric t 3 in C ongleton. T he  problem  of 
rate-book analysis for such purposes as the com parison of 
districts can only be acknowledged. T he figures here repre­
sent aggregates of the ra teab le  value, except w here such 
wide ranges o f rates paid , as in C ongleton’s C anal Street, 
m erit com plete inclusion in the ‘g rid ’.4

T A B L E  3.
Variations between streets in Macclesfield census district 3, 1851, by 

selected variables.

Street Rateable Irish Irish working Irish children English
value families working*

scholars at
work

0; sk; se; La
M ill St. £2 2 trim m er 2
(pop. =  275 weaver 1 0 1 15 31 1 1
W ood St £1.10 
(pop=178)

4 silk op. 
ag lab.

8
30

0 2 1 14 18
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Street Rateable

value
Irish Irish working Irish children English
families scholars at

work
working*

Park Green 
(P°P=87)

Exchange
St
M arket PI 
(pop =  98)

Jtl.lOeven 
£2. odd

£3

£4

16 weaver 9
0; sk; se; La 

2 7 70 11 1
silk op. 10
ag lab. 19
tailor 2 0 1 3 3 8 0
silk op. 1

9 9 13 13 0

Variations between streets in Congleton census district 3, 1851, by 
selected variables.

C anal St. 
pop .=280

Cole Hill 
pop .=128

W ater St. 
pop=142

M oody 
T errace 
pop .=93

96-126= £5
even=£2
shops=£6

£3

£2

£3

labourer 1 
housekpr 1 
haw ker 1 
nailm aker 1
labourer 4 
housekpr 2 
haw ker 3 
nailm aker 0

0

labourer 
silk op 
houskpr 
hawker
labourer 1 
silk op 1 
dressm akr 1 
housekpr 1

4 2 6 4

0 3 9 19 10

2 0 2 27 16

12 25 9

*The abbreviations for English workers: o =  overseer; sk — skilled; se — 
semi-skilled; la =  labouring.

T he English working figure sim ply represents the occup­
ations of the heads o f houses, b u t is useful in o rder to 
facilitate a ‘social index score’ for an area. T his is a 
num erical score arrived a t by allocating skilled, semi-skilled
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and labouring families a num erical value and then dividing 
the p roduct by the num ber of families in the street. T he 
m ethodology was established in such research  as D ixon’s 
study of n ineteenth  century  Preston and Frank C ass’s 
‘C ensus and Social S truc tu re’.41 T he social index score for 
W ood Street in M acclesfield in 1851 would be established as 
follows;

T A B L E  4 The social index score fo r  Wood St., 
Macclesfield, 1851
type o f  work

overseer
professional
m anagerial/
m anufacturer
overseer/
m anager
skilled worker
semi-skilled
unskilled

By m ultiplying
attribu ted  to them , then d ividing by the 
households, a sim ple num ber is obtained which can be used 
for purposes of com parison.

Social index score =  (1 x 3) +  (22 x 2) +  (48 x 1)_____
N um ber o f households =  71

- 95 
71

=  1.33

A score of 4 and over indicates th a t an area consists m ainly 
o f households from SE C  1 (professional), SEG 11 (m anage­
rial) and SEG 111a (overseer); it w ould be a m iddle class 
district. Social index scores of below 3 m ean progressively 
working-class d istricts. H ence, W ood Street, w ith a score of 
1.33 was a heavily working class location. W ater S treet in 
C ongleton gives a sim ilarly working-class figure o f 1.5. I f

socio-economic group numerical number o f
value households

SEG 1 6 0

SEG 11 5 0

SEG 111a 4 0

SEG 111b 3 1
SEG IV 2 22
SEG V 1 48

the household scores by the values
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one group o f Irish  lived in an  area o f English workers with 
a high social index score then, on contem porary  evidence, 
it is unlikely th a t the Irish  were of a lower socio-economic 
group. As a first-hand account, The Irish in Manchester, by one 
iof them (1860), suggested: ‘F ind an Irishm an  am ong an 
exclusively English d istric t and 10 to 1 h e’s p rosperous’. 
W ood street, M acclesfield, since it was a ‘colony’ w ithin  an 
area w ith a m uch higher social index score from English 
tradesm en and shopkeepers, was the exception to the 
above rule.

W ood Street appears to have been the first stop, so to 
speak, for the newly arrived Irish  who could only obtain  
work on the farm s nearby. Skilled weavers were generally 
absent in the d istrict, and it w ould ap pear th a t these 
workers on first arriving in the town w ould lodge with 
families w hich were heavily engaged in weaving already. 
T he m ajority  of D ublin  weavers lived in d istric t 10 with 16% 
Irish  in the skilled and sem i-skilled occupations, and in 
d istric t 12 w ith  3%  Irish , all skilled workers in the silk 
industry . In  d istricts w ith low num bers of D ublin  weavers, 
there were Irish  engaged in trades outside the silk mills. 
M ost d istricts had  Irish  tailors, nailm akers and 
cordw ainers, and this m ight be the first ind ication  th a t the 
non-D ublin  Irish  had access to semi-skilled jobs outside the. 
mills because they were not cu ltu rally  bound to the 
econom ic system  at hom e as the D ublin  weavers w ere.42 
T ab le  5 is an a ttem p t to condense the findings of T able 1, in 
o rder to illustra te  the m obility achieved by the J r ish  popul­
ation  betw een 1851 and 1861. A lthough statistical d a ta  such 
as th a t on T ab le  5 b lurs the subtleties obtained by ‘g rid ’ 
analysis, it does reveal an overall trend  am ongst the Irish 
tow ards semi- and  unskilled occupational groups. This is 
m ost likely owing to the slum p in the silk trade in the early 
1860’s, and  the m igration  into the town of textile workers 
from  the L ancashire  cotton fam ine. M uch evidence suggests 
th a t workers, especially the semi-skilled operatives in one 
textile such as cotton or wool, would a ttem p t to ‘transfer 
tra d e ’ to an o ther textile in hard  tim es.43 T he m ost skilled in 
their trade would be the least likely to abandon it and the 
least likely to be able to ‘transfer skills’. H ence, the trend  of 
im poverished weavers and an influx of semi-skilled opera­
tives in the town.
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TA B LE 5 Occupations o f  Irish heads-of-household in Macclesfield 
from the 1851 and 1861 Census returns, by socio-economic groupings.
socio-economic group N =  74 N =  195

% Irish heads % Irish heads
in 1851 in 1861

SEG 1 (professional) 0 0
SEG 11 (m anagerial) 0 0
SEG 111a (overseer/shopkeeper) 3 2
SEG 111b (skilled worker) 20 10
SEG IV  (semi-skilled) * 62 56
SEG V (utoskilled/labouring) 14 32

A m ost convenient com parison for d istrict 3 in M accles­
field is d istrict 1 which lay to the north  of the M arket Place, 
bu t on the m ain thoroughfare. T he social index score is 2.5 
1851 (social index for the Irish  =  2.0). H ere, there were 
m ore Irish  servants to English households, and  m ore E ng­
lishm en w ith Irish  wives, a significant factor w hen assessing 
the absorption  o f one group into the com m unity. F u r­
therm ore, it appears th a t the children of Irish  workers in 
d istrict 1 were equally likely to gain em ploym ent in the silk 
trade as the children of D ublin  Irish  in districts 10 and 12, 
and the children of ag ricultural labourers in d istric t 3. T he 
greatest contrasts come in the occupations o f Irish  children 
whose paren ts were not em ployed in the silk mills. These 
occur in m ost enum eration  d istricts th roughou t the town. 
T he children o f the nailm aker re tained  their fa thers’ occup­
ation in 1851, as did the bakers’ children, the m ilksellers’, 
the m at-m akers’ and the shoem akers’. A sim ple index of 
occupational m obility can be established in T ab le  6.

TA B LE 6 Mobility o f  Irish first-born sons in Macclesfield, 1851
father’s S.E.G. first-born son’s Number

S.E.G. moving
up I l l b  I l i a  2

IV  I l l b  2
V  IV  7

down I l l b  IV  3
IV  V  1

no change 54



TA B LE 7 Mobility o f  Irish first-born sons in Congleton, 1851
father’s S.E.G. first born son’s number

SEG moving
up IV  IH b  0

V IV  4
down I l l b  V  1
no change 16
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In  both Congleton and M acclesfield there were several 
families with no sons, and families w ith sons bu t a widowed 
m other and no fa ther’s occupation  which have not been 
included in T ables 6 and 7. Perhaps the m ost significant 
factors for the investigation of Irish  absorption  into the 
com m unity  are the predom inance of Irish  and English 
m arriages on the one hand , and  the likelihood of Irish  
families living next to English. T he techniques were well 
used by Jo h n  Foster in his Class Struggle And Thi' Industrial 
Revolution when exam ining the em ergence o f working-class 
consciousness am ong the labouring  population  in industrial 
tow ns.4
T A B LE 8 The incidence o f  English and Irish intermarriage in 
Macclesfield in 1851 and 1861 from  the census returns.
Incidence. 1851 1861
Irishm en with Irish  wives 64% 68%
Irish m en with English wives outside M acclesfield 20% 14%
Irish men with M acclesfield-born wives 14% 7%
English men with Irish wives 2%  11%

N B  The figures for  English men with Irish wives is counted as part o f the whole 
number o f mixed marriages, i.e. 2% in 1851 o f all mixed marriages, and not 2% o f  
English marriages.

T he trend  in T ab le  8 is a subtle one, bu t clear enough. Irish  
m en in 1861 were as likely as in 1851 to have m arried  an 
Irish  wom an, bu t less likely to have m arried  a locally-born 
w om an. O n  the o ther hand , English m en in 1861 had found 
Irish  wives m ore readily. W hat these figures appear to 
illustrate is th a t Irish  m en were not absorbed into the 
com m unity  th rough kinship bonds, bu t were accepted into 
the locality provided they did  not represent a th rea t to the 
labour m arket. T his could partia lly  explain why m ost 
D ublin  Irish , w ith, incidentally , exclusively D ublin  wives in



116 F.J. Williams

M acclesfield, lived in two or three districts. C ultura l 
identity  and econom ic security m ust have been strong 
cohesive factors in a foreign land. Irish  families w ith  access 
to jobs outside the silk mills seem to have been those m ost 
likely to have had a mixed m arriage.

TA B LE 9 Proximity o f  English and Irish families in Macclesfield and 
Congleton in high and low density Irish communities, 1851.*

proximity Macclesfield Congleton
census districts census districts

1 3  6 3
(low density; (high density; (low density; (high density 

2% Irish) 16% Irish 2% Irish) 9%  Irish)
Irish w ith 2 English 

neighbours 45%  16% 52%  5%
Irish with 1 English 

neighbour 37% 28% 46%  , 70%
Irish w ith 2 Irish  

neighbours 18% 59%  2% 25%
F oster’s second m ethod for exam ining absorption  of 

groups into a locality, was by exam ining the geographical 
proxim ity of Irish  to English fam ilies.45 Recent research by 
M arsden  into Bootle in the last century  has shown how 
families in differing socio-econom ic groups reacted  to agen­
cies such as education , the church, and even to beerhouses 
and inns.46 For the purpose o f this research, two factors 
m ost vulnerable to population  change have been exam ined; 
geographical proxim ity  o f English and Irish  and the access 
w hich the Irish  had to educational provision. Both factors 
are readily isolated from the census retu rns, and T ab le  9 
shows how districts w ith the higher proportion  o f Irish  and 
w hich tended to engender isolated Irish  ‘colonies’ were the 
least likely to produce English and Irish  proxim ity. In  
C ongleton, w here the Irish  represented  a m uch sm aller 
p roportion  of the total work force, the proxim ity  figures of 
English and Irish  neighbours ap pear m uch higher than  in 
M acclesfield. In  areas o f low Irish  populations, m uch higher 
E nglish-Irish  proxim ity figures are produced, especially in 
Congleton d istrict 6. H ere, the Irish  were m ostly labourers 
of one kind and another, living in cheaply rated  property. 
M ost in teresting  is the fact th a t English labourers had not 
differentiated them selves geographically  in C ongleton from 
the Irish, as they had in M acclesfield. F urtherm ore, it 
appears th a t Irish  weavers in both M acclesfield and Con-
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gleton had a g reater chance of having English neighbours in 
the low density  districts (1 in M acclesfield and 6 in C on­
gleton) than  in the high density  districts. I f  this is the case 
th roughout the textile districts, then groups were not 
divided so m uch over occupational opportunities. Perhaps 
w hat emerges is th a t both  Irish  and  English skilled workers 
were united against econom ic th reats. T he  Irish  labourers 
in M acclesfield’s W ood Street were as isolated from the 
English and Irish  weavers as their English counterparts. 
H ence, generalised statem ents by h istorians such as E.J. 
H obsbaw m  about the Irish  settlem ents do not entirely hold 
good in the silk industry; ‘[The Irish] wages were lower than  
anyone else’s, they lived in the w orst slum s, and the English 
and Scots despised them  as sem i-barbarians. . . .’47 A lth­
ough the wages problem  is an extrem ely difficult one and 
beyond the scale o f this paper, it is evident th a t the Irish  did 
not, in general, live in the w orst slum s if they were skilled or 
semi-skilled. T he  proxim ity  of m any of them  to English 
workers in sim ilar occupations suggests th a t they, were not 
‘despised’ unless they were unskilled, recently arrived in the 
towns or likely to gain em ploym ent as an agricultural 
labourer. W hether the Irish  were any m ore b arbaric  than  
the English is difficult to estim ate.

However, we can illustra te  the recourse th a t Irish  paren ts 
had to education  in the last century. T he censuses after 
1851 indicate w hether children a ttended  school or not, and 
by com paring the ‘scho lar’ percentages for different groups 
in the com m unity , some m easure o f the im portance of 
education can be established.48 M uch pioneering work has 
been done using sim ilar techniques for L ondon before the 
E lem entary  E ducation  Act o f 1870, by D avid R ubenstein. 
M ost in teresting  are the conclusions he draw s abou t the 
significance of education  for upw ardly  mobile groups in 
com m unities.49 W hile R oach can suggest th a t exam inations 
becam e a prerequisite  for upw ard  m obility in certain  
em ergent occupations such as clerk and secretary, the 
im portance of elem entary schooling for the skilled and 
semi-skilled groups is by no m eans clear.50 Again, sim plistic 
notions abou t education  and the industria l revolution 
proliferate and h inder a com plete understand ing  o f the 
relationship  between com m unity and industry  before the 
1870 E ducation  A ct.31 Roderick and Stephens in ‘Scientific 
and T echnical E ducation  In  N ineteen th -C en tu ry  E ng land ’ 
explain, ‘After 1851 . . .  increasing a tten tion  was given to 
education . . . the in terdependence of education and indus­
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try and the econom ic im plications of educational policies, 
loomed large.’52 G .D .H . Cole in the 1920’s looked blandly 
on the developm ent of education. ‘Between 1851 and 1861 
State g ran ts for education  in England and W ales rose from 
£150,000 to £813,000 . . . the im provem ent o f educational 
standards was m ore than  m ain ta in ed ’,53 and expressed the 
classic view, th a t as the industria l revolution progressed, so 
did the grow th o f elem entary education. Recent studies 
have questioned this sim ple reciprocal relationship. W ebb 
in 1950 looked a t subtle changes in literacy rates for large 
areas o f the population  and focussed the h isto rian ’s a tten ­
tion on sm all areas, using such m aterials as the availability  
of new spapers, M echanics Institu tes and reading  room s.54 
W . M arsden  has suggested th a t the d istricts most"in need of 
educational provision were those m ost m ilitated  against by 
governm ent legislation.55 After 1861 schools had to pass an 
exam ination in o rder to obtain  a g ran t. O ften the schools 
w ith the m ost itineran t population , the least m otivated 
paren ts and  the h ardest areas to enlighten were unable to 
earn the g ran t so desperately  needed to m ain tain  the 
teacher and his resources. W .B. Stephens has shown how 
educational provision was dependent on m any factors 
during  the industria l revolution, not least those m ade by the 
changing dem ands upon the workforce of the textile indus-

In  M acclesfield in 1818, a survey shows th a t there was 1 
full-time day school and there were 3 Sunday schools.57 By 
1851 there were 9 schools w ith an average o f 615 children in 
attendance. A t the sam e tim e, there were sm all ‘D am e’ 
schools which rem ain  unregistered for the m ost p a rt except 
for the few which existed at the times of the censuses, and 
there had been for m any years a ‘Useful K now ledge Society’ 
in the town. I t  was m ostly for adults, and the a ttendance 
figures show th a t the m ajority  o f m em bers were from skilled 
trades outside the silk m ills.58 No inform ation exists as to 
w hether the Irish  were a ttrac ted  to the Society. C atholic 
schools were built in  M acclesfield in 1853 bu t not in 
C ongleton until well after the 1870 E ducation  Act. Closer 
analysis of g ran ts earned by schools reveal subtle differen­
ces in ‘earning capacity ’. Across the industria l belt o f South 
Lancashire and E ast C heshire the differences between 
towns suggest a flourishing educational enterprise in 
M acclesfield and W arring ton, bu t a desperate one in St. 
H elens and W igan.
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TA B LE 10 Government spending on six industrial towns per head o f  

population, 1833-1861.59
St. Helens- W arring ton  W idnes W igan M acclesfield C onglcton 

7d 15.8d 10.6d 8.3d 14.5d 11.2d

To suggest th a t every person in M acclesfield or C ongleton 
had enjoyed 14.5d or 11.2d w orth  o f governm ent g ran t for 
education by 1861 would, o f course, be m isleading; the 
C atholic com m unity in M acclesfield received little or no th ­
ing until after 1853, and likewise not until after 1870 in 
Congleton. L ittle research has been carried  out concerning 
the Irish  and elem entary education  before 1870. W hat little 
there has been suggests th a t C atholic schools struggled in 
industria l areas to survive, and  were often at odds w ith the 
governm ent legislation over m anagem ent clauses and the 
control of schools. A dded to this, the populations of Irish  
com m unities were unstab le  and schools found them selves 
unable to guaran tee  a high a ttendance  figure, thereby losing 
p a rt o f their cap itation  g ran t.60 From  the ad m in istra tio n ’s 
point o f view, the analysis was a sim ple one; the lowest and 
least w illing o f the w orking classes to be educated  were least 
deserving, and  so gained least. A closer analysis o f the 
governm ent spending in the industria l towns of T ab le  10 
would reveal these areas ‘least deserving’, and  one suspects 
they would be those sam e areas which, ironically, needed 
m ost resources.61

From  a paren ta l point o f view, education  was a 
com m odity to be bought like anything  else. T here  was no 
com pulsion to a ttend  schools, and there was a freedom  on 
the p a rt of paren ts to sponsor any school from which they 
w ere not denom inationally  restric ted .62 T he  ‘scholars’ 
designated on the census re tu rns indicate w hich occup­
ational groups were sponsoring education. U nfortunately , 
the census does not allocate the actual school the child 
attended, bu t nevertheless, an im pression of the value of 
education  to different groups w ithin  the com m unity  can be 
established. In  M acclesfield, 54%  of children  were registered 
as ‘scholars’ in 1851 betw een the ages o f 3-15. T he national 
figure a t the tim e was betw een 38 and  44% , and C ongleton’s 
41%  seems m uch m ore in keeping w ith a town w here 
educational provision had scarcely been a m ajor adm inis­
trative concern .63
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T A B LE 11 Designation o f  Irish children in Macclesfield and 
Congleton from  the 1851 census 

(age ranges =  3—15)
Macclesfield. Congleton Irish children designated as ‘scholars’ 23% 19%Irish children in work 28% 36%

Irish children undesignated 49% 45%
T here  were far fewer Irish  children likely to a ttend  school in 
the silk factories than  English children. T he  high ‘undesig­
n a ted ’ figure for both districts perhaps indicates th a t there 
was a great deal of dom estic work for the children to do at 
hom e, and w hich was not deem ed w orthy of recording on 
census night. H ence, the ‘children at w ork’ figure is likely to 
represent children involved in factory work. T he P arlia­
m entary  E nquiry  into  the S tate of the Irish  Poor m entions 
th a t Irish  children found work easily in the silk m ills.64 
Furtherm ore, perhaps the com paratively  low percentage of 
Irish  children a ttend ing  school is astonishingly high when 
one considers th a t there was no governm ent aided C atholic 
school until two years later. T he figure shows, moreover, 
th a t there were m any agencies operating  in the town which 
engendered elem entary  schooling of some kind. Such in stit­
utions have been well docum ented in some parts  of England 
in which industrialists were m ore beneficent tow ards their 
workforces and bestowed some m eans o f schooling on 
them .65 I t is beyond the scope of this paper to exam ine 
educational enterprise in C heshire before 1870, except to 
identify the predeliction o f the Irish  tow ards it in the silk 
towns.

T A B L E  12 ‘Scholar’ designation fo r  Irish children (aged 3-15) in 
Congleton and Macclesfield, 1851.

Age ranges Macclesfield Congleton
Boys Girls Boys Girls

3-6 9 scholars 6 scholars 5  scholars 3 scholars
20 children 24 children 11 children 8 children

7-10 20 scholars 7 scholars 5 scholars 5 scholars
45 children 32 children 13 children 16 children

11-15 9 scholars 1 scholar 1 scholar 0 scholars
32 children 37 children 24 children 23 children
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O nce past the age o f six, as children grew older, so they 
becam e less likely to a ttend  school. These figures are borne 
out in alm ost all the G overnm ent reports of the day .66 In  the 
Irish  com m unity the m ost likely children to experience 
schooling were the boys betw een the ages o f 7-10. T he 
m ajority  o f children in these groups cam e from weaving 
families. In  Congleton, all Irish  w eavers’ children were 
registered as ‘scholar’ under the age o f 10. T he sam e does 
not apply for M acclesfield, since in the Irish  com m unity the 
w eaver’s children were as likely to go to school as a ta ilo r’s 
or a housekeeper’s. T he children  o f labourers are alm ost 
entirely absent from ‘scholar’ figures. T he  reasons are 
obvious; the Irish  labourer, m ore often than  not em ployed 
on casual work, would not be able to afford the luxury of 
school pence for his children. O ne suspects th a t the 
‘scholar’ rates for m ost occupational groups are seasonal; 
they bought education  w hen tim es were good, and w ithdrew  
their children and sent them  to work w hen tim es were hard . 
Perhaps m ost in terestingly, T ab le  12 shows h ow ’’schooling 
was scarcely a sought after com m odity in the Irish  
com m unity. D om estic weaving did not dem and literacy and 
num eracy any m ore th an  agricultural labouring, which 
explains the high proportion  o f weavers w ith children at 
school in Congleton. I t would be in teresting  to investigate 
the opportunities for literacy in the w eaving industry  by 
exam ining signatures and crosses on m arriage registers. 
U nfortunately  this is out of the realm  of the present 
survey.67 W hat can be identified, however, are the jobs 
w hich were open to children. (See T ab le  13)

T he m ajority  of children were piecers in the silk industry. 
T he absence of designated occupations under the age of 8 
indicates th a t dom estic w eaving was in operation  and m any 
children would be em ployed a t hom e. I t  is in teresting  to 
note th a t the num ber o f children em ployed increases after 
the age of 10, the age w hen few Irish  children w ent to school 
(see T ab le  12). F urtherm ore, there were very few families, 
either Irish  or English w hich did  not have some contact w ith 
the silk industry. A lm ost every house in 1851 and 1861 had 
some representative in silk. Perhaps the skills of weaving 
and throw stering  were only to be learned after painstaking 
work as a piecer or silk hand. A local report from  1849 
indicates how a th row ster had to serve an unofficial 
appren ticeship  for 7 years before he was allowed to pay the 
w eaver £5-£10 to learn  the skill.68 How far this was the case 
in the late 1850’s when the industry  was in decline is h ard  to
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T A B LE 13 Occupation o f  Irish children in Macclesfield and 
Congleton, 1851
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say. I t  appears th a t some Irish  families, w ith no m em ber in 
the silk mills, found it easier to becom e established as a 
shoem akers and tailors. W hether this m erely signifies the 
re-em ergence of skill th a t the im m igrant brought over w ith 
them  from  Ire land  years before, it is hard  to say. I f  this is the 
case, then the Irish  weavers, w ith  a p ride in their skill and a 
desire to encourage their children in the trade, were ensur­
ing their la ter poverty by this early contact w ith the silk 
industry.

Perhaps the m ost im p o rtan t conclusion to take from the 
study is th a t the Irish  influx was a force to be reckoned with 
by the English com m unities. By enlisting the support of the 
Irish  weavers, the English were able to m ake their case for 
higher wages m uch m ore forcibly in 1849 and 1855.69 T he 
Irish  families appear, for the m ost p art, to have been 
absorbed gradually  into the local com m unities, except in 
localities w here they th reatened  to sw am p the labour 
m arket or live in squalor. Perhaps the skilled Irish  weaver 
who had lived along side his English coun terpart suffered 
m ore from  the influx o f Irish  vagrants and agricultural 
workers than  one m ight think. I f  the peace was an uneasy 
one, the skilled w eaver w ould be the first to leave for the 
mills of M anchester.70 T he Irish , then, do not represent a 
dynam ic force for social change, nor do they establish new 
pathw ays o f social m obility. W h at does seem to emerge, 
however, is th a t for the m ost p a rt, the Irish  were conscious 
of their skill in a foreign land and used th a t skill to exert 
w hat industria l pressure they could. Furtherm ore, by m id­
century, they were taking advan tage o f w hatever agencies 
were open to them , even if it m ean t choosing early experi­
ence in the silk mills as opposed to elem entary  education. I t 
is not insignificant, th a t the g ran t earning capacity  for the 
C atholic school in M acclesfield was the highest in the town 
in 1871.71
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