

[image: cover]




[image: images]




 


 


 


 


For my son Robert




CONTENTS


Title Page


Dedication


Acknowledgements


Introduction





one    Early Times


two    Dissenters and Anti-Royalists


three  A Prelude to Great Things: Bradford in the Eighteenth Century


four    Industrialisation and Expansion


five     Irish and German Connections


six      Boom Town: Bradford Comes of Age


seven  The Textile Barons


eight   Strikes, Unrest and a New Political Party


nine    Bradford and the First World War


ten      Pioneers and Reformers


eleven    The Start of a Long Decline?


twelve    Towards a Multi-Ethnic City


thirteen  Artists, Writers and Scientists


fourteen Fires and Disturbances


fifteen    Where Next?





Bibliography


Plate Section


Copyright




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


I am very grateful to Sue Naylor, who is responsible for many of the fine photographs in this book, including all of the colour photographs (unless otherwise stated). Sue also sourced copies of photographs from bygone years. I am also grateful to the staff of Bradford Central Library, especially Sue Caton, who patiently answered my queries, provided books and articles for me to study and helped locate photographs from the library’s impressive photographic archive. I want to thank those writers and copyright-holders who kindly gave their blessing for certain source material to be used. Thanks must also go to my wife Mandy for encouraging me to write the book. She also read through parts of the text, pointing out errors and making valuable suggestions.





All proceeds from The Story of Bradford will go to Bradford Civic Society.




INTRODUCTION


The story of Bradford is of a place which was really of only local significance until the nineteenth century, at which point it underwent a quite remarkable expansion in size and importance until, by the end of the century, it had become a major city and achieved world-wide recognition. Immediately before the First World War it was estimated by some to be the wealthiest city in Europe, although of course that wealth was by no means evenly spread throughout the populace.


If in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Bradford was renowned for its textile trade, in the second half of the twentieth century it became just as well known for the large numbers of people from all over the world who came to start new lives in the city. Observers and decision-makers throughout the UK (and beyond) have often looked closely at Bradford to see how it was coping with the challenges – and the opportunities – that this great influx of newcomers has presented.


One fascinating thread which runs through the story of Bradford from the earliest times right up to the present day is a tradition of dissent and rebelliousness. As far back as the Roman period the local Celtic people, members of the Brigantes tribe, never really accepted their occupation by a foreign power. The Angles and Scandinavian inhabitants of the region always wanted to be independent of the Saxons of southern England. Later they suffered cruelly for rebelling against William the Conqueror. At the time of the English Civil War, a few centuries later, Bradford was a town populated by a very independently-minded people who were not prepared to put up with the arbitrary rule of King Charles, nor with any attempts to stifle their Puritan form of worship.


Again, one of the characteristic features of the textile barons of the nineteenth century was that the majority of them were Nonconformists in their religion and Liberal in their politics, rather than being Tory members of the upper class and adherents of the established Church of England. Not that these wealthy manufacturers always had things their own way. From time to time the workers of Bradford rebelled, bitter strikes took place and troops with fixed-bayonets were sometimes required to restore order. And in more recent times, while we might be appalled by their actions, there is no doubt that the rioters who took to Bradford’s streets in 1995 and 2001 were in their own way showing their dissent and challenging the authorities – just as others in Bradford have done down the centuries.


This particular story of Bradford deals mainly with the city as it was defined before the boundary changes of 1974. After that year Bradford expanded to become the City of Bradford Metropolitan District, taking in towns and villages that to a large extent had previously run their own affairs. In truth many of the inhabitants of these places preferred it that way, and they have often rather strongly resented being incorporated into Bradford – ask anyone from Ilkley or Keighley! However, the story of Bradford is in part also the story of these communities. It would be foolish, for example, to ignore Titus Salt’s model township, or leave the Brontë sisters out of the story just because Haworth and Saltaire were technically outside Bradford’s boundaries until comparatively recently. Like it or not, they are part of Bradford now, and in terms of political or economic dependence they probably always were.


A complete history of Bradford would run to several volumes. These fifteen short chapters necessarily omit some parts of the story and give only a helicopter camera’s view of other parts. And as the book is essentially for the general reader it is not cluttered with in-depth notes and detailed references to sources, such as might appear in a more specialist work aimed at the professional historian. There is a bibliography of recommended reading, however, and I am grateful to all the writers of the books listed for the information and inspiration they have provided to enable me to tell the story of Bradford.
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EARLY TIMES


Until the early years of the twenty-first century, just across the River Aire from Saltaire, was a public house with a curious name, the Cup and Ring. The name has nothing to do with drinking vessels or boxing matches; rather it alludes to a collection of boulders with strange markings that can be found a couple of miles away at the edge of Baildon Moor, quite near to Baildon Golf Club. Nobody has offered a completely satisfactory explanation of what these stones signify, nor how long they have been there, although the consensus is that they probably date from the early Bronze Age and possibly had a religious significance. Such cup and ring stones are not unique to the Bradford area; they can be found in other places in the North of England and also in parts of Scotland. Baildon Moor also contains several burial mounds from the Bronze Age, and some axes believed to be from this period have been found in the locality. Flint arrow-heads, probably from an earlier period, have also been found on Baildon Moor and in other parts of Bradford, notably Thornton, West Bowling and Eccleshill.


Celtic tribes migrated from mainland Europe to Britain from about 500 BC onwards, and these were the people that the Romans encountered when they began to colonise the country after AD 43. With the exception of the so-called swastika stone on Ilkley Moor, another boulder with unexplained markings but believed to be of Celtic origin, there is scant evidence of a Celtic presence in the Bradford area. Roman coins from the first and the fourth century AD have, however, been found in various places throughout Bradford, including Heaton, Idle and Cottingley, indicating the possibility that local Celtic people traded with the Roman occupiers, or used the coins for commercial activities between themselves.


It has to be said that these archaeological finds, especially when compared with what has been unearthed in other parts of Britain, do not amount to very much. This would seem to show that Bradford and its environs were rather off the beaten track. There was a Roman fort at Ilkley – called Olicana – but it was relatively small, and its prime function was to safeguard communications across the Pennines and keep the local population under control. There is no evidence that any Romans ever set foot in the bowl-shaped valley that was to become the centre of the city of Bradford; there was no real reason for them to do so. They may have had dealings with the primitive iron industry that existed at Bierley, as Roman coins have been found at this site, but this does not necessarily mean that any Romans actually visited the place.
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Bronze Age Cup and Ring stones, Baildon Moor.(Sue Naylor)


Celtic people in the area would almost certainly be members of the Brigantes tribe who inhabited a large part of the North of England and were never completely subjugated by the Romans. We do not know to what extent, if any, local people were involved when the Brigantes revolted against the Romans in the first and third centuries AD. In short, with the exception of Olicana, the Roman occupation of Britain largely passed the Bradford area by.


Angles and Scandinavians


The Romans left Britain in the early part of the fifth century AD and between then and the Norman Conquest the country was subjected to successive waves of immigrants from what is now Germany and Scandinavia. Older histories often took the line that the Celtic inhabitants of Britain were forced westwards en masse into Wales and Cornwall by these incoming peoples; modern historians tend to believe that, while there were episodes of conflict, such as the Battle of Catterick in AD 600, in the longer term the newcomers and the Celts probably intermarried, and the reason that the western extremities of Britain remained predominantly Celtic was simply because the Anglo-Saxons never settled those areas in any numbers. The particular people who settled in what was to become West Yorkshire were the Angles, who are believed to have migrated from what is now Schleswig-Holstein in northern Germany. It is likely that they assimilated the Celts rather than driving them away. And the same process was probably repeated when the Norse people, or Vikings, arrived in the area in the ninth and tenth centuries.


The barbaric and bloodthirsty reputation of the Vikings owes much to their portrayal in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which was written by Christian monks who naturally felt antagonistic towards the pagan Norsemen. In fact the Vikings established a flourishing independent territory – the Danelaw – in the North of England, with its capital at Jorvik (York). They eventually converted to Christianity and, once established on the land, were unlikely to have been particularly hostile to their Angle neighbours. Their hostility was more likely to have been directed towards the Saxons of southern England who constantly sought to dominate them and take away their independence, right up to the time of the Norman Conquest. Viewed in this light, Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, is not so much a national hero for people in the North of England, but rather an oppressor of their forebears.


Again, archaeological remains from this whole period are very few in the Bradford area, but at least it is possible to tell something about how the land was settled by a study of local place names. Thus the Anglo-Saxon ending -ton, as in Thornton, Clayton and Allerton, indicates an enclosure, while the very common ending -ley, as in Keighley and Bingley, indicates a clearing in woodland. It is easy to deduce from this that Skipton originally meant an enclosure for sheep and Shipley meant a clearing for sheep. There is evidence of Norse settlements too in place names like Micklethwaite, near Bingley. Denholme may indicate a Danish settlement, although den is also the Anglo-Saxon word for a small valley (modern English dean or dene). Bradford itself derives its name from the words for broad and ford and refers to a settlement that was established at a crossing point on a tributary of the River Aire. The ford was almost certainly in the vicinity of today’s Forster Square.


Angle and Scandinavian influences can also be seen right up to the present in the way many people from West Yorkshire speak. Local people typically use short vowels and a rather flat intonation, making their speech sound quite different from that of southern England, which was mainly populated by the Saxons. Southern English had much less linguistic input from Scandinavia. Many words that have their origins in Denmark and Norway are still in common use in West Yorkshire. Instead of hill-walking local people will walk the fells and dales (valleys), perhaps stopping to cool their feet not in a stream but a beck, before refreshing themselves with some ale while watching their barns (children) laiking (playing) or ligging (lying down) on the grass to rest. Even ta, often wrongly dismissed as a slang or infantile word, is cognate with the modern Danish word tak, which is the word for thanks.


The Norman Conquest


The people of the North of England did not readily accept England’s new Norman rulers after the Conquest of 1066. Three years later there was an uprising, which King William crushed by laying waste large areas of land north of the Humber. This was the so-called Harrying of the North. The entry in the Domesday Book of 1086 shows that the manor of Bradford was itself laid waste: ‘In Bradeford with six berewicks, Gamel had fifteen caracutes of land to be taxed, where there may be eight ploughs. Ilbert has it and it is waste. Value in King Edward’s time four pounds.’ In more modern parlance this means that in the manor of Bradford there were eight ploughs belonging to the lord of the manor to cultivate about 1,600 acres, and that the local lord in Edward the Confessor’s reign was called Gamel. We know from the Domesday survey that Gamel also held land at Gomersal and Mirfield to the south of Bradford. We know very little else about him, but most, if not all, of his lands were given to a Norman called Ilbert de Lacy, as a reward for helping William in his successful campaign of conquest. Other manors that were much later to become suburbs of Bradford, or towns and villages within the Bradford Metropolitan District, are likewise described as waste; most of them were also taken over by Ilbert de Lacey.


Ilbert held a considerable amount of land in Yorkshire (and beyond) as a tenant of the king. Under the feudal system he would have been able to derive an income from his various manors in terms of rents and agricultural produce and, in return for being granted his lands, he was expected to be totally loyal to the king and provide money and military levies when required. As the North was still in need of firm control, Ilbert built strongholds throughout his domain, the most important being Pontefract Castle. When the de Lacey line died out in the early fourteenth century the manor of Bradford became part of the Duchy of Lancaster. By then the king had granted permission for a weekly market (1251) and an annual fair (1294) to be held in the town. The first mention of a parish church also dates from this time, and Bradford may have been developing into something of a local centre, although Bingley (1212) had a market granted by the king earlier than Bradford.
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Bronze Age Swastika stone, Ilkey Moor. (Sue Naylor)


It has been estimated that Bradford had a population of about 650 in 1311, twice the number reckoned to be dwelling there at the time of the Conquest. But the population fell back to about 300 by 1379, probably because of a series of disasters, some natural and some man-made, which afflicted the town in the fourteenth century. Yet the poll tax returns for Bingley, just 6 miles from Bradford, show that in this same year there were 130 households, giving an estimated population of about 500, making the town considerably larger than Bradford – or Leeds or Halifax for that matter. Bingley clearly got off lightly in this period of hardship and sudden catastrophes.


Anyone who has seen the film Braveheart knows that William Wallace led a revolt of the Scots against English rule at the end of the thirteenth century. Although Wallace was captured and executed, the impetus of the revolt continued, and Robert the Bruce comprehensively defeated the English at Bannockburn in 1314. What fewer people know is that after Bannockburn the Scots were able to raid the North of England with total impunity for several years; there was no English army to stop them. Ilkley was sacked in 1314, and a Scottish army spent most of the winter of 1318 at Otley, using the town as a base to raid settlements throughout Airedale and Wharfedale. Attracted by its obvious wealth – especially its large flocks of sheep – the Scots attacked Bolton Abbey, forcing the monks to flee to Skipton Castle for safety. In the same year they raided Bradford and damaged the parish church so much that eventually it had to be rebuilt.


To add to people’s woes there was a series of poor harvests in the Bradford area, 1316 being a particularly bad year. People reportedly starved and there were rumours of cannibalism. Raids by the Scots became more sporadic after the 1320s, but a new disaster struck in 1349: the Black Death. This outbreak of bubonic plague devastated England and many parts of Europe, and there were two further outbreaks in 1362 and 1369. It has been estimated that one in three of Europe’s population may have died from the epidemic, and depopulation meant that in some parts of England there were not enough people to work the land. Of necessity this labour shortage began to be filled by free tenants who worked for themselves, paying cash rents to their landlord rather than giving him their labour. The old feudal system was beginning to disintegrate.


Feudalism declines


A new class of people was emerging in England – a middle-class of free tenant farmers and freeholders, tradesmen, skilled artisans and what might nowadays be called members of the professions. Chaucer’s masterpiece The Canterbury Tales, written between 1387 and 1389, introduces the reader to a group of pilgrims, the majority of whom are from this new class. Among the usual nuns and monks there are a doctor, a lawyer, a franklin (i.e. a freeholder), a miller, a carpenter, a haberdasher, a dyer and so on. Judging by some of the surnames of local people, there were members of this emerging class in Bradford at this time, usually involved with the manufacture of cloth. Thus, according to the court rolls, there were people called Walker (fuller), Lister (dyer) and Webster (weaver) all to be found living – and presumably working – in Bradford. Up until this time cloth production in Yorkshire had mainly been carried out in towns further east, such as York and Beverley. It may be that the West Riding townships, especially Halifax and Bradford, began to get involved in the trade because feudalism had become weaker in the West Riding and so tenant farmers were freer to take up cloth manufacturing to supplement their incomes, something they presumably would have been keen to do, given that the farmland they worked was often relatively poor. Also, the streams that flowed into local valleys were by this time being used to provide the power for fulling mills as well as corn mills. The particularly soft water that is a feature of the Bradford area lent itself well to the fulling process, whereby rough woven cloth is soaked in water and pounded to soften it before dyeing. The proximity of Kirkstall and Bolton abbeys, both of which kept large flocks of sheep, meant that there was a ready supply of wool close at hand.


The legend of the boar


In the earlier part of the twentieth century there were two things that Bradford schoolchildren traditionally used to learn about the history of their city. The first was that wool-packs were hung on the parish church tower to ward off cannon balls during the siege of Bradford in the English Civil War. The second was the story of the wild boar without a tongue. According to legend, at some time when John of Gaunt was Duke of Lancaster and thus the overlord of the manor of Bradford (between 1362 and 1399), the townspeople went in fear of a particularly dangerous wild boar, which roamed Cliffe Wood, close to the parish church. A reward was offered to whoever could kill the beast. A certain John Northrop of Manningham (in some versions the man was called John Rushworth) managed to achieve this. He lay in wait by a well or spring that the boar was known to drink from and shot it with his bow and arrow. Unable to carry the boar away, he cut out its tongue as proof that he had killed it. A little later another man came upon the dead body of the boar, cut off its head and carried it away to claim the reward. This man came to the manor court first, but he was unable to explain why the boar’s head had no tongue. Soon afterwards Northrop himself arrived with the tongue as proof that it was he who had slain the animal. At this point the details of the legend begin to diverge. In one version the king himself is in Bradford, ready to reward the boar-slayer; in another version it is John of Gaunt who is present. If the story is indeed true (and who is to say that it isn’t?) it is more likely that the manorial steward, being the lord of the manor’s local representative, was the person in charge of granting the reward. What is certain is that a man called Northrop was given a piece of land in Horton, possibly where Hunt Yard stands today, just off Great Horton Road. This could well have been his reward for killing the wild boar.
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Early map of Bradford. (Courtesy of Bradford Libraries)


One version of the story adds that Northrop (or perhaps Rushworth) was also given the honour of being an attendant of Gaunt, acting as his escort whenever he passed through Bradford on his way to Pontefract Castle. Northrop and his heirs were further obliged to blow three blasts on a hunting horn in Bradford market at Martinmas, the day when rents were due. Apparently this annual horn-blowing custom continued until the nineteenth century. In commemoration of the story, Bradford’s original coat of arms featured three hunting horns on a shield, surmounted by a boar’s head without a tongue.


It is both interesting and significant that this story of the wild boar is the one that has been passed down to us, for whether folk-tale or hard fact it embodies many of the features that communities everywhere employ to help define themselves. Thus there is a perceived danger to the community and a hero who bravely tackles the threat; there is a villain who attempts trickery but is caught out by the hero’s resourcefulness; and finally there is a reward bestowed on the hero by the community’s ruler on behalf of a grateful populace. A story about the Scots destroying the parish church, or one about the horrors of the Black Death, would not be treated as a defining legend in this way, and would of course never be used as a motif on a town’s coat of arms. It is even possible that the wild boar legend was created by design in the nineteenth century to give some kind of historical pedigree to a town which, in reality, had little history to speak of prior to the Industrial Revolution.


In contrast to this story of public-spirited courage, which was to become the stuff of local legend, are the records of the manorial court. These itemise not heroic deeds but rather the humdrum petty quarrels and misdemeanours of a population concerned with the daily grind of living year after year in a rather remote part of England. For example, in 1342 John and Alice Renge of Manningham were fined 6d for gathering acorns on the lord of the manor’s land without his permission. In 1362 Alice Gibwife was fined because her pigs had gone into William Drynker’s pastures and had eaten his wheat. In 1359 William Coke was awarded 12d in damages because Thomas Walker had taken it upon himself to create a fishpond by damming up Bradford Beck with turf taken from Coke’s land.


The later Middle Ages


After John of Gaunt’s death in 1399 Bradford was leased out to absentee landlords, and the Rawson family became stewards of the manor in 1420. They built a manor house in Kirkgate for themselves, dispossessing some local inhabitants in the process. Indeed the Rawsons and their successors, the Bolling family, used their positions quite shamelessly to enrich themselves at the expense of the townspeople. The Bollings blatantly stole cattle and sheep, and on one occasion Raynbron Bolling committed an act of highway robbery, personally assaulting a merchant travelling near Manningham and robbing him of three packs of wool, then demanding a toll of 6s 8d before allowing him to continue on his way. Complaints about such behaviour generally fell on deaf ears, as justice (such as it was) was normally dispensed by the incumbent steward. But despite suffering under the yoke of these selfish and corrupt landlords, Bradford’s cloth-makers were able to make some progress, and the output of woven pieces had increased by the end of the century, helped by the renewal, in 1461, of the charter allowing a market to take place. In 1458 a new parish church was completed.


Between 1452 and 1485 the Houses of York and Lancaster engaged in a civil war to determine who should sit on the throne of England – a conflict known as the Wars of the Roses. It may seem strange to today’s citizens to learn that Bradford owed allegiance not to the House of York but to the House of Lancaster. Having said this, the war itself did not directly impinge upon Bradford in the way that the Civil War of the seventeenth century did. The closest that any fighting came to the town was in 1460, when Lancastrian forces attacked the Yorkist garrison at Sandal Castle, near Wakefield. The Duke of York was killed in the fighting. The following year the bloodiest battle ever fought on English soil took place at Towton, near to Tadcaster and about 20 miles from Bradford. Here the Yorkists were victorious. There can be little doubt that men from Bradford would have been obliged to fight for their Lancastrian masters at Towton and that many of them would have died in the conflict, which supposedly resulted in 30,000 deaths. Recent archaeological evidence has shown that a large number of prisoners taken in the battle were later slaughtered (most were clubbed to death), their bodies being thrown into mass graves.


Tudor Bradford


Henry Tudor came to the throne in 1485 and the Tudors ruled England throughout the sixteenth century. Bradford’s fortunes, along with the rest of England’s, generally took a turn for the better, as a century of destructive dynastic strife gave way to one of relative peace and prosperity. By the end of the sixteenth century England, under Queen Elizabeth, had developed into a self-confident nation. The English were proud of defeating the might of Spain in 1588 and inclined to be rather disdainful – as Shakespeare shows in his fiercely patriotic Henry V – of their nearest neighbour across the English Channel. On a local level, John Leland, who visited the area in 1536, was much impressed by what he saw in Bradford: ‘A praty quik (lively) market toune … smaller than Wakefield. It hath one paroche church and a chapel of Saint Sitha. It standith much by clothing and is six miles distant from Halifax and four miles from Kirkstall abbey … Leeds is as large as Bradeforde, but not so quik.’ Generations of Bradfordians have tended to agree with Leland that Bradford is a livelier place than Leeds.


Bradford’s parish church stood where the cathedral is nowadays, and most of the town’s other buildings were on the opposite side of Bradford Beck, clustered along three thoroughfares, Ivegate, Westgate and Kirkgate, which still remain at the heart of Bradford today. There were bridges across Bradford Beck at the bottom of Ivegate and Kirkgate and the market-place was where the three streets converged. The endings of the street names have nothing to do with gates; they are a version of the Danish word gata, the word for street. In southern England, where there was little or no linguistic influence from Scandinavia, Kirkgate would be rendered as Church Street.


There is one piece of evidence that, in addition to a growing cloth trade, Bradford may have been a centre for leather-working and shoe-making. The Pinner of Wakefield was a play written in Tudor times, featuring such diverse characters as King Edward IV, the Earl of Leicester and Robin Hood. It contains two interesting references to Bradford: ‘I think we are in Bradford, where all the merry shoemakers dwell’ and, later in the play, ‘This is the town of merry Bradford.’


Whether or not shoe-making was a particular feature of Bradford at this time, there is no doubt that cloth-making was important, as Leland noted. The Dissolution of the Monasteries had an important effect on this, for it meant that the large tracts of land previously owned by great religious houses, such as Kirkstall Abbey, could be parcelled up into smaller holdings and eventually made available for renting or purchase by yeoman farmers, who often combined farming with cloth-making. These men formed an increasingly significant group now that they were becoming more independent of the traditional feudal overlords who had dominated previous generations.


The Dissolution of the Monasteries was an important aspect of the Reformation in England, and by 1559 the country had embraced Protestantism. However, many of the large landowners and powerful families in the North, including the Tempest family of Bradford, remained Catholic throughout this period. One of them, Richard Tempest, had joined the rebellion against King Henry VIII in 1536, which was called the Pilgrimage of Grace. These Catholic rebels objected to the king’s anti-papal actions, particularly the destruction of the monasteries, but their revolt was soon quashed. Richard Tempest himself died in prison. Bradford’s parish church was taken over by the Protestant Church of England, and almost from the start the incumbent vicars preached a form of Calvinistic Puritanism that seemed to suit the independently minded yeoman farmers and cloth-makers of the area very well.


Signs of growth


Tracing the town’s history from the earliest times up to the end of the Tudor period shows us that, in truth, Bradford was a place of only minor significance. But it is possible to see that, especially in the sixteenth century, some features were beginning to develop that would lead to the town eventually achieving much more prominence. The first of these was the growing importance of the domestic textile industry. By the beginning of the seventeenth century Bradford had easily overtaken such places as Ripon and Beverley in terms of cloth output, and this growth trend would continue right up to the time, a couple of centuries later, when the massive impact of the Industrial Revolution changed Bradford for ever.


The second feature was the growth in importance of a new middle-class of yeoman farmers, clothiers and allied tradespeople. Strongly influenced by Puritanism and often at odds with their traditional masters and authority figures, the members of this class would prove fiercely independent and combative in the conflict that was to envelop England in the mid-seventeenth century. Events in the English Civil War would, for a time, place Bradford more centre-stage in the nation’s affairs.
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DISSENTERS AND ANTI-ROYALISTS


Bradford’s involvement in the English Civil War of 1642 to 1651 was of some importance, particularly in the early years of the conflict. There were certainly some townspeople loyal to the Crown, especially at the outbreak of hostilities, but the majority were always firmly on Parliament’s side. There were several reasons for this.


The first concerned the way in which the town was governed. Bradford was a small place – scarcely much more than a village – with a population at the outset of the war estimated to have been no more than 2,500, with perhaps as many again living within the parish of Bradford, which extended a considerable way beyond the town itself. Because much of the agricultural land was too poor to enable families to live by farming alone, many were also involved in cloth production, carried out as a cottage industry. This meant that Bradford was a reasonably busy trading centre in the seventeenth century, but it was not as important in this respect as, for example, Halifax.


There was money to be made in Bradford, however, but those who made it, the members of the merchant and yeoman classes, increasingly resented the way in which the Crown, through its local representatives, sought to deprive them of their wealth. Since the previous century the manor of Bradford had been under the stewardship of the Tempest family of Bolling Hall. The Tempests had always viewed Bradford as their own personal fiefdom, a common enough attitude throughout England at the time, for the whole concept of land tenure and local power was still deeply rooted in medieval feudalism. For many years there had been a growing tension in parts of England, including the West Riding cloth towns, between those charged by the Crown with overseeing the local populace and those individuals who had acquired some wealth through trade, and wanted to have more freedom to run their own lives.


In Bradford’s case matters were not helped by the arrogant way in which the Tempests exercised their power. They employed a company of ruffians, dressed in the Tempest livery, who enforced the steward’s authority over the townspeople in ways that ranged from the high-handed to the downright brutal. On one occasion complaints were made to the Court of the Star Chamber about four murders, allegedly perpetrated by Tempest’s men, which had been hushed up. The Star Chamber was hardly a seventeenth-century version of today’s ombudsman – King Charles used it solely to further his own ends and those of his supporters – so nothing was done.
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Parish Church under siege, 1642 – engraving. (Courtesy of Bradford Libraries)


In 1629 Richard Tempest, who was steward at the time, obtained the right to compel all Bradford freeholders to use only his mill to grind their corn. This caused great resentment, which was increased when King Charles, perennially short of money, undertook the kind of asset-stripping that has become quite familiar to us in more recent times. He sold off the manor of Bradford for cash to City of London financiers, and the right to collect the Bradford parish tithes was bought by one of his courtiers, John Maynard. To the yeomen of Bradford, keen to be more independent than in the past, all this smacked of the worst aspects of feudalism. There was also resentment over the Crown’s attempts to increase taxes on the export of cloth, especially as the collection of these taxes was frequently farmed out to corrupt favourites of the king. In short the people of Bradford believed that King Charles was misusing his position to tax them unfairly, being responsible for dubious practices that were detrimental to their commercial interests and financially benefiting his London-based courtiers and favourites.


To cap it all, the king’s wife was a Catholic, and so were the Tempests. In fact many people believed that Charles was himself a Catholic in all but name. This leads to yet another reason why Bradford remained firmly within the Parliamentary fold during the forthcoming period of civil strife, namely the town’s long-standing tradition of religious dissent and anti-Catholicism. Joseph Lister, who lived in Bradford and kept a journal throughout the Civil War period, expressed the feelings of many of his fellow-townspeople as follows:





King Charles the First, then upon the throne, to say nothing of his own wicked disposition, did by the constant solicitation of the bloody queen, together with the swarm of Jesuits and evil affected Counsellors, Bishops and men of great estate, place, and trust, all put their heads together to destroy Christ’s interest in the nation, and betray their trust every way to the utter ruin and overthrow of Religion, and to cut off the lives of all protestants, and so have enslaved this land to Rome, the mother of harlots whose kingdom is established by blood.


Dissent


Religious dissent flourished in Bradford. The Moravians, possibly feeling that the town would be more tolerant of their non-conformist Hussite views than other places, had opened a church in Little Horton as early as 1638. Many people in Bradford had for years been sympathetic to the teachings of Calvin, mainly because a succession of vicars had, right from the time of Elizabeth I, steadfastly promoted Calvin’s Puritan doctrines. The Kempes, father and son, were two such vicars; Christopher Taylor and John Okell were two others. All fell foul of the Church of England’s hierarchy from time to time and were upbraided by the archbishop’s court in York. The practices the court disapproved of were such things as not wearing a surplice while conducting a service, not making the sign of the cross, and allowing parishioners to receive communion while standing, rather than kneeling.


More serious, in the eyes of the court, were the sermons and lectures that the Puritan vicars delivered as supplements to the prescribed forms of worship. These were known as exercises and had been specifically forbidden by Archbishop Laud in 1633. The ban was ignored in Bradford. The exercises were often delivered on Sunday afternoons in an informal atmosphere and became so popular that the interior of Bradford’s parish church had to be extended with galleries to accommodate all those who wanted to come and listen. For people to hear the word of God preached in this way was in marked contrast to the stilted formality of conventional Church of England services, let alone the Latin-based ritual of Catholic worship. These Sunday afternoon exercises reinforced people’s adherence to dissenting Puritanism.


Thus, in the secular sphere Bradford’s townspeople were increasingly angered by the actions of the king and his local steward, and in the religious sphere dissent from the strictures of the Church’s hierarchy had become the norm. And just as the king sought to enforce his rule through the much-despised Tempests, so did the Church of England attempt to enforce its rule by admonishing Bradford’s Puritan vicars. In 1639, in a blatant attempt to stifle Puritanism in the town, a new vicar was appointed. This High Church nominee of the Crown was Richard Hudson. There was uproar in Bradford, resulting in a petition that accused Hudson of the following: ‘tending to innovation and scandal, all which occasion your petitioner to think he is a man of turbulent spirit, not rightly qualified for such a parish’. The petition fell on deaf ears, and Hudson continued in post, to be succeeded, to the further dismay of the townspeople, by another High Church vicar, Francis Corker.


In 1639 troops were billeted in Bradford to keep the locals, described by Corker as ‘very factious and seditious’, under tighter control. These troops did not behave any better than Tempest’s bullies towards the townspeople, some of whom felt compelled to leave Bradford. Whenever a heavy-handed military presence is imposed upon an unwilling civilian population, the likelihood is that hatred of the occupying force and a desire for retribution will be the most likely outcomes, as was seen in recent times during the troubles in Northern Ireland. To escape from the doctrines and practices espoused by people like Hudson and Corker, which seemed to many to be little more than thinly disguised popery, a number of Bradford’s inhabitants even emigrated to New England.


Given what has been described here, it would have been astonishing if the people of Bradford had been anything other than firmly committed to Parliament when the Civil War started in the autumn of 1642.


The Civil War


Most of King Charles’s support in the war came from the great landowners and their tenants, both Church of England and Catholic, in the north and west of England, whereas Parliament’s strength lay mainly in the south and east among merchants, smaller landowners and yeoman farmers, many of whom were Puritans. But there were no exact geographical or social divisions. The Fairfaxes, for example, who quickly became Parliament’s leading military commanders in the North, were Yorkshire aristocrats, and although the city of York was firmly in the Royalist camp, the strategically important port of Hull, not too far away, was resolutely Parliamentarian. As neither side had overall control of the North, the aim of both was to consolidate their positions. From the Royalist point of view this meant subduing, by force if necessary, those cloth towns like Bradford that were essentially outposts of the Parliamentarian cause.
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Paper Hall, 1643, in Barkerend Road, close to the then parish church. (Sue Naylor)


As soon as war broke out the occupying soldiers left Bradford to join the main body of the Royalist army, giving the townspeople an opportunity to fortify the town as much as they could, in case the king’s forces returned. In late October a force of several hundred Royalists from York did indeed return, having first established a base at Leeds. Although no regular Parliamentarian troops could be called on, the Royalists were beaten off by the townspeople of Bradford, who chased them from the town and even drove them out of nearby Leeds.


The following month the Royalist army in the North had a change of leadership, the Earl of Newcastle taking over from the ineffective Earl of Cumberland. Newcastle raised a force of about 9,000 men with which he entered Yorkshire, and he quickly occupied Leeds and Wakefield before turning his attention to Bradford. At the time there were no regular Parliamentarian troops in the town, and many of the able young men had left to join Sir Thomas Fairfax and his father, Lord Fairfax, who together commanded Parliament’s army in the North. Consequently Newcastle must have assumed that taking Bradford would be little more than a routine mopping-up operation, so he assigned a comparatively small force of about 800 men under the command of Sir William Saville to see to the task.


The Battle of the Steeple


Saville marched on Bradford from Leeds, and positioned his artillery just a few hundred yards to the north of the town on the high ground close to where Carlton Bolling School now stands. From here the Royalists could direct their fire at the tower of the parish church, which was occupied by the few defenders who had muskets. The rest of the defenders, armed with makeshift weapons, manned the barricades that had been constructed close to the church.


As night approached Saville called on the inhabitants to surrender, but they stubbornly refused. It was clear that the next day Bradford’s defending force of about 300 ill-equipped irregulars would have to take on more than double that number of trained and well-equipped soldiers. Joseph Lister, who was about fifteen years old at the time, was one of the defenders. He later recorded his impressions of the next day’s fighting as follows: ‘We drew up close to the town in order to receive them; they had the advantage of the ground which exposed us more to their cannon from which we sustained some loss but our men defended these passes so well by which they were to descend that they got no ground of us.’


Despite the courage of the defenders it seemed likely that the superior number of Royalists must eventually prevail. But divine providence (or so it was interpreted by the pious Puritans of Bradford) intervened at this point. A sudden blizzard sprung up, blowing directly into the faces of the Royalists, and soon afterwards one of their cannon exploded, killing and wounding several men standing nearby. Saville’s soldiers were so disheartened by this turn of events that they retreated to Leeds in some disorder. They were also clearly surprised by the tenaciousness of the defenders, over whom they had expected to score an easy victory. As has been shown often enough, when people are defending their homes their courage and fighting spirit can often compensate for a lack of formal military training and a shortage of weapons. It must also be remembered that the defenders were, in the main, Puritans, passionately convinced that they were doing God’s will by combating the corrupt High Church followers and their papist fellow-travellers.


There was no time for complacency. The townspeople of Bradford understood only too well that the Royalists would soon return in force and that they must therefore prepare themselves. All the next day (a Saturday) was given over to strengthening the town’s defences, including hanging woolpacks on the parish church tower in order to ward off cannon balls. Joseph Lister described these preparations as follows: ‘We set about fortifying ourselves with the greatest alacrity, resolution and assiduity, in order, if possible, to frustrate every attempt that might be made upon us to deprive us of our liberties and properties.’
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