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PREFACE

Andrew Turton started out to research the life and business of his great-great-grandfather. This would have been an interesting subject in itself, if limited. But what he has produced is far more valuable. By putting the succession of businesses that developed as technology changed and his various ancestors developed new skills, he has created a book that explains and puts into context the development of horse-drawn transport in the nineteenth century.

The detail is fascinating. In my book The Subterranean Railway, the history of the London Underground, I explained how omnibus transport was costly to provide and as a result limited in scope. Mr Turton has put this into context in Leeds where the issues were similar. The need to run a transport business with horses was both expensive and risky, as well as creating vast amounts of waste material which, while useful as a fertiliser, earned little money because of its abundance. 

Mr Turton points out that the age of the urban horse-drawn transport systems lasted just over three quarters of a century. Intercity transport by stagecoach was killed off by the railways. However, horse-drawn trams survived until the technology of electricity improved to such an extent that four-legged power became uneconomic. 

Before getting on to the main focus of his history, Mr Turton takes us through the corn and hay and the coal and mining businesses of the nineteenth century. In the latter he shows some truly shocking statistics on deaths of miners and pit boys, many of whom were aged under 10 and even as young as 5. The fact that this happened just a few generations ago makes the history even more compelling. 

The history of systems such as railways or tramways is a series of incidents and inventions which led to a particular technological path. The railways, for example, may never have happened had it not been for the poor condition of roads and the non-existence of rubber tyres in the early nineteenth century. Mr Turton does a good job of giving the back-story to the various reasons why tramways became such a popular and successful invention, albeit for a relatively brief period. Government involvement and regulation – and often lack of it – is always a key factor in these accounts. And, as all my own rail history books show, politics is never far from being one of the determining factors in the success or failure of various enterprises, which is why it is so relevant that one of this book’s sections is called ‘Society and Politics’. So the local authorities figure large, and, of course, the Leeds Town Hall gets a suitable mention. William Turton himself, like many entrepreneurs involved in transport in the nineteenth century, was involved in local politics.

Mr Turton livens up his in-depth historical account with numerous amusing anecdotes, such as the notice which informed ‘Passengers desiring to sleep should instruct the conductor at what time they are to be awakened’ – not a service offered on the late night buses and trains of today.

The strength of this book is that Mr Turton has managed to provide a tremendous amount of detail alongside salient interpretations of the facts. By putting these facts into a wider context he has created a fascinating read. Mr Turton has managed to write a transport history book, focusing on his own family, that provides an illuminating and compelling account of an important aspect of Victorian Britain.



Christian Wolmar, Transport historian










INTRODUCTION

Trams have a promising future. They are being revived in many European towns and cities. In some they were never out of use; in others they have been rediscovered after a regrettable absence since the 1950s. Even horse trams might be part of this future. They were a key stage in the early development of urban passenger transport. Slow, green and sustainable, they should be remembered in contemporary debates about urban transport.

William Turton, of Leeds, had many of the attributes of a pioneer, entrepreneur, self-made man and transport visionary. He started in 1844 as a small-scale hay merchant and rapidly expanded to include corn (fodder), coal, livery stables, cabs and horse omnibuses. He was a man for his times, uniquely placed to develop tramway systems, first in Leeds in 1872 and then throughout the north of England, including Bradford, Leicester, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham, Sheffield and other places.

Horses and horse food were the main forms of urban transport and its fuel throughout the nineteenth century. There was not much that Turton did not know about either. He had been a machine maker’s apprentice and kept up with technological developments gaining hands-on experience with tramcar design, steam engines, even compressed air engines and later the electric tram and combustion engine.

By the 1860s he was wealthy and self-assured enough to enter municipal politics. He was an elected councillor during the early years of Leeds Tramways Company of which he was a founding board member and long-time chairman, until its handover to the Municipality in 1895. He never ceased to be a corn and coal merchant, and a bus and cab owner. His three sons continued the corn and coal businesses until it left family ownership soon after 1920.

It was often said that there was no money in horses and that no one got rich from running tramways. Turton’s position, however, gave him strength in depth not only as a corn and coal merchant but also through his major shareholding in and board membership of Thomas Green and Son, engineers who made many of the steam engines and tramcars for Turton’s tramways in Leeds and elsewhere.

Urban passenger trams had been in operation in the USA since the 1830s. They were to start in England forty years later and very soon had to cope with competition from steam, briefly, and electricity. They were exciting and challenging times for William Turton. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century he became the most experienced and respected figure in urban transport in the north of England.

This book views Turton through the social, political and economic context of Leeds and Leeds through his life and contributions, in mutual interaction, at the intersection of social history and biography. The horse tramways bring the town and the man together at the high point of the development of Leeds and the career of William Turton.

When I formed the intention to write this book early in 2006 I was a stranger to both the city and my ancestor. I rapidly made myself familiar with the archives and libraries of Leeds and the British Library newspaper collection. I paced the streets of Leeds and drove around in the outskirts. I met a number of very knowledgeable and generous people. But the most important find was Soper’s Leeds Transport Vol.1 1830–1902 (1985). The first volume of this now completed five-volume magnum opus treats, extensively and authoritatively, horse trams, the Leeds Tramways Company and William Turton. It was largely on the strength of this that I felt confident to propose and receive agreement from the Leeds Civic Trust to have a Leeds Blue Plaque placed in his honour on the now Grade II listed shell of Turton’s warehouse. Mr Soper has since been most generous in offering me information and advice, and I have quoted extensively from Chapters 6–10, 13 and 17 (some fifty-two pages) of the first volume. In particular Jim Soper has shared his research references to the Leeds newspapers, which are the only source for the meetings of the Leeds Tramways Company shareholders. Needless to say, I have revisited his sources and am responsible for any errors of fact or interpretation.

I have sought to go deeper into some matters and to use new approaches, information and dimensions. The aim is to use the man to illustrate the town and the town to contextualise the man. The mutualities are even more complex as the two do not merely reflect but help to create each other. 

Because of its late introduction and longer use in Britain, it was the electric tram that was so celebrated and mourned when urban trams went out of use. So the literature on the horse tram era is not generally strong. One book on the history of horses and their contribution to human society has no mention of omnibuses or trams. A little book on the horse trams of Britain that bemoans the lack of historical accounts of the horse tram, devotes two-thirds of its pages to illustrations. A book on the trams of Yorkshire has no mention of the horse-drawn tram. A book on the trams of Leeds has no reference to either William Turton or Daniel Busby, his associate. I hope to be able to restore some balance.

My initial ignorance of the life of my great-great-grandfather was more of a mystery. My father died when I was 5 years old, at which age I would not expect my grandfather to refer to his grandfather. But he never spoke of him later and seems to have spoken to no one else in the family about him. Nor did my grandfather ever refer to the fact that his father, John, had died when he was 8, nor to the fact that he had a younger brother. Both my grandfather and his brother worked in the corn business with their Uncle George until about 1912. They moved from Leeds to other places in Yorkshire. They both served for most of the First World War. By 1923 my grandfather had been declared bankrupt following unwise investment in his motor business in Scarborough in a competitive and economically depressed environment. He moved permanently to live in Bournemouth. His brother continued to live in Yorkshire. My grandfather never saw or spoke to or of his brother again. Recently I have restored contact with this branch of the family.

These mysterious gaps in the family history are not redeemed by any family documents. There are two studio portraits of William Turton (both reproduced in this book) and one item of silver that bears his name. Council minutes bear his signature; newspapers contain letters and statements by him reported at shareholders’ meeting. Otherwise we have no personal records of the man. There are two material monuments to his name: the family tomb in St Matthew’s churchyard and the external structure of his four-storey warehouse in the River Aire at Crown Point Bridge.

In 1999 the West Yorkshire Victorian Society achieved Grade II listed status for the warehouse, and in 2007 the Leeds Civic Trust erected a Blue Plaque in honour of William Turton. This plaque was sponsored by members of the Turton family. At 3.00 p.m. on Friday 28 September 2007 John Turton gave the unveiling address and the author also spoke. The event was attended by many family members, together with representatives of the Leeds Civic Trust, the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society, the Thoresby Society, the Leeds Transport Historical Society and the West Yorkshire Victoria Society. Most of these are mentioned in the Acknowledgements.

The Blue Plaque is situated to the right of the great archway that led into Turton’s warehouse yard, built high enough to admit the highest-laden hay wagon. The keystone has a fine carving of a horse’s head that can be seen on the cover of this book. This is deeply appropriate since, along with William himself, the horse is a principal protagonist of this story.



PART I

LEEDS
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Moot Hall, Briggate, 1816.
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View of Leeds from the East c.1700: St Peter’s parish church in the centre, St John’s top right; Tenterfields in foreground (in Thoresby 1715).
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GOLDEN FLEECE

The Leeds that William Turton was born in, on 2 January 1825, was only just beginning to resemble a major English industrial town. It was not yet a city in the full constitutional sense. Nor did it have a cathedral or even the ruins of a castle. But it was a substantial town, productive and wealthy, proud of its civic self-sufficiency. It had also begun to suffer the social and environmental consequences of industrial capitalism. It was ready for take-off into an unprecedented and unknowable development of industry and urbanisation.

William Turton’s life ran in parallel with this development. He helped to make it happen. His story is also the story of Victorian Leeds. His family came to Leeds from the Yorkshire countryside before the end of the eighteenth century. Their arrival was one consequence of the expansion of industry, the industrial revolution. At that time almost all the new influx of people into Leeds came from the surrounding rural areas.

The themes and topics of our story demand that we examine the origins and development of the town of Leeds, in the West Riding of Yorkshire, as well as of the man, merchant and transport entrepreneur, councillor and civic dignitary.

THE WEALTH OF LEEDS: WOOL AND WOOLLEN CLOTH

People have lived at the site of modern Leeds for two millennia or more, and for good reasons. It was well watered and at a good river crossing. It had a hilly eminence close by, a defensible space that became the site of a castle and then a manor house. From at least the seventh to the eleventh century AD Leeds was a substantial settlement. Stone crosses of the ninth and tenth centuries have been found on the site of St Peter’s church. The Domesday Book record of 1086 tells us that Leeds (Ledestune) had a church and a priest, a mill and meadowland, and a population of 200. Perhaps we can call it a large village already bidding to be a town.

There had been trade between Ireland and the Baltic passing through the valley of the Aire since the Bronze Age. The area had been at the centre of the kingdom of the Brigantes. It became Saxon in the sixth century AD and by 600–650 was under the Danelaw. The period from the late eleventh century to the early thirteenth century was a time of expansion and proliferation of towns throughout England. These usually grew up according to the needs of State, Church and Trade. Leeds had a castle, but not an important one. Kirkstall Abbey was built by Cistercian monks from Fountains Abbey to the north in 1152 but was dissolved 1539. It also had a substantial ‘cathedral like’ parish church, St Peter’s, which was probably rebuilt in the twelfth century, again in the reign of Edward I (1327–77) and yet again after a fire in 1500. William was to be baptised there.

In the case of Leeds, trade was the main factor in its development as a town. Trade meant wool (especially in the period AD 1200–1600) and woollen cloth (especially 1500–1800). The coat of arms of Leeds city to this day includes a ‘golden fleece’, whose symbolism needs no unravelling. It had been part of the armorial of Leeds’ first alderman Sir John Savile when Leeds received its Royal Charter in 1626. His kinsman Sir William Savile was the Royalist who was defeated by the Parliamentary forces under Sir Thomas Fairfax after a brief battle in 1643 at the western edges of Briggate, where the burghers dug trenches literally in their own back gardens.

Like so many towns of importance, Leeds is well placed in terms of access by various means of transport. There is evidence of several Roman roads meeting and crossing the River Aire near or at Leeds, most notably the road from Chester to York. At first there was a ford and later a bridge, probably from the eleventh century or earlier, though the first written record of a bridge is in 1322. A weir, the ‘Leeds Dam’, was constructed to deepen the port and provide water power for mills. Until 1829 Leeds Bridge was the only bridge over the Aire for many miles. It gives its name to the street Briggate (brig meaning bridge and gata meaning street in Saxon), which remains the core, the axis, the commercial and transport hub of the city. It was here that William Turton had offices.
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The Manor of Leeds, 1350. By kind permission of Steven Burt. 

Leeds has the privilege of being situated almost exactly half way between London and Edinburgh, and half way between the Irish Sea and the North Sea. The River Aire rises at the limestone cliffs near Malham Tarn, which is to the west of the Pennines. The Aire valley links east and west and at one point it is only about 10 miles from the River Ribble with which it was later to form a canal route to Preston and Liverpool. Seen from the other end, the Aire joins the Calder near Goole and briefly becomes a tributary of the Ouse before entering the Humber. This river route from the North Sea had long been navigable by small craft up to Leeds. With the general development of production and trade from the late sixteenth century, water transport became more sophisticated. The pound lock, which allowed boats to bypass weirs, was widely in use by the end of the sixteenth century. Various canal systems began to be discussed in the seventeenth century, with technical advice from Dutch engineers. After decades of debate, the merchants of Leeds put up their money to build the Aire and Calder Navigation, founded in 1688 and opened in 1689. The main route had few locks and little canal length along the river, so it was faster and cheaper than many such systems. The route went from Leeds to Wakefield and Goole, which became a substantial inland seaport linked with Hull. Goole was strategic enough to be a target for enemy bombing in the First World War. To the south the network extended to Barnsley and Sheffield, to the south-east to Doncaster and to the north-east Selby. It has been described as ‘the country’s most successful commercial inland waterway’. The system as a whole continued working until late in the twentieth century, and parts have never closed.

Leeds was exceptionally well placed to be a centre of the wool trade. At times it was the most important centre in England. It was close to the sheep rearing, wool producing and weaving districts of Airedale and Calderdale to the west and southwest. These areas were connected to the network of suppliers, variously known as chapmen, hucksters and (wool-) broggers, who bought wool and cloth from small producers at village fairs and farms. These traders sent the wool and cloth on packhorses, combining with river transport when possible, to merchants in Leeds. Leeds also had its water-powered mills and a fulling mill. The rural producers began to add value to their products by spinning and weaving their own wool. Certain districts specialised in worsted (long staple, fine cloth) or kersey (short staple, coarse cloth), and in dyed (‘coloured’) or undyed and unbleached (‘white’) cloth. Leeds became more of a finishing centre in the chain of production, shearing, raising the nap, dyeing and so on. By 1534 the historian John Leland visited Leeds on his travels and declared that ‘The Town standith [sic] most by Clothing’.

At first the export had been of wool, unspun and unwoven. In 1331 John Kempe of Flanders is recorded as having come to England and started to develop woollen cloth weaving. There were others, possibly before and certainly afterwards. 

For some time exports of woollen cloth were small. In the period approximately 1375–1420 wool prices were high. Even by present standards Cotswold wool at £4–6 pounds a sack (c.AD 1400) sounds high. In the sixteenth century woollen cloth exports expanded and seem not to have looked back for another 300 years or more.

The first town charter for Leeds was granted in 1207 when it was already trading in wool. The quality of English wool had a high reputation, even higher than that of Spain. By the end of the twelfth century and early thirteenth century there were considerable exports of wool, especially to Flanders, which is roughly equivalent to modern Belgium. The annual export of wool amounted to some 30–50,000 sacks. It has been estimated that 50,000 sacks, the equivalent of the wool of 6 million sheep, was the commodity used to pay the ransom of King Richard I (the ‘Lionheart’) in 1194, which had been set at 300,000 livres. Leeds became the wealthiest town in West Riding after Wakefield and Pontefract. By 1470 wool production in England was concentrated in the West Riding of Yorkshire.
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The Manor of Leeds, 1650. By kind permission of Steven Burt..
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John Cossins Plan of Leeds, 1726.

Leeds had an important market by 1258 and Briggate became the town centre that had formerly been Kirkgate and St Peter’s. In 1615 a new Leeds auction market was built. Leeds Moot Hall, or Town Hall, was completed in 1618. Leeds was granted a Royal Charter of Incorporation as a ‘free borough’ in 1626 by King Charles I. The chief purpose and value of this status was to protect its cloth production and trade. Leeds was now the fourth largest town in England. This epoch was epitomised by the very wealthy and civic minded cloth merchant, mill and landowner John Harrison (1579–1656). He paid for the building of the moot hall (1615–18) and built St John’s church, the second church in Leeds, in 1634. He also built almshouses and a small grammar school (founded 1552) in 1624. He was an alderman. One of the most famous figures in Leeds’ history, he served as a kind of model for the merchant prince philanthropists of the Victorian age. It is of note that the history of Leeds is not marked much by the participation of great lords and aristocrats.

Two generations later Ralph Thoresby (1658–1725) continued this bourgeois benevolence and civic pride. He too was wealthy from the woollen trade and industry and also inevitably a member of the Town Corporation. He helped raise funds for both the first White Cloth Hall in 1711 and Leeds’ third church, Trinity, which was completed in 1727 just after his death. The Leeds Tramways Company was to have its main offices in a yard facing this church. Thoresby was primarily a scholar and antiquarian and he was elected Fellow of the Royal Society. His diaries cover more than forty years of life in Leeds. His collections and scholarly example were honoured in the setting up of The Thoresby Society in 1889, which still flourishes. His book Ducatus Leodiensis (published 1715) is the first historical account of Leeds and is another sign of the growing pride and self-consciousness of the town.

Thorseby commented on the corn market at Leeds as being ‘very profitable; and the more so, because the Populousness of the Places makes it yield greater profit to the Husband-men than other markets do’.

The town doubled its population during the seventeenth century, despite severe mortality in the plague of 1666 when the parish record listed 1,325 deaths. At about 6,000 in 1700 it was not of great size. Nonetheless, Celia Fiennes (1662–1741) writing of her travels to Yorkshire in 1697–98 says that it was ‘the wealthiest town of its size in the country’. And she had visited almost every county in England. Its merchants lived in fine houses of stone and brick. But as in the nineteenth century, both rich and poor could suffer from terrible epidemics such as bubonic plague in 1604, 1644 and 1645. A civic response to health needs was the provision of piped water, one of the earliest systems in provincial England. Many of the town’s wealthy citizens had adopted Puritan paths of Christianity and when the political climate allowed, the first ‘non-conformist’ meeting house was established.
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Aire and Calder Navigation insignia.
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Benjamin Gott’s woollen mill 1792, the first in Europe.

The wool trade expanded throughout the eighteenth century. It was now chiefly woollen manufactures: white cloth, coloured cloth and broadloom, a mixed weave. The grand first White Cloth Hall was built in 1711 and a few years later, 1724, Daniel Defoe saw the market in action and wrote that it was ‘a prodigy of its kind unequalled in the world’. A new Coloured Cloth Hall was built in 1758; a third cloth hall was added in 1776. This was in Calls Lane, close to what is now the Corn Exchange; it had 1,000 stalls.

Woollen manufacturing industrialised early. In 1792 Benjamin Gott opened his Bean Ing factory on a 16-acre site to the west of the town. This concentrated all processes under one roof for the first time. It was not only the largest in Leeds but was the largest single employer of industrial workers in Western Europe at the time, with a workforce of 1,200. In 1792 John Marshall (1765–1845) moved his woollen factory to Water Lane in Holbeck, just south of Leeds. His collaborations in developing machinery for both wool and flax manufacture led to important advances, especially in mechanical spinning. By the end of the century, in 1797, Leeds had 130 woollen merchants who controlled the major share of the Yorkshire wool trade. In 1800 Gott expanded and built Armley Mills to the south-west, which is now an industrial museum.

Marshall powered forward the flax industry, using home grown and imported flax. This was a major diversification of the Leeds economy, the first of many, and made Leeds the centre of the flax industry. 

This commercial and industrial development of Leeds placed demands on transport systems, and helped to stimulate their development. The Aire and Calder canal served them well from 1699. It is still in use after 300 years, for most of which barges were towed by horses, or horses alongside steam tugs. The Leeds to Liverpool canal was started in 1777 and although its 127-mile length – the longest in Britain – was not fully open until 1816, some stretches were usable from the start. From 1758 a four-mile ‘horse railroad’ delivered coal from the Middleton colliery to Leeds. The packhorse continued to be essential in the capillary stages of transport of cloth and other goods to distribution points on the canals.

THE GROWTH OF CIVIL SOCIETY

In terms of ‘civil society’, in just about any sense of the term, Leeds was on an improving curve in the eighteenth century. The new Town Hall, or rather ‘moot hall’, a perennial index of the development of Leeds, was rebuilt in 1710 and a small marble statue of Queen Anne was erected on its façade in 1713, the year before her death. In 1787 the moot hall clock was added. Public meetings, however, even those called by the mayor and council, often took place in pubs, a tradition still in use in Turton’s time as a councillor. Cossin’s cartography of 1726 literally put Leeds on the map. This map is illustrated with eighteen drawings of the façades of the house of the most prominent merchants. None of these survive. It is interesting that the general scale and proportion of these town houses are similar to those of the house William Turton built for himself at the height of his career. Civic infrastructural improvements resulted in the introduction in 1755 of street lighting and paving in some central parts of the town. The Leeds Infirmary was inaugurated in 1767 (expanded twice in the 1780s and again in the 1820s). It moved to Great George Street in 1868.

The eighteenth century was largely peaceful for Leeds. The threat of a Jacobite army attacking Leeds in 1745 led to the town preparing its defences and levying volunteer soldiers. Even worse to contemplate, in 1793 a French invasion was thought to be imminent. Once again Leeds braced itself, and once again the threat was not realised. This led to the forming of the Leeds Volunteers, a paramilitary unit. This was also in part a precaution against a perceived threat by the élite that the English lower classes might emulate their revolutionary neighbours in France. There had been a number of popular protests and riots during the century. In the corn riots of 1715 there were three deaths, but there was nothing on the scale of nineteenth-century militancy to come.

The rise of non-conformism was furthered by the advent of Methodism from 1742, but the established Church of England was still the predominant form of Christian association, a position it was to lose by the 1830s. But in the middle of the eighteenth century St Peter’s, still ‘the Parish Church of Leeds’, had a congregation of 3–4,000 and was reportedly packed for services, with wooden galleries being added to accommodate the faithful. Various forms of Methodism together constituted a plurality of all religious sects in the nineteenth century. John Wesley had visited Leeds several times. On the last occasion, among weightier matters, he is said to have held a nine-month baby on his knee and blessed him. This was Richard Oastler, the ‘radical Tory’ whose campaigns against ‘child slavery’ in Leeds and nationally we shall return to later.

In common with other substantial English towns, the middle classes in Leeds – in effect they were the urban upper class – began to have new tastes and aspirations to a ‘genteel society’, a civil society, in both social and more political terms. This period corresponds roughly with the long reign of King George III (1760–1820). Education was largely for the middle classes. They read the newspaper the Leeds Intelligencer, which started in 1754, and its competitor The Leeds Mercury (1718). The latter, which is to play a large part in our story, was bought by Edward Baines in 1801. His family was to dominate the newspaper scene for most of the nineteenth century. In 1768 the Leeds Library opened. This library, rebuilt in Commercial Street in 1808, is the oldest continuously operated private lending library in the country. One of the founders was Joseph Priestley, who was for many years minister at the Mill Hill Unitarian chapel in Leeds. In 1776, when the New Cloth Hall was opened, the Leeds Assembly Rooms opened its membership to the upper and upper middle-classes for social gatherings, dancing, cards and so on. As a sign of the times, in 1858 it became home to the Leeds Working Men’s Association. The Theatre Royal (1771) in Hunslet, and the Music Hall (1792) also served the new middle classes.

This social tendency and ‘society’ required new comfortable and fashionable housing. In 1772 some 3,000 new houses were built and by 1792 a total of 6,000, thereafter increasing at a rate of 5 per cent of housing stock per annum. In 1793 Park Square was begun, with its typical ‘Georgian’ style, just west of old central Leeds, but was not completed until 1815. It was soon to fall victim to that paradox of the ‘social limits to economic growth’ (Fred Hirsch, 1977) – you can’t keep the smoke, pollution and disease out of ‘the west end’. Working people were fortunate if they could occupy the new two-storey ‘back-to-backs’ built especially for the factory workers. There was much worse on offer, but the new houses themselves soon became the overpopulated and foul dwellings of the mid-nineteenth century.

Sir Frederick Eden (1797, Vol.III) reported on Leeds Township in 1775. It had a population of 17,117, with 7,000 families of which 1,836 paid the ‘window tax’. Land was extremely expensive at from £2–5 to £300 per acre but up to £1,000 for land adapted to building. In general the cost of living in Leeds was the highest in the north of England. Wages were 2–3s per day for artisans and wool workers, 1s 3d–1s 6d for labourers.

William Turton’s grandfather, Richard Turton, was working in Leeds in Black Bank at the end of the eighteenth century. We do not know what his profession or calling was. Since his name does not appear in the earliest directory of this time, he might have been a small artisan, shopkeeper, or small farmer. But it is most likely he was at least in part a corn or hay merchant, since that was already the trade of his son John when he married at the age of 20. He would not have been immune to the economic fluctuations of the times. In the 1790s there were bad harvests, which combined with the exactions of the war with France to depress living conditions for the majority.

As early as 1797 we begin to hear reports on the conditions of the working classes: ‘Cellars, Garretts and such like Places exhibit ... abodes of human Misery, the wretched Inhabitants are frequently found either exercising the last Efforts of Nature to support themselves ... or languishing under the most powerful Influence of the most complicated Disease.’ These comments would still be apt and echoed fifty and a hundred years later.

Mutual Benefit Clubs were formed. Employers such as Gott donated blankets and soup kitchens. The noble Earls Cardigan and Cowper gave sparse support to the poor of their estates. The Middleton Colliery miners went on strike in 1796. London viewed Leeds in clichéd terms as a ‘hotbed of sedition’. The works of Thomas Paine spread like wildfire, stronger than the patriotic fires that burnt his effigy in public places. What would the nineteenth century hold for the people of Leeds?
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‘UNHAPPY ABODES
OF FILTHY MISERY’

The Aire below is doubly dyed and damned;

The air above, with lurid smoke is crammed;

The one flows steaming foul as Charon’s Styx,

Its poisonous vapours in the other mix.

These sable twins the murky town invest,

By them the skin’s begrimed, the lungs oppressed.

How dear the penalty thus paid for wealth;

The joyful Sabbath comes; that blessed day,

When all seem happy, and when all seem gay!

Then toil has ceased, and then both rich and poor,

Fly off to Harrogate, or Woodhouse moor.

The one his villa and a carriage keeps;

His squalid brother in a garret sleeps,

High flaunting forest trees, low crouching weeds,

Can this be Manchester? or is it Leeds.



Anonymous epigram, late eighteenth or early nineteenth century, read to the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society on 20 January 1857 by William Osburn Esq.



‘It is hard to over-emphasise the diabolical misery of the early Victorian city.’ (Hunt p. 16, 2004)
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Sykes Yard off York Street 1901; at No. 10, there were twenty residents on two floors and a cellar.
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The Poor Man’s Friend by John Leech (180–64), from Punch February 1845; death portrayed as more welcome than the workhouse seen through the window. Leech later painted portraits of William Turton and his first wife, Sarah. These and other paintings are referred to in Turton’s will.

SURVIVAL

Survival, against the odds, is one of the wonders of any sort of early family history and never more so than in nineteenth-century Leeds. William Turton was born, on 2 January 1825 in the eastern part of the town. His parents John and Elizabeth were young and healthy. His mother was nineteen, and it was almost certainly her first pregnancy. She lived until her early forties, he to thirty-eight, which was above the life expectancy at birth for their class. They had five children who survived beyond infancy, and as far as I can tell, into adulthood. Even so, on average a woman was likely to have as many or more children die soon after birth or in infancy as survived. Elizabeth had gaps of rather more than two years between her children, so this cannot rule out some early ‘perishers’, but perhaps she was fortunate.

William’s father, John, had been born in 1804. He had grown up in a Leeds that was not only industrialising fast but had reached the age when steam power had begun to be the driving force in industry. In turn John’s father, Richard Turton, was born in c.1769 and lived at ‘Black Bank’ off Marsh Lane in the east of Leeds. He and his wife had six surviving children, two girls and four boys. The eldest was born in about 1798. John was their fourth child.

Since our story is about a merchant who supplied food for the horses that drew the transport for an increasing urban population, demographics are of special interest. We have quite accurate population census records for each decade of the nineteenth century. These figures are used for many purposes and calculations, so a brief introductory word may help. The population of Leeds is given for the municipal area of the town borough and separately for the outlying townships. In some accounts of Leeds it is not clear which figure is being used, though more often than not it is the larger total. Thus in 1801 the population of Leeds town was 30,669 and together with the townships 53,276. In 1901 the figures were 177,920 and 428,968 respectively. The relevant units are, first the old manor, which is more or less coterminous with Leeds township, and more loosely with central Leeds. Then comes the Parish of Leeds, which contained the Manor and the out townships. Later other townships or neighbouring villages were added to Leeds Borough and the most recent entity, the Leeds Metropolitan Borough, extends further still to Otley, Wetherby, Rothwell and Morley.

The townships are mainly to the north, west and south-west. In order of size in 1901 they are: Hunslet, Headingley, Holbeck, Armley, Wortley, Potternewton, Bramley, Chapel Allerton, Farnley and Beeston. The order of size remained fairly similar over the years, with notable exceptions of Headingley and Potternewton in the north which expanded faster.

As we shall see, the story of the development of urban passenger transport, especially the horse tram, in the last quarter of the nineteenth-century is largely about the connecting of the townships with central Leeds.

Despite the steady increase in population, the death rate was high, infant mortality especially high, and life expectancy at birth incredibly low as seen from the twenty-first century. We have the following much cited piece of information about the average age at death in 1842, the year after John Turton, William’s father, a corn dealer, died aged 38. The figures must be considered as ‘literary’ rather than strictly ‘statistical’ evidence, but they are part of a comparison made between several parts of England urban and rural, north and south. For Leeds the average life expectancy was given as: Gentry, 44; Tradesmen, 27; Labourers, 19, with an overall average of just 21. This is hard to assimilate. It includes of course all deaths from the earliest neo-natal (though maybe not all these were recorded). Bear in mind that as recently as 1911 the number of infant deaths in Leeds was 123 per thousand. This compares with one of the worst boroughs in London, Islington, with 115 per thousand in that year.

The population of Leeds was increasing spectacularly due to immigration from rural Yorkshire and Ireland. Leeds came to have the largest Irish population in Yorkshire: 5,000 in 1841, 10,000 in 1851 and 15,000 by 1861, which was then 12 per cent of the total population. Most of the Irish lived in the poorer eastern parts of Leeds where William grew up and where he traded.

Population naturally increased from within. Nevertheless at times of crisis, such as after the spring floods of 1839, when sewers were choked and cellar dwellings were inundated, there were three deaths for every two births in the eastern part of town.

Epidemics of contagious and infectious diseases had catastrophic effects in some years. The cholera epidemic of 1832 came at a time when much attention was being focused nationally and locally on the conditions of the people. Seven hundred people died in Leeds. St Peter’s church, at that time still the old medieval building, was the main parish church of Leeds. It had to extend its graveyards and buried 642 people during the 5 months June–October and 453 in just August and September at the end of a long, hot and terrible summer. Twenty-one people died of cholera in Marsh Lane alone, close to William’s birthplace. His wife Elizabeth had three small children and gave birth to another in that year.

There were further epidemics: in 1847 typhus; in 1848 cholera, with 2,000 deaths in Leeds; and in 1849 small pox. These were the first five years of William’s youthful enterprise. Even as late as 1889 an epidemic of typhus fever occurred, sparing people of no social classes. Alas typhus fever was sometimes referred to as ‘Irish fever’.

The death toll was due to a large extent to new circumstances in social history. The old ones – dearth, disease and epidemics, relative lack of medical knowledge and care and its provision – continued. But now there were new dangers from industrial pollution of air, water and food, and of accidents caused by industrial machinery. The famous Leeds surgeon Dr Turner Thackrah had a strong concern for occupational health. He recorded that some 450 deaths occurred each year in Leeds from machinery accidents. He also expressed doubt as to whether as many as 10 per cent of people in Leeds enjoyed ‘full health’.

LEEDS FROM THE OUTSIDE

We have many subjective accounts of the quality of urban life in Leeds in the early nineteenth century. The writers are often well travelled in England and Europe and many are aware of official reports and so on. They are thus in a position to make well-observed comparisons. They give a telling and not at all pleasant picture.

One might expect the earlier accounts to be more favourable. John Dyer, who has been described as ‘the poet of English business’, wrote in 1757:



The ruddy roofs and chimney tops:

Of busy Leeds upwafting to the clouds

The incense of thanksgiving; all is joy.



‘Incense of thanksgiving’ must be the cruellest irony. William Cobbett in his Rural Rides (collected 1830) writes of ‘this fine and opulent town, which may be called the London of Yorkshire’. Perhaps this does not rule out the worst. But already in 1820 William Hazlitt sighed ‘Oh! Smoked city! Dull and dirty Leeds!’

A detailed account of 1819 contrasts the east, William’s home zone, with the still fairly fashionable ‘west end’:



In the eastern parts (Sheepscar Beck) [a stream that runs close to William Turton’s birthplace] the houses are mean, and the streets and lanes dirty, crooked and irregular, emitting disagreeable smells from the dying houses and different manufactures, while the discoloured and dirty torrent puts a person in mind of Styx and Cocytus …. The southern edge of the town, along the banks of the Aire, is almost equally disagreeable, and although containing some good houses, has, in good measure, the appearance of a prison.



Barclay Fox, a Quaker visitor from less industrialised south-western England, wrote in 1836:



Leeds amongst all others of its species the vilest of the vile. At a mile distant from the town we came under a vast dingy canopy formed by the impure exhalation of a hundred furnaces. It sits on the town like an everlasting incubus, shutting out the light and the breath of summer. I pity its poor denizens. London is a joke to it.



His judgement was shared by a German traveller with wide experience of England and towns of continental Europe: ‘The manufacturing cities of England are none of them very attractive or pleasing in appearance, but Leeds is, perhaps, the ugliest and least attractive town in all England’ (1842). Charles Dickens visited Leeds in the company of George Stephenson and described it as ‘The beastliest place, one of the nastiest I know.’ 

UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT

Leeds was in the vanguard of the industrial revolution in England, from the start-up years of about 1780–1800. And of course, with hindsight we know that England was in the vanguard of industrialisation in the wider world. In fact even as late as 1848 it was the only fully industrialised economy in the world. In addition to England in the 1820s only France and the USA had any great number of steam-powered machines. The Stockton to Darlington steam passenger railway started operation in 1825 and in the next thirty years the production of iron and coal in England tripled. This supplied the railways; what fed the horses will be a major theme of this account. In Leeds the textile mills, wool and flax, and ancillary industries, such as dying and tanning, were still the main driving forces and employers. At Crown Point, on the river just east of St Peter’s and close to so many of the scenes of William’s life, there was a mill in 1794 with a rateable value of £100 and in 1801 a steam engine owned by Snowdon and Hodgson’s Mill with a rateable value of £600, insured by Sun Insurance Co. The seven-storey warehouse on the north-east corner of Leeds Bridge built by 1826 was the tallest in Leeds – if not nearly as extensive as Gott’s Mill – and may have given a ‘prison like’ feel to the urban landscape.

The condition of the river Aire was of constant concern, but little was done to improve things. An article in a newspaper of 1841 gives a detailed description:



In that part of the river, extending from Armley to the King’s Mills [a distance of maybe three miles or so], it is charged with the drainage and contents of about two hundred water-closets, cesspools, and privvies [sic], a great number of common drains, the drainage from dung heaps, the infirmary (dead leeches, poultices from patients, etc.) slaughter houses, chemical soap, gas, drug, dye-houses, and manufactures, old wine wash, with all sorts of dead animal and vegetable substances, and now and then a decomposed human body; forming an annual mass of filth equivalent to 30 millions of gallons.



Twenty-five years later, in 1867, another report on pollution of the Aire referred to similar, perhaps worse conditions. It again refers to waste from hospitals and dye-works, and specifically mentions that fifty dead animals were taken daily from the river Aire in central parts of Leeds.

In the very early years of the nineteenth century the waterworks company had supplied only about 2,000 households with piped water. For household purposes most people used water from the Aire, together with wells and bore holes. Water carriers sold drinking water from their carts, but the great majority of people would be most unlikely to pay even for their drinking water. This puts the consumption of tea and beer into perspective. As William Cobbett notably complained, domestic consumption of weak beer for adults and children alike had been undermined by longer working hours for women, the widespread availability of cheap tea and the rise of industrial-scale breweries. By 1830 the Aire was said to be completely unsafe for drinking. The Leeds Waterworks Company nonetheless continued to use water from the Aire from further upstream, until 1841. The waterworks was the first utility to be municipalised in 1852.

These environmental conditions affected most people. But the more intimate environment of housing was much more variable and for many people constituted terrible risks. Most people spent little time at home, and almost none in daylight hours. Walking to work for a sixteen-hour day six days a week did not allow for much other than sleeping. Some children slept in the factories where they worked; perhaps they could find a warmer corner and some cloth waste to sleep on.

Housing conditions became a national issue from the time of the reforms starting in 1832, and the amount of detailed information available is remarkable. Frederick Engels was a young, wealthy textile manufacturer in Manchester, influenced by the heady new philosophy and politics coming out of Germany and France. At the time he published his The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 he was just 24 years old, the very year William started in business on his own, aged 19. The title page says it was ‘from personal observation and authentic sources’. Engels had visited Leeds. He cites extensively from the Chartist journal The Artisan of October 1843. Amongst many detailed observations are:



… the disgusting state of the working-men’s districts about Kirkgate, Marsh Lane, Cross Street and Richmond Road ... all this taken together is explanation enough of the excessive mortality in these unhappy abodes of filthy misery. In consequence of the overflows of the Aire the houses are often so full of water they have to be pumped out.



Very few people in Leeds owned property. In the East Ward in 1839 only 1.8 per cent of households had owner-occupiers, and the figure for the town as a whole was only 3.8 per cent. Landowners had filled just about every corner of space to provide basic dwellings; alleys, lanes, courts, yards and cul-de-sacs were crammed together. A typical ‘cottage’ or single dwelling was a cellar and two rooms above on an area of five square yards. Back-to-backs could mean stacks of four storeys with ‘blind-backed’ dwellings on each side of one room only in depth. Cellar dwellings were the worst (including to some extent the cellars of the richer households, where servants might live) and often cited as a cause of ill health. Blocks of houses might share a cesspool, with dangers of methane gas poisoning. ‘Privies’ were rare, and in one instance two ‘simple privies’ were shared by housing occupied by 386 persons. Not until 1899 was it compulsory for houses to be connected to the town sewers. People kept chickens and even pigs in their dwellings. Bacon was probably the most important luxury in the working-class diet. When municipal efforts were made to discourage this, a ‘Leeds Pig Protection Society’ was established in 1867 to protect the rights of domestic pig owners, if not exactly the pigs themselves!
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Sketch of 106 back-to backs, East Street, built 1788, given to Beatrice and Sydney Webb in 1891.
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Plan of back-to-back housing c.1807.

Almost every room would be used for both sleeping and other uses. People of different sexes, generations and indeed families might sleep in the same room, often on straw. Light and ventilation were minimal. ‘Furniture’ might be at most two or three three-legged stools and a couple of tea chests for tables and storage. Many lived in ‘common lodging houses’ with two to six lodgers in addition to the householders.

Housing space and quality in itself was not the main problem. It was pollution of the air by industrial gases, smoke and particles, and of the land and water from every sort of waste product of human, animal, vegetable and industrial origin. Leeds had its tradition of medical care but it was incapable of keeping up with demands. The Leeds Dispensary opened in 1822. A Medical School was founded in 1831. In 1833 a report by six physicians and thirty-eight surgeons highlighted the importance of drainage, sewerage and general cleanliness. A few years later Leeds Infirmary was completed. In 1842 a new Leeds Improvement Act, one of many enabling acts of similar name, authorised three new rates and a public loan of £100,000. These beneficial acts were often unpopular not only in the view of those required to pay the rates, but for perceived infringements of various popular rights and freedoms.

The Reform of Parliament Act of 1832 enfranchised the middle class – a term which had been in use from about 1812. At least if you paid rates to contribute to the welfare of the deserving poor, you had a vote. You also had a vote if you were ‘a £10 householder’. This meant paying £10 or more per annum in house rent, which was an assessable measure of urban economic status. If we turn again to the East Ward of Leeds, an electoral unit established precisely by the 1832 Reform Act, we find that in 1837 the average house rent was £5.38, and in some streets as low as £3.50. Most would be ‘sub-let’. The average for the ‘west end’ of town was £9.00. And you needed to be paying £10.00 or more to get the vote. So the government did not need to be too worried about opening the floodgates of popular democracy. In 1842 some 93 per cent of the population of East Ward was working class. Beresford’s fine book Leeds East and West, making good use of Robert Baker’s statistical and cartographic reports of the period, offers further contrasts between these social zones. The east contained a larger proportion of the town population; it was denser; it had poorer housing stock; it had a far greater chance of epidemics. There are also some interesting contrasts in types of houses and households:






	
Types of household in Leeds 1842






	 
	
East


	
West






	 
	 
	 




	
Common lodging houses


	
38


	
nil 






	Beer houses

	135

	34





	Inns

	76

	26





	‘Houses of ill fame’

	72

	12





	Irish heads of households

	915

	48








Humphrey Boyle, a shopkeeper in Meadow Lane calculated an average family budget in 1832 as follows:






	
Weekly household budget for a family of five in 1832






	 
	
£  


	
s  


	
d  






	Rent 2/-, fuel 9d, candle 3d

	 
	3

	0





	Soap 3d, soda 1d, blue and starch 1½d

	 
	 
	5 ½  





	Sand, black lead, bees wax etc. 

	 
	 
	2





	Whitewashing a cottage twice a year

	 
	 
	½





	1½ stone flour for bread – at 2/6d per stone

	 
	3

	9





	¼ stone flour for puddings – at 2/8d per stone

	 
	 
	8





	Eggs 2d yeast 1 ½

	 
	 
	3 ½





	1½ pints milk per day at 1 ¼

	 
	1

	1





	¼ stone oatmeal at 2/2d per stone

	 
	 
	6 ½





	1lb treacle 3 ½d, sugar at 7d per pound

	 
	1

	2





	1½ oz tea 5d, 2 oz coffee 1 ½

	 
	 
	10½





	5lb meat at 6d per pound

	 
	2

	6





	Vegetables 1d per day 

	 
	 
	7





	Salt, pepper, mustard, vinegar 

	 
	 
	2





	7 pts beer at 1½d per pint

	 
	 
	10½





	Water 

	 
	 
	1





	Schooling for 2 children

	 
	 
	6





	Reading 

	 
	 
	2





	Wear and tear in beds, bedding, brushes,pots, pans and other household furniture

	 
	 
	6





	Clothing: husband ½d, wife 8d

	 
	1

	10





	    each child 4d

	 
	1

	0





	
Total


	£1

	0s

	3d











	
Summary






	Food and drink

	12s

	7d





	Clothing

	2s

	10d





	Rent

	2s

	 




	Fuel and light

	1s 

	 




	Cleaning

	 
	8d





	Education

	 
	8d





	Wear and tear, furniture, utensils etc.

	 
	6d








Many were forced into the workhouse and others met an early death, ‘the poor man’s friend’. Even if one other member of the household contributed, there would have been little chance of saving or of occasional ‘luxuries’ such as oranges for a celebration. The better-off and ‘prudent’ poor might pay a small subscription to a Friendly Society such as The Foresters to cover sick pay, medical treatment and funeral expenses.

These are some of the conditions in East Leeds at the time when William was growing up there. As we shall see his sister Mary, like so many of the children from the area, worked in a mill as a factory hand. So it is appropriate to conclude this chapter with a look at some of the conditions of work for the young.

An article in the Leeds Mercury on 16 October 1830 had a resounding impact on the political classes of Leeds. It was entitled ‘Yorkshire Slavery’ and it described and deplored the hours, conditions and remuneration of work by children. Young children, especially girls from the age of seven, were required to work a thirteen hour day, including a notional half hour meal break, between the hours of 6.00 am and 7.00 pm. For this work they received 2s a week. Many families depended entirely on the income from the labour of their children. The author of this broadside against the Leeds merchant élite was Richard Oastler (1789–1861), son of a Leeds cloth merchant. Many Liberals and Whigs, and Tories such as Oastler, were supporters of the anti-slavery movement, which had already ended the slave trade, if not entirely slavery, in the British colonies. He urged them ‘not to forget that Britons have common right with Afric’s sons’.

Several towns in the North including Leeds set up ‘Short-Time Committees’. They urged candidates in the 1832 election to support a Ten Hour Bill. The movement was linked to Parliamentary reform, opposition to the Corn Laws and resistance to the new Poor Law. A Ten Hour Act was passed in 1847 and revised in 1850. The author of the standard biography of Oastler summarises the law as follows:



The law now protected three classes of workers: children aged 8–13, young people 14–18 and women. No children under eight to work in factories – this was in effect a factory act not a general law. Children to work no more than six and a half hour day. Young people and women to work ten and a half hours, exclusive of mealtimes, and only up to 2,00 pm on Saturdays, effectively a 60 hour week. Enforcement of the law was quite different matter, and the campaign for a universal ten-hour day continued throughout the century.



Oastler was a deeply religious evangelical Christian. He was a strange mixture of deference and rebelliousness. He was steward on the Squire Fixby’s estate at an annual salary of £300 for eighteen years, during which he led a successful tithe revolt of tenant farmers against a greedy Anglican incumbent. He is said to have ‘created that most striking of all English paradoxes – the conception of Tory democracy’. He was a patriotic Tory who defended the social hierarchy, yet a radical Tory. The Radicals in and outside the Liberal Party called him ‘a supple and reactionary Tory’. The Whiggish Liberals regarded him as a dangerous socialist. The Huddersfield Short-Time Committee had indeed said that ‘The root of the trouble was the unrestrained competition which led to repeated wage cuts and the simultaneous intensification of labour’. While lacking an explanatory theory, this analysis has some resemblance to Marxian socialism. Many of his supporters were Chartists, but he was opposed to revolutionary Chartism. He was known as ‘the Danton of the factory movement’, and also with folkloric irony as ‘the Factory King’. Yet eventually Disraeli was to take up many of his themes.

William Turton knew about Oastler; almost everybody knew about Oastler. Even Edward Baines, a strong opponent, wrote after Oastler’s death that ‘His name was once a household word in every working man’s home in Yorkshire and Lancashire.’ It will be interesting to consider what themes in Oastler’s Toryism might have resonated with William Turton. As the only direct connection we can show is the tenuous one that Turton owned properties in humble Oastler Terrace, off North Street, now no longer on the map. And in 2005 a Leeds Civic Trust Blue Plaque to Oastler was placed in St Peter’s Square by the leader of the Labour Council. This was two years before Turton received his Blue Plaque, not so far away.



PART II

INITIAL CAPITAL

1844–1870
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Leeds Corn Exchange soon after opening in 1863.
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St Peter’s parish church from the Aire 1894, drawn during rebuilding on the south side of The Calls. Built by R.D. Chantrell 1837–41 and Vicar Walter Farquhar Hook (in Leeds 1837–59), with voluntary contributions of over £29,000. A church has stood on the site since the early seventh century.
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WILLIAM – APPRENTICE MECHANIC; MARY – FLAX
MILL WORKER

What were William’s early experiences from his birth in 1825 until say 1840, when his parents were still alive and he had four younger siblings? When I started this enquiry I half suspected I might be dealing with a ‘rags to riches’ story. How can we assess where and what he started from? His father, John, gave his occupation as ‘corn miller’ on his marriage certificate in 1824 and again on the registration of William’s baptism in 1825. This suggests a degree of wellbeing and success. But he was only twenty and maybe his father had started him off. This man, William’s grandfather Richard, lived in East Leeds, which was mainly agricultural at the time. He might have been a small farmer. If he helped John, he would certainly have helped his older son George. George was a corn dealer of some sort. He is often also listed as keeping a ‘beer house’ from the 1830s, after the Beer Act had allowed householders to make and sell beer from their homes or premises.

The annual directories of professions, trades, private residences and other municipal information are a helpful source for our period. One refers to Turton as a ‘corn dealer’ in 1837, and then a ‘shopkeeper’ in 1839. Census categories may not be too reliable or consistent. But this could suggest a move into smaller scale retail trade, or a decline in fortune, and possibly in health? This would still make him a small trader and so presumably not to be counted among the 93 per cent ‘working class’ population of East Ward in 1842. But none of his younger children of school age in 1841 (Joseph 11, Elizabeth 9, Martha 6) are listed as ‘scholars’ (i.e. at school), so they may have worked for wages. As we shall see William was an apprentice and his younger sister Mary was a 14-year-old factory worker.
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