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Origins and Early History of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire  
Labour History Society  (NDLHS) 

 
Writing a short piece about the beginnings of 
the Society sounded like a straightforward 
task. I remembered that Gary Gascoyne, 
wanting to set up a local labour history society, 
contacted Barry Johnson, who made many phone 
calls and sent out a large number of letters 
encouraging people to come to the first 
meeting. More detail would be easy to find, I 
thought, as I held our records, so documentary 
sources were available even during the 
pandemic lockdown. Happily I rooted out 
minutes of committee meetings, only to discover 
the first snag. The earliest minutes I could find, 
dated March 2009, indicated that the Society 
had already been operating for some time. 
Perhaps I had not been Secretary from the 
very beginning?  Indeed, those earliest minutes 
of our steering committee indicated that Gary 
Gascoyne had prepared minutes of the previous 
meeting, suggesting that perhaps he had been 
our first secretary.  
 
By March 2009 I had become secretary, with 
Barry Johnson as chairperson. My memory 
suggests he held that role from the start. 
Unfortunately Gary destroyed his NDLHS 
documents as he prepared to move to a 
different part of the country. Perhaps my old 
diary would reveal more about our earliest 
days? That source, though, seemed to indicate 
that I was not even breathing, let alone 
involved with the Society, prior to April 2009.  
Clearly there were gaps in the documentary 
evidence. 
 

Perhaps it was time to approach the search 
through oral history. I consulted the memories 
of a few members. Member H remembered 
clearly that the first meeting had taken place 
in a pub at Teversal. Yet member G 
remembered, just as clearly, the first meeting 
having taken place in a Miners’ Welfare. 
Members J and B, also present, according to a 
witness, had no memory of the event at all.  
Clearly oral history had its limitations, too. 
Member B, though, offered extra documentary 
source material in the form of his collection of 
flyers for our public meetings. The flyer for our 
first meeting indicated that the venue had 
indeed been a pub in Teversal. Member G will 
no doubt bear this blow bravely. 
 
Asked why he had felt moved to start the 
Society, Gary Gascoyne responded that it was 
because of his involvement through the Labour 
Party in resistance to pit closures. He had 
wondered if local people would know afterwards 
about the intensity of that struggle. 
Commenting on the beginnings of NDLHS, Gary 
Gascoyne wrote: 
“I lit the NDLHS torch, but he (Barry Johnson) 
really should take credit for its success.” 
Our inaugural meeting in November was 
addressed by Ken Purslove, of the Byron 
Society, who spoke about the Luddites.  He was 
enthusiastic about the idea that Lord Byron, 
whose first speech in the House of Lords was a 
defence of the Luddites, might have been Ned 
Ludd himself. Our next outing, in January 2009   
was to the John Godber Centre in Hucknall, 



where Barry Johnson spoke about the 1926 
Miners’ Lockout and Notts miners. I recall a 
dimly lit room where I feared Barry might be 
unable to see his notes. In the spring we 
ventured up to Clowne, where a local volunteer, 
killed fighting in the International Brigade 
during the Spanish civil War, had lived. This 
meeting was a round table discussion, attended 
by sons of one IB volunteer and by Ida Hackett 
and Barry Johnson, who had each known other 
volunteers.  Ann Donlan, who had recorded the 
discussion, spent many hours transcribing it so 
we could publish the discussion as a pamphlet. 
In November 2009 we secured Chesterfield’s 
Hurst House Adult Education Centre, run by the 
WEA, as the venue for a talk by John Halstead, 
a former tutor on Sheffield University Miners’ 
Day-release Courses which had been held in 
that building. Entitled “Miners at University”, 
John’s talk dealt with the origins and role of 
Miners’ Day-release Courses in Derbyshire. A 
number of former students attended, some of 
whom had subsequently undertaken degree 
courses and moved into new fields of work.  
Our attempts to hold meetings in places 
appropriate to their subjects were eventually 
abandoned, as we often had poor attendances. 
For instance a meeting in Glossop, entitled How 
Glossop Supported the Miners, unfortunately 
clashed with a major football match. This, of 
course, was not the fault of the chosen venue. 
A number of committee members felt unable to 
make the long journey, and we attracted only 
two local people, one of whom left at our half-
time to watch the match. We did, though score 
a success in Selston with a meeting about the 
Selston Enclosure Riots., which attracted a 
number of local people we had never seen 
before. Our speaker Clive Leivers had ancestors 
who were involved in the Selston disturbances. 

On the whole, our meetings now take place at 
Nottingham Mechanics or Chesterfield Labour 
Club, both accessible by rail, and where we 
usually secure good attendances. We feel 
warmly welcomed at both these venues. 
Since its inception the Society has organised 
between three and six public meetings annually, 
but of course the current pandemic lockdown 
has interfered with this pattern. Our 
membership has always been small, yet our 
committee has grown quite large. Although this 
may seem odd, it works well for us, as each 
committee member brings his/her own skills, 
contacts and effort.  
 
Over the years we have organised some events 
jointly with Nottinghamshire, Mansfield and 
Nottingham Trades Council, with Derbyshire 
Library Service, Nottingham Women’s History 
Group, Chesterfield Pro-Peace group and 
Nottingham Clarion Choir. We have run stalls at 
Nottinghamshire County Library Service (now 
Inspire) events and have a close relationship 
with Notts NUM Ex and Retired Miners’ 
Association. 
 
In recent years we have begun to publish 
pamphlets, written and edited by members, on 
topics of interest. We began to do this in order 
to make the research undertaken by our 
members available for public benefit. It has, to 
our surprise, also brought a little money into 
our modest coffers. 
 
We have survived and developed over the past 
twelve years. Hopefully we will have many more 
productive, useful and enjoyable years to come. 
 

Hilary Cave 
Secretary 

  
 
 

Kinder Trespass -Yesterday and Today 
                                                 
I’m a rambler, I’m a rambler from Manchester way, 
I get all my pleasure the hard moorland way 
I may be a wage slave on Monday 
But I am a free man on Sunday. 
 
The iconic words of Ewan MacColl’s song ‘The Manchester 
Rambler’, written in 1932 as a tribute to the Kinder Scout 
Mass Trespass, is as relevant today as it was then for many 
people. The recent drone surveillance by Derbyshire police 



in the Peak District, the unlawful closing of public footpaths and the hostility of some residents in the 
Peak District to ‘outsiders’ during the pandemic has brought the issue of the right to roam once more 
to the forefront. 
 
However, for those who chose to challenge the authority of the landed gentry in the 1930s things 
were completely different. Up to this point access to the countryside was restricted to a few historic 
footpaths. For example, the vast majority of Kinder Scout’s reservoirs and mountains were owned by 
the Duke of Devonshire, who insisted that the area be kept for grouse shooting for the pleasure of 
industrialists and local landowners. To stray off these well-trodden routes would mean facing the 
wrath of landowners and in particular their gamekeepers.  
 
For Ewan MacColl and many of those young working class men and women from the industrial centres 
of Manchester and Sheffield these confrontations became a regular occurrence especially on the Peak 
District’s highest mountain Kinder Scout. 
 
As a result of the 1929 global economic crisis this was a period of high unemployment. The Labour 
Government of the day, led by Ramsey MacDonald, bowed to pressure from capitalism and embarked on 
a ruthless programme of cuts in public expenditure. Significant reductions were made in Health 
Insurance, Maternity and Child Welfare. The Civil Service, teachers and public employees including the 
armed services faced cuts in their pay. Sailors would have lost a shilling per day and as a result 
mutinied and the Fleet at Invergordon refused to sail.  The Government eventually had to climb down 
and concessions were made but the damage inflicted on them resulted in a split in the Cabinet. Ramsey 
MacDonald, Philip Snowden and Jimmy Thomas went on to join with Conservatives and Liberals to form 
a National Government that pressed home the projected cuts with a vicious disregard for working 
people. 
 
The results of these cuts fell particularly heavily on the unemployed.  In addition to the cut in 
unemployment benefit from eighteen shillings to fifteen shillings a week a Means Test was introduced 
which severely penalised many people. It was the Communist Party, which had embraced the 
Comintern’s “New Line” of class against class, which led the National Unemployed Workers’ Movement 
in organising the fight–back. Huge rallies and Hunger Marches were held across the country. The 
young James Henry Miller or Ewan MacColl, as he became known, played his part on the NUWM Youth 
Council where he wrote one of his first songs The Manchester Young Communist League Song. (a 
typescript is in the Working Class Movement Library collection in Salford).  

Young unemployed, who by means test are bled, 
Close up the ranks in the struggle for bread, 
Comrades from spindle, machine and the mine, 
Led by Young Communists fall into line. 

Chorus: Forward young workers, come surging ahead, 
Hacking the pathway that our class must tread. 
Smash the oppression and boss class greed. 
Led by the fighting Young Communist League. 

Comrades from sports field and Salford dark mills, 
Hikers who tramp over Derbyshire Hills, 
In factory and sport fields we fight for our rights, 
Against speed up and wages cuts, for access to heights. 

Young workers from Cheetham who slave day by day, 
In waterproof factories for starvation pay. 
Young engineers and girls from the loom, 
Workers from Salford - from Cheetham and Hulme. 



MacColl’s involvement in the unemployed 
movement was not only limited to writing 
songs. It was on 1st October 1931 that 
the Salford branch of the NUWM called 
a demonstration against the new 
measures. MacColl and a small group of 
young comrades in the Workers Theatre 
Movement performed a sketch and song 
on the back of a coal cart before the 
main speakers at the rally. The events 
that unfolded on the day are captured in 
Walter Greenwood’s famous novel Love 
on the Dole. The demonstrators intended 
to march to Salford Town Hall but were   

British Workers Sports Federation Camp.  Benny Rothman is second from left front row. 

confronted by a heavy police presence at Bexley Square.  Things quickly turned ugly with police horses 
charging into the crowd leaving many injured including MacColl himself.  Nellie Wallace, who had 
recently returned from the Lenin School in Moscow, described the day as a living nightmare:  

‘[Jimmy Miller] and I were holding a banner and were hit. Blood was on the town hall steps.’ 1 

The Battle of Bexley Square was to have a lasting effect on the sixteen year old MacColl but it did 
not deter him from continuing his political work through the Workers’ Theatre Movement and later the 
Salford Red Megaphones. The group, MacColl remembered in an interview with Raphael Samuel, ‘was 
being made up of two weavers, a miner, a motor mechanic (himself) and the rest were unemployed.’ 2 

Unemployment, for a large number of these young people, resulted in boredom and a seething sense of 
resentment towards an establishment that was unable or unwilling to fulfil their basic aspirations. One 
outlet for these frustrations was rambling but for MacColl and many others it was more than just a 
means of exercise it was a class issue. Marcus Barnett writing in Tribune 24-12-2019 quotes from an 
internal CPGB document describing how the rampant inequality on the moorland put ramblers up  

“against the present social system in one of its clearest and most detestable aspects” — in other 
words, “to be chased from a field by gamekeepers and dogs is an object lesson in elementary 
politics.” 

The vehicle that became the focus for this opposition was the British Workers Sports Federation. 
Initially set up by Labour Party members it soon fell under the control of the CPGB who encouraged it 
to join the Comintern-led Red Sport International and participated in the 1928 Moscow Spartakiad.  

In 1931 Benny Rothman, whose name is now synonymous with the Mass Trespass, was instrumental in 
establishing a group of the British Workers Sports Federation (BWSF) in the North and became its 
secretary. The Peak District became the focal point for their Sunday rambles, cycling and camping 
weekends. MacColl was a friend and comrade of Rothman, even though there was a four year age 
difference, and participated in many of the events 
organised by the BWSF. 

 

    Preston Mayday 1932. MacColl is second from the left. 

 



In later years MacColl would describe the exhilaration of these trips to the Derbyshire hills: 

“At that time, we could get out on a Sunday, we could take a fourpenny bus ride to 
Hyde, and walk on the Derbyshire moors. The contrast! The freedom of the moors! The 
purity and the cleanlinesss of everything, including the air, compared with the place 
you lived and moved through all your daily life! The contrast was fantastic. So part of 
the revolutionary objective was to create a world that would harmonise with that 
other one that you enjoyed so much. And I’m sure this wasn’t just true of me. It was 
probably at the back of the minds of a lot of lads and girls that went walking. About 
30,000 a week went out of Manchester and Sheffield. That’s a lot of people.”3 

The BWSF weekend camps were particularly popular and it was at one such camp at Clough Head Farm 
that was to set in motion a trail of events that would lead to the Mass Trespass.  MacColl along with 
Rothman and 180 other young people spent their time rambling, singing and discussing politics. A small 
group decided to hike to Bleaklow Hill where they were confronted by a large group of gamekeepers 
with dogs who abused and threatened them. Returning to camp it was felt that if there had been a 
larger presence of ramblers the gamekeepers would have backed down. To prove the point it was 
decided to organise a mass trespass.  

A meeting was called by the Manchester area of the BWSF to co-ordinate a Mass Trespass of Kinder 
Scout. Rothman as secretary gave an interview to the Manchester Evening Chronicle calling on their 
supporters to rally on Sunday April 24th at 2.00 pm on Hayfield Recreation Ground. MacColl was also 
busy in the mobilisation issuing his own press releases and writing the words to a song to be sung by 
the trespassers.  

We are young hikers who in search of healthy sport, 
Leave Manchester each weekend for a hike. 
Though the best moorlands and hills are closed to us, 
We’ll ramble anywhere we like. 
For, by Kinder and by Bleaklow and through the Goyt we’ll go. 
We’ll ramble over mountain, moor and fen, 
And we’ll fight against the respass laws 
For every rambler’s rights, 
And trespass over Kinder Scout again, 
For the mass trespass is the only way there is 
To gain access to mountains once again. 
 
(Sung to the tune of “Road to the Isles) 

The events on that day have been well documented, with differing interpretations of what happened, 
and are readily available to those interested. What is not disputed is that as a result six of the 
trespassers, including Rothman, were arrested and imprisoned which led to a public outcry that would 
eventually lead to the formation of National Parks open to the all of the public.  

The role that MacColl played on that eventful day is unclear. There is no reference in Ben Harker’s 
book on the life of MacColl that he was even there on the day and he himself was always vague about 
it. He may have been one of the many who intended to go to Hayfield but was turned back by the 
police. He could have decided that after his experience with the Manchester Constabulary at the 
Bexley Square riot a few months previously and knowing there was to be a heavy police presence on 
the day, he thought better of it. Or his absence could be explained by the fact that less than a week 
after the Trespass he and his Red Megaphone Troupe were to perform at the May Day Rally in 
Preston and focusing on rehearsals was more important.   

Whether he was present or not will remain a mystery but what is in no doubt is the significance of 
the song he wrote immediately after the event. The Manchester Rambler has become an anthem for 



ramblers, not only in Manchester, but worldwide and is sung in bars and folk clubs and around camp 
fires wherever hikers gather.  

Today the picturesque village of Hayfield, snuggled at the foot of Kinder Scout, has changed little over 
the years and would be easily recognised by those who embarked on that Mass Trespass all those 
years ago. There are those in the village today, some the descendents of the gamekeepers who were 
so eager to challenge the ‘invaders’, that have a different view of the events on that historic day. 
There are those, even now, who still bear a grudging resentment towards the ‘blow-ins’ who reside in 
the new housing estates on the edge of the village and who commute daily to Manchester and 
Sheffield or come as walkers and cyclists who clog up the village streets with their cars and pinch 
their parking spaces.  The recent events concerning Covid 19 and the responses of some villagers have 
once again given voice to that hostility to outsiders. 

However there are groups in the village like Walkers Are Welcome and The Hayfield Kinder Trespass 
Group, set up in tribute to the 1936 event that continue to maintain the footpaths, ensure that they 
are kept open and welcome walkers to the village. For these groups and many other ramblers the 
battle is not over and the right to roam is an ongoing campaign which is summed up in the final verse 
of a poem written by Dave Toft, Chair of the Hayfield Kinder Trespass Group as a tribute to those 
who participated in the Mass Trespass. 

So remember there are those who would have kept this from us 
And those who even now would, if they could, 
Deep us from the silver stream and open moor 
And windswept wood. 

For more information on the Hayfield Kinder Trespass Group http://kindertrespass.org.uk/ 
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Feminist Archive Midlands East FAME 
 

We had hoped to have commenced work on the 
cataloguing and documentation of material to comprise 
a Feminist Archive at the Nottingham University, 
Manuscripts and Special Collections in February of 
this year. We are a group of women members and 
supporters of the Notts and Derbyshire Labour 
History Group working in partnership with 
Nottingham Women’s History Group, Nottingham 
Women’s Centre, Archivists and Dr Nick Thomas from 
the History Department at the University. The archive 
will house a unique collection donated by individuals 
and organisations reflecting the women’s movement in 
this area. The material dating back to the 1960s, covers a variety of topics including trade union 
campaigns, the peace movement, the politics of the Women’s Liberation movement, women against pit 
closures, campaigns on social policy and much more. There are personal and organisational papers, 
pamphlets, journals, newsletters, posters, badges, t-shirts and banners. The archive will provide a 
valuable resource on all the issues raised by and responded to by the feminist movement. In addition, 
we have been undertaking oral histories with women who were involved in the women’s movement and 
with locally based trade union activists. Placing the archive as part of the Manuscripts and Special 
Collections at the University ensures that it can be considered as part of a growing area of relevant 
resources reflecting labour and trade union history, which includes the personal archives of Ken Coates 
and Fred Westacott plus Nottingham Trades Council minutes from the late 19th century.
 
If you have been clearing out cupboards during lock down and have material that we may be 
interested in do please contact us. 

Val Wood 
 
Web news 
  
There is a new website dedicated to Rodney Bickerstaffe  www.rodneybickerstaffe.org.uk which 
celebrates the life and legacy of this inspirational trade union and labour movement leader. The 
website shares information and memories of him and his contribution to improving the lives of working 
people.  

 
 

 
 

Edmund Potter, Karl Marx and the Issue of Supported Emigration 
During the Cotton Famine 

 
Edmund Potter, a nineteenth century Glossop cotton 
manufacturer, is well known locally as a philanthropist and an 
enlightened employer.  His calico printing works which stretched 
for a quarter of a mile along the A57 at Dinting (some of which 
is still standing) was once the largest calico printing works in 
the world.  Potter established a school in Glossop for his 
employees’ children, had a library for the workers and owned 
farms nearby which provided them with cheap food.*  However, 
his paternalism and investment in his workforce also had 
another side to it.  In volume 1 of ‘Capital’, Marx devotes five 
pages (720-724) to an analysis of a letter from Edmund Potter 
published in ‘The Times’.  The following extract is part of this 
discussion: 



“As a result of the American Civil War and the accompanying cotton famine, the majority of the 
cotton workers of Lancashire were, as is well known, thrown out of work.  Both from the working class 
itself, and from other social strata, there arose a cry for state aid, or voluntary national subscriptions, 
in order to make possible the emigration of those who were ‘redundant’, to the English colonies or to 
the United States.  That was the time when ‘The Times’ published a letter (24 March 1863) from 
Edmund Potter, a former President of the Manchester Chamber of Commerce.  This letter was rightly 
described in the House of Commons as ‘the manifesto of the manufacturers’.  We shall reproduce here 
a few characteristic passages, in which the proprietary rights of capital over labour-power are 
unblushingly asserted. 
 
‘He (the man out of work) may be told the supply of cotton-workers is too large . . . and . . . must . . 
. in fact be reduced by a third, perhaps, and that then there will be a healthy demand for the 
remaining two-thirds . . . Public opinion . . . urges emigration . . . The master cannot willingly see his 
labour supply being removed; he may think, and perhaps justly, that it is both wrong and unsound . . . 
But if the public funds are to be devoted to assist emigration, he has a right to be heard, and perhaps 
to protest.’  The same Potter then proceeds to point out how useful the cotton industry is, how ‘it has 
undoubtedly drawn the surplus population from Ireland and from the agricultural districts’, how 
immense is its extent, how it yielded 5/13ths of total English exports in the year 1860, how, after a 
few years, it will again expand by the extension of the market, particularly of the Indian market, and 
by calling forth a plentiful supply of cotton at 6d per lb.  He then continues:  ‘[It is not to be denied 
that] time – one, two, or three years it may be – will produce the quantity . . . The question I would 
put then is this – Is the trade worth retaining?  Is it worthwhile to keep the machinery’ (he means 
the living labour-machines) ‘in order, and is it not the greatest folly to think of parting with that?  I 
think it is.  I allow that the workers are not a property, not the property of Lancashire and the 
masters;  but they are the strength of both;  they are the mental and trained power which cannot be 
replaced for a generation;  the mere machinery which they work might much of it be beneficially 
replaced, nay improved, in a twelvemonth.  Encourage or allow (!) the working-power to emigrate, and 
what of the capitalist?’  This cry from the heart reminds one of Lord Chamberlain Kalb.  ‘Take away 
the cream of the workers, and fixed capital will depreciate in a great degree, and the floating will not 
subject itself to a struggle with the short supply of inferior labour . . . We are told the workers wish 
it’ (emigration).  ‘Very natural it is that they should do so . . . Reduce, compress the cotton trade by 
taking away its working power and reducing their wages expenditure, say one-fifth, or five millions, 
and what then would happen to the class above, the small shopkeepers;  and what of the rents, the 
cottage rents . . . Trace out the effects upward to the small farmer, the better householder, and . . . 
the landowner, and say if there could be any suggestion more suicidal to all classes of the country 
than enfeebling a nation by exporting the best of its manufacturing population, and destroying the 
value of some of its most productive capital and enrichment . . . I advise a loan (of five or six millions 
sterling) . . . extending it may be over two or three years, administered by special commissioners added 
to the Boards of Guardians in the cotton districts, under special legislative regulations, enforcing some 
occupation or labour, as a means of keeping up at least the moral standard of the recipients of the 
loan . . . can anything be worse for landowners or masters than parting with the best of the workers, 
and demoralizing and disappointing the rest by an extended depletive emigration, a depletion of capital 
and value in an entire province?’ 
 
Potter, the chosen mouthpiece of the cotton manufacturers, distinguishes between two sorts of 
‘machinery’.  Both belong to the capitalist, but one stands in his factory, while the other is housed in 
cottages outside the factory at night-time and on Sundays.  The one is inanimate, the other living.  
The inanimate machinery not only wears out and loses value from day to day, but also much of it 
becomes out of date so quickly, owing to constant technical progress, that it can be replaced with 
advantage by new machinery after a few months.  With the living machinery the reverse is true:  it 
gets better the longer it lasts, and in proportion as the skill handed down from one generation to 
another accumulates.  Here is the answer given by ‘The Times’ to the cotton magnate: 
 



‘Mr Edmund Potter is so impressed with the exceptional and supreme importance of the cotton masters 
that, in order to preserve this class and perpetuate their profession, he would keep half a million of 
the labouring class confined in a great moral workhouse against their will.  “Is the trade worth 
retaining?” asks Mr Potter.  “Certainly by all honest means it is,” we answer.  “Is it worth while 
keeping the machinery in order?”  again asks Mr Potter.  Here we hesitate.  By the “machinery”, Mr 
Potter means the human machinery, for he goes on to protest that he does not mean to use them as 
an absolute property.  We must confess that we do not think it “worthwhile”, or even possible, to 
keep the human machinery in order – that is to shut it up and keep it oiled till it is wanted.  Human 
machinery will rust under inaction, oil and rub it as you may.  Moreover, the human machinery will, as 
we have just seen, get the steam up of its own accord, and burst or run amuck in our great towns.  It 
might, as Mr Potter says, require some time to reproduce the workers, but, having machinists and 
capitalists at hand, we could always find thrifty, hard, industrious men wherewith to improvise more 
master-manufacturers than we can ever want.  Mr Potter talks of the trade reviving “in one, two, or 
three years”, and he asks us not “to encourage or allow (!) the working power to emigrate”.  He says 
that it is very natural the workers should wish to emigrate;  but he thinks that in spite of their 
desire, the nation ought to keep this half million of workers with their 700,000 dependants, shut up in 
the cotton districts;  and as a necessary consequence, he must of course think that the nation ought 
to deep down their discontent by force, and sustain them by alms – and upon the chance that the 
cotton masters may some day want them . . . The time is come when the great public opinion of these 
islands must operate to save this “working power” from those who would deal with it as they would 
deal with iron, and coal, and cotton.’ 
 
This article was only a jeu d’esprit.  The ‘great public opinion’ was in fact of Mr Potter’s own opinion, 
it too thought that the factory workers were movable accessories to the factories.  Their emigration 
was prevented.  They were locked up in that ‘moral workhouse’, the cotton districts, and they form as 
before ‘the strength’ of the cotton manufacturers of Lancashire. 
 
It is interesting that whilst Edmund Potter’s connection with the “internationally acclaimed children’s 
author Beatrix Potter” (she was his granddaughter) is frequently mentioned in articles and publications 
relating to the history of Glossopdale this connection with another internationally acclaimed author 
appears to be little known. 
 
* ‘Picture of a Manufacturing District – Glossop in 1856’, Louisa Cooper 

Gwyneth Francis 
 

 
 
 

The Ending of Frame Rent 
 

The framework stockingers of the East Midlands were 
mainly poor artisans. By the start of the 19th century the 
majority of them rented their hand frames from master 
hosiers who provided them with yarn and sold their produce. 
The Hosiers charged frame rent, imposed other stoppages 
and sometimes used the Truck system whereby wages were 
paid in kind and not solely in money. Even when the  
knitters owned their own frame a reduced frame rent  
was imposed for the privilege of working for the Hosier.  
By the middle of the 19th century some production had
moved into factories where powered machinery turned 
artisans into employees and frame rent was not demanded.  
But even ultra-modern factories such as that of Hine and 
Mundella had a tail of outworkers. It was not the Japanese 



of our time who created the concept of 
core and peripheral workers.  A 
further complication is that some 
“factories” were no more than buildings 
where hand frames were worked by 
individual stockingers. These factories 
imposed frame rent and other 
stoppages. Powered factory production 
initially grew slowly. There was an 
abundance of cheap labour so many 
Hosiers asked, why risk the capital 
investment? In 1865 in Nottingham 
there were only 2,600 powered frames 
as opposed to over 15,000 hand  
 
frames.1 Furthermore small workshops and domestic labour had the advantage at this time of 
not being subject to the inconvenience of the Factory Acts which limited hours of work. 
 
Truck Acts from 1831 eventually ensured that wages were paid in money, but Frame Rent was 
popular with the Hosiers and its abolition was resisted, although the relative proportion of 
outworking knitters was in  
decline. In 1859 the union went to court. Thomas Archer, aided by the union, proceeded 
against his employers, hosiers Messrs. James, and argued that Frame Rent was a form of 
Truck that had been applied to him for three years. The charges per week were:  frame rent 
1s. 9d., machine rent 4d., standing room 3d., for winding 1s., gas 4d., heating the room 2d.  
Archer received 7d. per dozen for the stockings minus deductions and on occasion these 
charges came to more than his wages since the deductions were the same regardless of what 
the worker earned. The stoppages totalled £30 10s.4d. The employers offered a princely 3s. 
1d. The local court refused his case. A higher court was applied to but was split. To go 
further, an appeal would have had to be have been launched.  Of course, all are equal before 
the Law, however money is required to appear before that Law. The costs were estimated at 
a staggering £150 and the union withdrew.2   
 
In 1860 a Hosiery Arbitration Board was set up involving unions and employers with A. J. 
Mundella the Hosier and later Liberal MP as its chair. The Board managed to settle many 
disputes but on frame rents the two sides were too far apart. By 1872 the hand frame 
knitters had had enough. They had tried to work through the Arbitration Board but now they 
would strike and gain assistance from other trades: it was  moved and carried that “none of 
us touch work again on a Monday morning unless the system of frame rent and charges be 
totally abolished…”3  It was said that a Bill was to be laid in the House but the workmen had 
“not much faith in legislation and thought that a settlement might be amicably come to…”  A 
shocking example had been given at a meeting in Arnold where a workman had been “ill all 
week and the wages of his son, amounting to 3s., were kept by the middleman for the father’s 
charges.” Even although the man was too ill to work the charges kept on mounting.4  Large 
numbers of hand knitters came out on strike and were supported by the Trades Council and 
the powerful Lace Union. The knitters in the powered factories also came out on strike but 

 
1 Roy Church, Economic and Social Change in a Midland Town ,London, 1996, pp.258-9 
2 Nottinghamshire Guardian 22 and 28 July 1859. 
3 Nottingham and Midland Counties Daily Express 7 May 1872. 
4 NMCDE 27 April 1872. 



for more money. The tension between the 
hand and powered knitters may be gauged by 
the fact that the hand frame union took out 
an advert in a newspaper to explain that it 
had “no connection whatever” with the strike 
of the powered factory workers.5 After four 
weeks the Hosiers gave way and agreed to 
drop frame rent and other charges but would 
lower their prices paid for stockings.6  
 
There was considerable rejoicing over the 
dropping of frame rent. In Sutton a grand 
gala day was held with a brass band and a procession with banners. 600 children were given 
buns and the ladies were given a tea. Hopefully they got more than a pot of tea and the 
mandatory slice of bread and butter. Happily, the men organised a full dinner for themselves. 
 
The jollification was perhaps a little premature, since some Hosiers continued to apply the 
frame rent.  Eventually Parliament moved and passed the Hosiery Manufacture (Wages) Act 
1874. This stated that: “All contracts to stop wages, and all contracts for frame rents and 
charges, between employer and artificers, shall be and are hereby declared to be illegal, null 
and void.”7 Even this did not totally stop frame rents and the Arbitration Board was lethargic 
in supporting the legislation. The Union went to court to force implementation of the Act by 
individual employers. The lawyer David Heath, who had been one of the leaders of Nottingham 
Chartism, prosecuted on behalf of the union in what was a decisive case. William Black a bag 
hosier was charged with deducting frame-rent and charges. It appeared that this was with 
the acquiescence of the Hosiery employer Messrs. Warner and Cartwright.  Heath said that 
Black “had been put up to fight the battle of Messrs. Warner and Cartwright.” That firm, 
according to Black, had said that “the union could not hurt them.” Heath won and the bag 
Hosier was fined £35 to be paid at 14s. per month.8 We do not know if Messrs. Warner and 
Cartwright reimbursed the unfortunate William Black. But, after negotiations, strikes, 
legislation and individual court cases, frame rent was finally dead. 
 

Julian Atkinson 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5Nottingham Journal 18 May 1872.   
6 NMCDE 10 June 1872 
7 NG 21 Aug 1874 
8 NMCDE  16 March  and 20 March 1875. 
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Lighthouse Keepers: A Small Nineteenth Century Workforce 
 
Being a lighthouse keeper had its consolations if a person could cope with the near solitude and, in 
many cases, being surrounded by sea. The job provided accommodation and a regular income with a 
pension for long service. It could be boring, but it also could be dangerous. The local press could be  
scathing about the job. The writer of an obituary of Thomas Geddes in 1864, who had been 21 years 
keeper of Lee Scar Lighthouse near Silloth, commented, ‘During the whole of his long and weary watch, 
his light was never known to be obscured or dim, or his warning bell to be silent when fog prevailed.’ 
Perhaps the boredom of being on a wooden lighthouse on steel stilts led a successor to leave it and 
get drunk in Silloth on 1 July 1911, and, after being suspended from duty, to return to the lighthouse 
and set it alight, thereafter being jailed for arson.i  
 
William Darling (1786-1865) was appointed keeper in 1815 at £80 per annum (about £7170 in 2020), £10 
of which was dependent on being judged to have given good service. There were bonuses for responding 
to shipwrecks, including saving lives and recovering bodies. He supplemented this with growing 
vegetables and keeping animals on the ground beside their cottage at Brownsman Lighthouse. When he 
and his family moved to the rocky Longstone Island he, and later his daughter Grace (1815-42), would 
row back for vegetables. He also supplemented his income by fishing and salvaging timber and other 
items.ii It was a job which was a cut above those of many working people, perhaps lower middle class. 
Before lighthouse keeping, the Darling men had been a cooper, a labourer, a joiner, a fisherman and a 
sailor. In the early 20th century, W.R. Bishop, from a Tay seafaring family, worked on a windjammer 
out of Dundee before serving as a lighthouse keeper on the Tay lightship before being keeper for 
nineteen years on the Budden Ness Lower Light and then the Higher Light at the mouth of the Firth.iii 
 
A curious feature of some lighthouses was the hereditary nature of the post.  Sons, if they had 
suitable lighthouse experience, could expect to succeed their fathers. The best-known example is of 
the Darlings on the Farne Islands, off the Northumberland coast. Robert Darling (1746-1815) was 
succeeded by his youngest son, William (1786-1865), who had been assistant keeper, 1812-15. William 
was succeeded at Longstone in 1860 by his eldest son, William (1806-69), who had been made keeper 
at Coquet Island, near Amble, by the Duke of Northumberland, the family’s patron when the lighthouse 
was built in 1841. His brother, William Brooks (1819-70) was appointed assistant keeper to his father at 
Longstone in November 1838, after the ‘Forfarshire’ tragedy, and moved to the Coquet Island 
Lighthouse in 1860. 
 
William’s daughter Grace married an Inner Farne 
Lighthouse keeper, Thomas Owen Hall.  Her brother, 
William, was also a lighthouse keeper. One of William 
Brooks’ sons, Robert Darling (1846-1914), was another 
lighthouse keeper. From about 1872,  Robert served 
for some 24 years at Souter Point Lighthouse, three 
miles south of the Tyne estuary, then three years at 
the Chapman Lighthouse in the Thames, which was on 
steel stilts 800 yards off Canvey Island and warning 
shipping of the nearby Chapman Sands, before ending 
his career at Longstone. He retired through ill health 
on a lighthouse pension about 1906.  
 
Other examples of sons following fathers into lighthouse careers include two Shetlanders: David 
Dunnet (1831-1910), a former blacksmith, who was a keeper for 34 years until 1895, while his son was 
keeper at Ness when he died in hospital in 1909; and Robert Leslie (1871/2-1929), who served for 31 
years and both of his sons were keepers.iv 
 
It seems that principal lighthouse keepers held the post for life, unless they retired, as William 
Darling did in 1860 on full pay after 45 years. His father, Robert Darling (1746-1815) died in post as 



principal lighthouse keeper at the Brownsman Lighthouse in 1815, after serving for twenty years. 
William Craven, who was keeper of the Southsea Castle Lighthouse, was 78 when he was found dead 
from gas fumes when unplugging a gas pipe to drain it of water. Craven was a Crimean War naval 
veteran.v  Both William Darling (1806-69) and William Brooks Darling (1819-70), who succeeded their 
father at Longstone Lighthouse, died in office, William dying at Longstone on 5 November 1869 and 
William Brooks at Coquet Island in 1870.  
 
Others died in office, sometimes tragically. Hugh Clark, a 62-year old relief keeper, was shot dead 
with a rifle at close range by a younger relief keeper, Robert Dickinson, at the Little Ross Lighthouse, 
off the coast at Kirkcudbright, on 17 August 1960. Dickinson was caught in Yorkshire, found guilty of 
murder; his sentence to hang was commuted to life imprisonment, but he committed suicide in prison.vi 
Another keeper put on trial was Dennis Cotterill, aged 23, an assistant keeper who wounded with a 
knife Godfrey Evans, the other assistant keeper and only other person present at Lundy Island 
Lighthouse on 12 August 1957.vii 
 
There were other lighthouse tragedies that commanded wide newspaper attention. A notably grim 
death was that of the keeper Mr Buckley, his wife and a Mrs Clements at Little Crosby Lighthouse, 
when its oil ignited in February 1898. A previous oil fire at this lighthouse in 1888 had been put out 
with buckets of sand. Earlier, in November 1856, at Seaham Lighthouse the keeper had a narrow 
escape when the building was destroyed by fire.viii  
 
Nobody died but the collapse of the lighthouse tower at the Calf Rock Lighthouse on 27 November 
1881, when three keepers and three workmen survived in a partly flooded concrete kitchen building for 
twelve days could easily have been a worse tragedy.  Other lighthouses collapsed with warning, most 
spectacularly at Lytham on 22 September 1863. There gales caused the sea to undercut the 
lighthouse, which leaned steadily before collapsing. The keepers had moved out when the lighthouse 
started ‘vibrating in the most alarming manner’, but its slow collapse gave them a day and a half to 
get the light equipment and furniture out. ix  There was no such warning when a terrible error was 
made by crew members of the Glasgow ship ‘Medway’ in the early hours of 18 November 1892. The 475 
ton ship collided with the Belfast Lough Number 2 Lighthouse, toppling it off its piles, thereby killing 
its keeper and one of his sons, two other sons being pulled alive out of the lighthouse wreckage.x  
 
Several fell to their death. Mr Jenkins of Bardsey Island Lighthouse fell 120 feet over a steep cliff, 
fracturing his skull and dying in Holyhead Hospital in 1897.xi Sydney Hicks, a keeper at Bishops Rock 
Lighthouse, off the Scilly Isles, fell to his death while waiting for the relief boat, which had his father 
on board, on 13 August 1903.xii Roger Barrie Down, aged 24, a keeper at the South Bishop Lighthouse, 
Pembrokeshire, fell 30 feet to his death down a rock face on 21 October 1963.xiii    
 
Brave women on water were frequently compared to Grace Darling. Such women point to the context 
of Grace’s deed. Young women on lighthouses, on islands and in fishing villages grew up handling rowing 
boats. They rowed them in various kinds of weather. Saving lives in turbulent weather brought them 
local and sometimes wider attention.  Grace’s bravery was also recognised by donations of money, with 
fund-raising taking place in many cities and towns while she was alive and after. For example, in 
March 1847 M. Miller sang his cantata ‘Grace Darling’, accompanied by four stringed instruments and a 
pianoforte, in the Mechanics Institute, Nottingham. Those sitting in the front row paid two shillings 
(the 2020 equivalent being £7.25).xiv  The press in Nottingham, as elsewhere, liked printing lighthouse 
news stories. There was a further Nottingham connection.  William Howitt (1792-1879) interviewed 
Grace Darling at Longstone Lighthouse in 1840 for the second edition of his Visits to Remarkable 
Places (London, 1842), one of his many books. He was enthusiastic about her bravery, though noting the 
hostility to her and her fame in Seahouses. Earlier, between 1823 and 1836, Howitt and his wife had 
lived on Market Square, Nottingham, as a chemist and druggist. His involvement with local liberals led 
to him becoming an alderman. 
 
While the British lighthouse keepers were all men, in the United States there were some 200 women 



lighthouse keepers before the lights were automated: they were about five per cent of the total. 
Lighthouse keeping was an early non-clerical government job that women held. The women were 
usually a widow of a lighthouse keeper, but not always.  Hannah Thomas (1730-1819) was the first 
woman lighthouse keeper, taking over from her husband at Plymouth Gurnet when he went to war in 
1779. In some cases, daughters or relatives succeeded. For instance, Maria Andreu (1801-after 1861) 
secured the post of keeper at St Augustine at $400 a year in 1859, after Joseph Andreu died when 
scaffolding collapsed as he was whitewashing the tower. Andreu was the cousin of Maria’s late 
husband. In the case of Emily Fish (1843-1931), she applied for the post of lighthouse keeper at Pont 
Pinos Lighthouse, California, after her husband, a doctor, died and carried out the duties very well 
from 1893 until she retired in 1914. 
 
Ida Lewis (1842-1911), ‘the American Grace Darling’ and the ‘bravest woman in America’, succeeded her 
father and then her mother as the keeper of the Lime Rock Lighthouse, Rhode Island, in 1879. She 
rescued at least eighteen people before she died of a stroke in the lighthouse. Like Grace Darling, she 
was very skilful handling a small boat and could row quicker than any of the local men.xv  
 
There were no women lighthouse keepers in the UK. However, there was an English woman who was a 
lighthouse keeper in New Zealand. Mary Jane Bennett (1816-85) succeeded her husband as keeper of 
Pencarrow Lighthouse at the entrance of Wellington Harbour when he was drowned in June 1855.  She 
was born in Pateley Bridge, Yorkshire and returned to England in 1865. Her youngest son William 
became assistant keeper at Pencarrow Lighthouse in 1880.xvi 
 
These examples of women who were lighthouse keepers elsewhere point to the reality that there was 
no good reason for there being none in the UK. Indeed, like other parts of the economy, women in 
practice were doing lighthouse work, often as unpaid assistant lighthouse keepers to their husbands. 
Thomasin Darling worked as a spinner in Longstone Lighthouse. Her daughter Grace worked as the 
cleaner as well as an assistant to her father. That is why she saw shipwrecks, as she often did night 
watches during stormy weather. With no brothers present and her mother in her sixties, she readily 
went with her father to save lives of a few of those wrecked on the ‘Forfarshire’ in September 1838. 
There were just the two of them in their coble, whereas her father earlier and later saved lives with 
three other male members of the family. The acclaim for Grace Darling’s bravery exposed Trinity 
House’s economy, and it responded by promptly employing her younger brother, William Brooks, as 
assistant keeper. With his wife and daughter taking some responsibility in the lighthouse, William 
Darling quite reasonably could pursue his hobby of ornithology as well as supplementing the family’s 
food by fishing. This was the case elsewhere. Mr Buckley at Little Crosby Lighthouse could leave the 
lighthouse with Mrs Buckley in charge. However, they ran the lighthouse together and they died 
together in a fiery inferno. 
 
Lighthouse keeping was an attractive job for those who could handle solitude or being in close 
proximity to other keepers. Nevertheless, it was one of many jobs with too many accidents, needing 
employees as well as employers having higher health and safety standards 
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Pamphlets by Post 
 
As you cannot currently buy pamphlets at our meetings, we are offering them by post with free p & 
p. Please note that our most recent pamphlet on Chartism has not yet been available for sale at 
meetings so will be new to most of you. 
 
If you wish to buy one, please send the name or number of the pamphlet plus your name and postal 
address together with a cheque made out to NDLHS to: 

2 Devonshire Promenade, Lenton, Nottingham. NG 7 2DS.  
 
Alternatively pay by BACS transfer to the NDLHS Santander Account No 29032134, sort code 09-01-
29 with your surname as reference.  If paying by BACS also email your order to:   
c.richardson@phonecoop.coop 
 
Pamphlets published by NDLHS 
 

1. “Women in British Coal Mining”, Chris Wrigley, £2.00 
2. “Who Dips in the Tin? The Butty System in Notts Coalfield”, Barry Johnson, £2.50 
3. “Bravery and Deception: The Pentrich Revolt of 1817”, Julian Atkinson, £2.00 
4. “Volunteers for Liberty: Notts and Derbys Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War”, £2.50 
5. “Luddism in the East Midlands”, Julian Atkinson and Roger Tanner, £3.00 
6. “Florence Paton M.P.”, Val Wood, £2.50 
7. “Chartism in Nottingham”, Julian Atkinson and Roger Tanner, £5.00 

 
NDLHS Members and Supporters books/pamphlets from other publishers: 
 

1. “Rebel's Way”, Gwyneth Francis, £5 
2. “Glossop's Oldest Textile Trade Unionist”, Joe Doyle’s interview with Mr E Watts pub. ‘The 

Wheatsheaf’ Co-op paper, February 1926, £2                                                   
3. “The Co-operative Movement  in Nottingham”, Christopher Richardson, £3 
4. “Remembering the 1968 Revolts: Voices from Nottingham”, Various, £4.99 
5. “Nine Days That Shook Mansfield”, Barry Johnson, £3 
6. “Nottingham Miners Do Strike”, Keith Stanley, £7 
7. “The Lost Missionary”, Chris Richardson, £2 
8. “Nottingham and the Pentrich Rising of 1817”,Roger Tanner, £5 
9. “Pentrich to Peterloo” , Ed. Richard Gaunt, £8 
10. “Kettling the Unions”, Alan Tuckman, £14.99 
11. “How Glossop Supported the Miners”, Gwyneth Francis, £3 
12. “Changing Derbyshire NUM”, Malcolm Ball, £5   

 
 
 
If you wish to join/rejoin the NDLHS, please send a cheque for £10.00 payable to NDLHS to 
Chris Richardson at the above address.  You may then also choose a free pamphlet. 


