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INTRODUCTION





The Great Exhibition crystallised a particular moment in early Victorian Britain when a series of profound social, political and economic changes converged. Its enormous and largely unexpected success influenced the life of the nation and the image it had of itself for decades, and into the present time. Its impact can be fully understood only in the broad context of the life and attitudes of mid-nineteenth-century Britain, specifically London.


This book is therefore not just about the Crystal Palace and what was in it, but is a snapshot of British life in 1851 with the Exhibition at the centre of the frame. While I hope I have described its contents in enough detail to give the flavour of an actual visit, I have also dwelt on issues such as relations between the classes, the British attitude to foreigners and the social revolution inspired by cheap railway travel – all brought into sharp focus by the events of that amazing year.


The correspondence among the Exhibition’s Commissioners about how to deal with factory workers and agricultural labourers from the provinces reveals genuine fears of mob violence. The reports of the foreign policemen who came to London to look for revolutionaries among their visiting countrymen offer a fascinating and sometimes comic insight into low-life and the underworld. The writings of contemporary observers illuminate assumptions about class and society and, on a more prosaic level, describe the many inconveniences of life in Victorian London – among them fear of crime, a chaotic public transport system and deplorable sanitary arrangements. I have quoted freely from correspondence, literature and especially the press, because the language and tone in which these matters were discussed helps us understand attitudes that may seem alien and scarcely explicable 150 years on.


From the vantage point of the twenty-first century it is easy to mock the Victorians for their prejudices, their snobbery, their taste in furniture, their rotund use of English and their fascination with elaborate and ingenious gadgets. Readers may feel that at times I have come close to doing just that. But they were, too, people of resolve, energy and imagination, eager to experiment, impatient for progress but at the same time wary of its ramifications. Those qualities were manifest in the men who organised the Great Exhibition and the many other people – visitors as well as exhibitors – who contributed to its undoubted success in attracting something like a quarter of the country’s twenty-two million inhabitants. With hindsight we can criticise it for the indiscriminate nature of its exhibits, with useful innovations like sewing machines and the electric telegraph displayed alongside fantastic contraptions for tipping people out of bed and playing the violin and piano simultaneously. But who was to know then what would catch on and what would fade into oblivion?


In the final chapter I have made comparisons between the Exhibition of 1851, housed in Joseph Paxton’s magnificent glasshouse, and the Millennium Dome at Greenwich, the giant marquee designed by Richard Rogers, one of our leading modern architects. Both reveal much about the societies that spawned them but the Dome was much the less successful in tapping the popular mood, attracting roughly the same number of visitors despite being open more than twice as long. 


There have been other books about the Great Exhibition, most written by professional historians. This is not an academic work, although it is based on original research using the wealth of contemporary documents, literature and press reports. My aim has been to describe one of the defining events of the Victorian era, to throw light on what drove it and to interpret its lasting significance.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE PEOPLE MUST HAVE AMUSEMENTS 







The Great Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations is the first public national expression ever made in this country as to the dignity and artistic quality of labour … the first attempt to dignify and refine toil.




 





Henry Mayhew, 1851, or The Adventures of Mr and Mrs Cursty Sandboys and Family who Came up to London to Enjoy Themselves and to See the Great Exhibition (London, 1851)





In the countryside, four a.m. used to be known as the ploughboy’s hour. Farm workers are accustomed to getting up before first light; but for 780 residents of four east Surrey villages, Thursday 12 June 1851 was decidedly not to be a day like any other. They were going to London; many for the first time, even though the capital was little more than thirty miles to the north. By five they had to be washed, scrubbed and into their best clothes – the men in smocks, the women in their Sunday dresses – to assemble at their four meeting places. The largest group came from Lingfield because the prime mover behind the excursion was the Reverend T. P. Hutton, rector of the village’s rambling Gothic church of St Peter and St Paul – so spacious that it has been called ‘the Westminster Abbey of Surrey’. He had secured the support of the rectors of nearby Limpsfield and Crowhurst and had also recruited people from the hamlet of Felbridge, which would not be blessed with its own church for another fourteen years.


The Lingfield contingent assembled by the village pond beneath the 400-year-old oak alongside the Cage, a small gaol built seventy years earlier for the confinement of minor offenders. After leading the villagers in prayer, Hutton lectured them on how they would be expected to conduct themselves. On every count they would have to be a credit to him and to the village. They murmured assent and piled into horse-drawn wagons, generously laid on by the farmers and gentry who employed them, some of the latter even accompanying the party as guides. It would be pleasing to report that God, in response to their initial act of piety, had arranged a fine, clear day for the unique adventure; but as the sun began to rise over Tunbridge Wells to the east, revealing a deep orange sky and dark, angry clouds, they knew this was not to be. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. The rain, drenching and persistent, set in soon after dawn and scarcely let up all day.


Unkind weather is a hazard that country people learn to live with and it did nothing to dampen their spirits, for this was going to be a day out that they would remember for the rest of their lives. Not only were they to visit the capital, but they were to get there by steam train on the South-Eastern Railway (linking London and Dover), which had been operating for only nine years and on which few of them had travelled before. When they got to town they were going to Hyde Park to visit Joseph Paxton’s fabulous Crystal Palace, surely the most famous building in the country, and see the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, described by everyone who had visited it as the marvel of the age, indeed of any age. They had each paid Is 6d (equivalent to seven and a half pence today) for the excursion – a bargain, seeing that entrance to the Exhibition itself cost a shilling. The true cost of the day was about double what they paid and the balance had been contributed by the aristocrats and gentlemen who occupied the many grand houses in the district. The farmers had done their bit by giving their workers the day off.


Lingfield is at the heart of the Surrey Weald, the gently undulating landscape of woods and pastures that lies between the North and South Downs. The road to Godstone station leaves the village to the north-west, breasting a slight hill as it passes the common, before reaching the main London to East Grinstead highway at Blindley Heath. Here the wagons turned due north and soon afforded the travellers their first real excitement of the day: the road here is dead straight, and for more than a mile south of the station, during the last several minutes of their journey, they could look ahead and see, gradually looming towards them, the impressive bridge that carried the railway over it. These sturdy brick bridges, so familiar today, were then a novel feature on the landscape, enabling the speedy new trains to soar across the existing roads and their plodding horse traffic as they raced across country.


At the compact little station they were welcomed by the smartly uniformed stationmaster, John McCabe, who had helped Hutton arrange the excursion. The railway companies had informally agreed, before the Exhibition began, not to run excursions to London until July, so that the expected hordes of visitors would not disrupt the capital’s social ‘season’. It soon became apparent, though, that there was an enormous demand for special trains as soon as the entry fee went down to a shilling in the last week of May, and that self-denying agreement fell by the wayside. The South-Eastern had more experience of the excursion business than most lines, regularly taking Londoners on trips to the Kentish seaside resorts and Canterbury, and occasionally across the Channel to France. It had run its first Exhibition excursion, carrying between 600 and 700 people, the previous week, on Wednesday 4 June.


The Lingfield visitors joined the three other contingents and formed groups along the platform. Soon an insistent, pulsating rhythm reached their ears as the steam engine, smoke billowing from its tall funnel, came clanking and whistling down the line from Edenbridge and drew noisily into the platform. The locomotive was painted dark green, on a reddish-brown frame. The elegant funnel had a copper top shaped like an inverted bell, and behind it was a huge polished brass dome on a pedestal. The South-Eastern had twenty-six of these engines, most of them called after ancient Anglo-Saxon leaders – Hengist, Horsa, Egbert and the like.


The clergymen assigned each group to a specific carriage and they crammed into the wooden seats. Before long, with a jolt and a loud hiss, they felt the unfamiliar sensation of iron wheels grating on an iron track, then of the train swaying ever more markedly as it gathered speed. Some were no doubt alarmed – they were, after all, travelling much faster than they had ever done in their lives – and there must have been near-panic when suddenly, scarcely a mile from Godstone, everything went dark as the train entered a short tunnel.


It was open country as far as Redhill, where the train turned north and passed through another tunnel before chugging through the new, expanding suburbs of Coulsdon, Purley and Croydon. Finally they arrived at London Bridge, the terminus for all lines from the south-east, its shiny glass-roofed engine shed giving them a foretaste of Paxton’s giant glasshouse in the park. They walked from the station to a pier on the Thames and gazed in wonder at the scores of ships that crowded the broad river, waiting to unload at the busy quays on the north bank. A steamboat was ready at the pier: they boarded it and headed west in the choppy water, through a span of John Rennie’s twenty-year-old London Bridge, passing the great dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, and tied up at Westminster Pier, beneath the neo-Gothic grandeur of Charles Barry’s just-completed Houses of Parliament.


All the travellers had been issued with rosettes of coloured ribbon, for easy recognition should they become detached from the main group. At the pier they were formed into squads of fifteen and twelve and marched in procession, three abreast, the few hundred yards to the medieval Westminster Hall, now incorporated by Barry into his Parliament complex. Having seen the hall, they resumed their military formation and proceeded in the rain through St James’s Park, up Constitution Hill to Hyde Park Corner, where the London home of the great and venerable Duke of Wellington, alongside Decimus Burton’s elegant screen, was pointed out to them. From there they walked west along Knightsbridge – already thronged with thousands heading for the big show – until, shortly after noon, they entered Hyde Park at the new Prince of Wales’s gate, close to one of the Exhibition’s entrances.


After passing between two lodges that served as police headquarters, they were confronted with a truly breathtaking spectacle. They were now directly in front of the main entrance, in the centre of the palace’s shimmering southern wall – which, in recognition of the year in question, Paxton had made exactly 1,851 feet long. Even on so dull a day, the light playing on the huge expanse of glass – 956,165 square feet of it – made for intriguing, near-ghostly effects. Once through the turnstiles, the visitors could look upwards to the large semicircular electric clock, confusing at first because it was not of the familiar round shape, but easy to read once they got the hang of it. It had been designed to blend with the curved glass roof of the great transept, 108 feet high, that formed the north-south axis of the building. (The terms of church architecture were commonly used to describe the Crystal Palace: its main body, running east to west, was called the nave.) At the far end they could see how the glass enclosed three of Hyde Park’s majestic elm trees. They walked on, through a pair of ornate iron gates, to the very centre of the building, marked by a twenty-seven-foot coloured glass fountain that was to remain for many one of the enduring images of the extraordinary display.


Just what had they imagined the Exhibition would contain, in the days of spring and early summer when they had been looking forward so eagerly to their visit? Some people seem to have assumed it would be a sort of freak show. A music-hall song of the time, speculating on the wonders in store for visitors, listed a seventeen-headed goat, a chorus of twenty-five mermaids, rhubarb as long as your arm and a machine that would make old women young. One of the many ironic tales of fictional family outings to the Crystal Palace, ‘Trip to the Great Exhibition of Barnabas Blandydash and Family’, dangled the prospect of a telescope so powerful that it could look into houses in New Zealand and watch the occupants having breakfast.


Few in the Surrey group would have been naive enough to expect any of that; but what may have surprised them, as it surprised many first-time visitors, were the efforts that had been made to give the whole experience a cheerful and inviting aspect. This was no solemn trade fair, with aisle after dreary aisle of the worthy products of industry. The emphasis was on display, with the most spectacular and innovative of the 13,937 exhibits given the greatest prominence. There were statues in every direction, many depicting Queen Victoria and her consort Prince Albert, one of the Exhibition’s instigators. These were set off by countless potted plants, palms and flowers. The ironwork was painted in pale colours – predominantly blue and yellow – that enhanced the airy feel of the glass enclosure. The displays were on two levels, the ground floor and the gallery that fringed it.
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Country visitors to the Exhibition.








As the visitors stood near the fountain, and began to absorb the marvels that surrounded them, they quickly discovered that they were the object of much curiosity themselves. Although the Exhibition had been open since the beginning of May, the higher charge for admission during the first three weeks meant that only fairly recently had the working classes been able to afford to go. Hutton’s group was one of the first – and biggest – organised visits of labourers. The London newspapers had all assigned reporters to write long daily reports of the doings in the Crystal Palace, and they fell upon the Surrey farm workers with relish, the Times representative declaring with unbridled enthusiasm that ‘more perfect specimens of rustic attire, rustic faces and rustic manners could hardly be produced from any part of England’.


The reporter from the Morning Chronicle had spotted these paragons as soon as they arrived:




The honest fellows appeared delighted, though somewhat confounded, by the vastness of the Crystal Palace and the strange collection of objects among which they found themselves. It was amusing to observe how they seemed to stand in awe of the building: its greatness paralysed them; they hardly liked to penetrate into the huge compartment which opened on each side, but stuck close to the crystal fountain, or, if they moved forward, kept close together in small parties – the young ones held by the hand lest they should be lost, and even the adults seemed apprehensive of a similar disaster. To guard against this the rosettes had been provided.





Almost immediately, Amos and Elizabeth Saunders of Lingfield lost track of their young son, but he was quickly found and, once the general sense of disorientation began to wear off, Hutton’s well-prepared plan of campaign was put into effect. The visitors were split into groups, each with its own leader, who held aloft a card with his name on it. The leaders had been given a map, and they led their groups in different directions.


To their left, the western end of the nave accommodated most of the displays from Britain and its colonial possessions. Near the beginning of this section was the medieval court, designed by Augustus Pugin (responsible for much of the internal decoration of the new Houses of Parliament), which was to do much to establish the Victorian Gothic style. There were wonders aplenty. A knot of people clustered around the fabulous Koh-i-Noor diamond from India – impressive for its size, although unskilled cutting meant that it did not gleam as brightly as its legend had boasted. Also from the East came a rich collection of exotic silks and ornate furniture and even a howdah and elephant cloth: it would be some weeks before the organisers could acquire a stuffed elephant to display these at their best. One of the largest exhibits was a model of Liverpool Docks, its five miles of river frontage reduced to forty feet, complete with 1,600 meticulously accurate miniature ships.


Yet the displays were not confined to the exotic and bizarre. There were machines designed to perform the everyday tasks with which the villagers were familiar, and examples of ordinary household products, not just luxuries for the well-off. Alfred Tennyson, the new Poet Laureate, in his ode to the opening of the Exhibition, celebrated its practical aspect:






… lo! the giant aisles


Rich in model and design;


Harvest-tool and husbandry,


Loom and wheel and enginery,


Secrets of the sullen mine,


Steel and gold, and coal and wine,


Fabric rough or fairy-fine …


And shapes and hues of Art divine!


All of beauty, all of use,


That one fair planet can produce.








Even if that last couplet was an overstatement, here was a comprehensive showcase that honoured the common herd as much as the privileged élite. Of practical interest to this particular group of visitors were the new machines that would take some of the hard labour out of their everyday lives – and quite transform the world of their children and grandchildren. There were sophisticated reapers and threshers, mostly still powered by horses but a few making use of developing steam technology. Though impressed, some of the harder-headed farm workers will have wondered whether these new marvels were robust enough to withstand many hours of working with the heavy soil of the Weald. Some of the huge looms and other machines that were revolutionising the cloth industries of the north were shown in operation, powered by steam engines housed just outside the Crystal Palace itself. In one area, fifteen machines had been set up to show the whole process of cotton spinning.


On the domestic front, the Surrey visitors must have marvelled at devices they could not dream of possessing – gas cookers, electric clocks, primitive washing machines. Like many others, they were intrigued by De La Rue’s patent envelope maker, whose intricate moving parts deftly folded and gummed the paper into shape, simulating the most precise and skilled operations of the human hand at the rate of thousands per hour. The Illustrated London News described how it ‘closely followed several actual movements of the human form divine’. Operated by two children, it produced sixty envelopes a minute, responding to a demand created by the introduction of the penny post eleven years earlier. Another machine could roll up to 100 cigarettes a minute.


Among further curiosities that will have attracted the attention of the villagers, if they came across them in the limited time at their disposal, were some destined to have less of an impact on their lives: a carriage drawn by kites, furniture made from coal – including a garden seat from Osborne House, Queen Victoria’s seaside home in the Isle of Wight – a knife with precisely 1,851 blades, a false nose made of silver, a buttonless shirt for bachelors and a set of artificial teeth fitted with a swivel device that allowed the user to yawn without displacing either the lower or the upper range.





[image: ]

De La Rue’s patent envelope machine. 








To the right of the entrance, in the eastern part of the building, were the exhibits from overseas – a random collection that depended largely on which governments had responded most enthusiastically to the idea of the Exhibition. The French were dominant, with their sophisticated designs of fabrics and furnishings as well as a few technological wonders, notably a prototype submarine. The Americans had produced an eclectic display – rather smaller than had originally been expected – that ranged from a stuffed squirrel to a giant model eagle and from the highly practical McCormick reaper, through a set of unpickable locks, to some peculiar musical innovations, such as a piano that could be played by four people at once and a violin and piano joined in such a way that a single musician could play them both at the same time on a single keyboard.


Yet the essence of a day at the Great Exhibition did not lie just in the objects on display. People were a vital part of the pageant. It regularly attracted a throng of 50,000 and more, representing an unprecedentedly broad cross-section of British society It was the first mass spectacle that appealed to almost every social class – and the first time that the wealthy and privileged had found the courage to mingle so freely with their perceived inferiors. The young Queen and her consort, Prince Albert, had set the example, visiting Crystal Palace nearly every day when they were in London and making a point of walking through the crowds as they toured the stands: people made way for the royal party and cheered lustily. Victoria and Albert had been there, as it happened, on the arrival of the Surrey farm workers, greatly adding to their sense of awe.


By four p.m., the pre-arranged time for their departure, the Surrey contingent had in itself become an object of wonder. Native Londoners gathered round them as they prepared to leave, with what the press described as ‘looks full of curiosity, not unmingled with a species of half-pitying interest’. Not content with looking, the townies proceeded to quiz the country folk about their reactions to what they had seen. What had they been most struck by? Had they understood it all? Would they like to make another visit if they could? The responses, if any, to this impertinent line of questioning are unrecorded, but the group clearly conducted themselves with sufficient dignity to provoke a lyrical outburst from the Times man:




After some little marshalling they left the Exhibition in close order, moving three abreast – an affecting array of young and old, male and female, in which each observer might read with his own eyes the evidences of a laborious life, little relieved by intelligence or education, but simple, unpretending and not unaccompanied by domestic virtue or happiness … The rector, the Rev. Mr Hutton, deserves great praise for this truly benevolent and pastoral act, which ought to be extensively imitated.





When they had all been mustered, they retraced their steps of the morning down Knightsbridge and across the park to Westminster, where they were marched into the large National School Room on Tufton Street, just behind Smith Square. (The National Schools were the precursors of the Church of England schools, now part of the state system.) Here the adults were treated to a glass of beer and showed their appreciation by giving a wholehearted rendering of the National Anthem: on previous occasions when they had sung ‘God Save the Queen’, they had not imagined that they would ever come face to face with the lady in question. The steamer took them back to London Bridge, where they boarded the train for Godstone. There the wagons were waiting for them, and they arrived at their homes soon after dusk. There was plenty for them to talk about – but most may have gone straight to their beds, to be up early next morning for the milking and to catch up with the chores they had neglected for the sake of their grand day out.







* * *





The local paper, the Surrey Standard (at that time incorporated into the Sussex Express), was even more enthusiastic about the expedition than the national press had been. Of the participants, it wrote that ‘their good conduct throughout the day was admirable and proved they were worthy of the confidence placed in them’. But there was more to it than that. Britain’s ruling classes were becoming increasingly worried about the emergence of a militant working class and the consequent possibility of conflict. Only three years earlier, when much of Europe had been rocked by revolution, the Chartists in Britain had provoked riots by workers agitating for better conditions and political reform. There was a growing feeling that more serious clashes could be avoided only by reaching out to the working class in a benign manner – a strategy that would today be seen as hopelessly paternalistic.


Until the nineteenth century, working-class aspirations had been encapsulated in the image of an urchin in a flat cap, pressing his nose against the window of a great house, where his betters were engaged in their social rituals of dining well or dancing in accordance with the current fashion. Now the urchin was to be invited to the party, though strictly on the host’s terms. The Crystal Palace was an apt if unconscious symbol of this new state of affairs: the walls were all of glass but the lower orders were now inside, joining in the fun.


Against this background, the Surrey Standard went on to comment:




We cannot conclude this brief summary of so pleasing an instance of good feeling and cordial co-operation without expressing our deep sense of importance of its interesting character, our pleasure at its perfect success and our hope that, if not too late, the example may be followed. The clergy and gentry of the district will find their best reward not in that approbation extorted from the public but in that ‘one self-approving hour’ which must have followed a day gladdened by the sunshine of so many merry faces, and unattended by the mixture of any of those debasing accompaniments which too often render the peasant’s holiday a debauch rather than a festival.


We hail the excursion of the three parishes as a first movement in a right direction. The people must and will have amusements. Shall the wise and the good provide them, or shall they be left to those who are animated only by the stimulus of gain – gain which, unfortunately, can only be secured by the moral deterioration of those from whom it is to be gathered?





Someone else, too, was impressed by the visitors and their demeanour. Queen Victoria kept a detailed daily journal of her doings. The entry for 14 June 1851 reads, in part:




Quite forgot to mention that on the morning of the 12th we saw three whole parishes – Crowhurst, Linchfield and Langford, from Kent and Surrey (800 in number), walking in procession two and two, the men in smock frocks, with their wives looking so nice. It seems that they subscribed to come to London, by the advice of the clergyman, to see the Exhibition, it only costing them 2s 6d.





She meant Limpsfield, not Linchfield; and Lingfield, not Langford. Moreover, they were not whole parishes, none is in Kent and the villagers paid Is 6d, not 2s 6d. The great thing about being a monarch is that you are not obliged to be a slave to detail.



















CHAPTER TWO


A PRINCE FINDS A PURPOSE







The Queen, at the risk of not appearing modest (and yet why should a wife ever be modest about her husband’s merits?), must say that she thinks Lord John Russell will admit now that the Prince is possessed of very extraordinary powers of mind and heart. She feels so proud of being his wife that she cannot refrain from herself paying tribute to his noble character.




 





Queen Victoria, in a letter to Lord John Russell, 1851





Early in March 1850, Henry Forbes, Mayor of Bradford – the fastest-growing woollen town in West Yorkshire – received an unusually, almost comically large envelope in the mail from London. In it was the most magnificent invitation card he had ever set his eyes upon. It was from Prince Albert and the Lord Mayor of London, Thomas Farncomb, asking him to attend a banquet at the Mansion House on 21 March, for the purpose of spreading the word about plans for the following year’s Great Exhibition. So excited was the Mayor that he rushed to show the card to his friend, the editor of the Bradford Observer, who in turn hastened to share his amazement with his readers:




We have been favoured with a sight of the card of invitation, which of itself is almost worthy of a place in the proposed Exhibition. It is enamelled and of a large quarto size, the letters being printed in gold. The arms of His Royal Highness Prince Albert appear conspicuous, the arms of the City of London and the Lord Mayor being engraved on a smaller scale. The whole is surrounded by a beautiful gold border.





And he added the laconic payoff line: ‘We need scarcely add that the Mayor has accepted the invitation.’


*


Even by the standards of the Mansion House, administrative headquarters of the wealthiest square mile in Britain, it was a uniquely splendid occasion. By 5.30, as dusk was beginning to fall, a large crowd of onlookers had gathered in the street outside to see the first of nearly 200 guests arriving. Mayors of provincial cities had turned out in force, and many of the guests were in official costumes of one kind or another – foreign ambassadors in court dress, military men in uniform, bishops in their vestments and masters of city guilds in livery. Among politicians who had obeyed the royal summons were the Prime Minister, Lord John Russell; Sir Robert Peel, a former Prime Minister; Lord Palmerston, foreign secretary and a future Prime Minister; and William Gladstone, also a Prime Minister in the making. But these were not the celebrities that most of the crowd had turned out to see.


At 6.15, the faint sound of distant cheering grew louder as a royal carriage made its way along Cheapside. In it was Prince Albert, dressed in the resplendent uniform of an Elder Brother of Trinity House, the lighthouse authority. After being greeted by the Lord Mayor, he and his party were led down the long corridor of the Mansion House, which was decorated with scores of shrubs and lined by eighty members of the Honourable Artillery Company, forming a guard of honour as the parade made its way to the pre-dinner reception. 


The meal itself was to be held in the Egyptian Hall, the main banqueting room of the house designed by George Dance the Elder in 1739. The massive columns around its four walls had been adorned for the occasion with symbols representing the British counties and regions. Painted shields were attached to them, as well as models and stuffed animals depicting the particular district’s characteristic agricultural products and manufactures. The Prince’s chair was at the head of the table, and behind it two figures representing peace and plenty. At the opposite end of the hall was a figure of Britannia, holding a plan of the proposed Exhibition. Around her were four angels, delivering to the four corners of the world an invitation to display their wares in London next year.


At seven o’clock, with the rest of the company already seated, the Lord Mayor and the Prince entered the hall and took their places. Turtle soup was served, then there was a choice of six kinds of fish – including eel – and even more main courses, among them lobster, mutton, pigeon and raised ornamental pies. After fruit, cakes and ices, a loving cup was passed around the company, in accordance with a Mansion House tradition. Then grace was performed by a group of vocalists, the loyal toast was drunk and the National Anthem sung before the Prince rose to speak.


He began by expressing gratification that his plan for the Exhibition had met with so much approval, and explained the ambition that lay behind it:




We are living at a period of most wonderful transition, which tends rapidly to accomplish that great end – to which all history points – the realisation of the unity of mankind … Gentlemen, the Exhibition of 1851 is to give us a true test of the point of development at which the whole of mankind has arrived in this great task, and a new starting point from which all nations will be able to direct their further exertions.





He believed that the world had reached a stage where all knowledge and innovation were recognised as being the property of the international community as a whole, not something that needed to be protected by secrecy from the gaze of outsiders. The Exhibition would embody this ideal. He was loudly applauded for his insistence that the event should be paid for not by the Government but by donations from the people of the country. He urged those local officials present to begin raising funds in their own localities.


As he sat down, the Prince was cheered to the echo. The next speaker was the Archbishop of Canterbury, followed by the French ambassador, M. Drouyn de Lhuys. In a subtle speech, the ambassador observed that the excellence of British products lay in their cheapness and durability, not their ‘fine glossy surface’ – a thinly veiled slur based on the reputation that French goods enjoyed for being better designed. The most rousing speech came from Sir Robert Peel, much venerated as an elder statesman. ‘Gentlemen, I have no fear of failure,’ he declared. ‘I am confident that we shall succeed. In spite of the cavils of some … such is the spirit of Englishmen that this great undertaking shall not be permitted to fail … but shall be borne triumphant over every obstacle by the energy and determination of the British people.’


After that tour de force, the rest of the evening could only be an anticlimax. The mayors of York and Dublin and the Lord Provost of Edinburgh spoke, and finally the Earl of Carlisle, a member of Russell’s government. Proposing a toast to ‘the working man of the United Kingdom’, the Earl urged that the Exhibition should embrace all classes, as well as all nations. ‘It is pre-eminently intended to be the festival of the working man and of the working woman.’ Scarcely anybody in the room fell into that category, but it did not prevent them from cheering the impeccable sentiment with unbounded enthusiasm, before they emerged into the chilly night and sought the carriages that would take them to their homes or lodgings.


The evening had been an indisputable success. Until then, for Henry Forbes and the other civic dignitaries for whose benefit the extravaganza had been mounted, the Great Exhibition had been an insubstantial idea that they had read about in the newspapers; something that might or might not happen in faraway London, a place they seldom visited despite the rapid new railway services. True, the fact of its royal patronage lifted it out of the ordinary, but even that did not mean that the ambitious scheme would automatically go ahead, for already influential voices had been raised against it. The dinner, with its glittering guest list and impassioned speeches, had convinced the mayors that, far from being a pious aspiration, the Exhibition was more likely than not to become a reality, and that their communities should seize the chance of playing a role. Most went home determined to drum up support and funds from local businesses and to start thinking hard about the products they could display.


*


During the eighteenth century, the British had grown accustomed to foreign royalty, even if they never exactly warmed to them. The four Hanoverian Georges were by turns incomprehensible, mad, extravagant and licentious, but they seemed to serve their constitutional purpose. When Albert, the second son of the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, married Queen Victoria in 1840 – when both were aged twenty-one – her subjects were prepared to tolerate him, but they did not see why they should be required to take him to their hearts. According to his biographer, Robert Rhodes James, fashionable London society viewed him at first as ‘an insufferable German Puritan on the make’. He had no polite small talk, and a Teutonic sense of humour that found no outlet in the strictly formal salons of the British aristocracy: as a youth he had once thrown stink bombs from his box in the theatre into the stalls below.


Albert’s destiny as Victoria’s Consort had been decided at a very early age. His cousin Leopold had been married to Princess Charlotte, George IV’s only child and as such the heir to his throne, but she died in childbirth in 1817. Albert and Victoria were both born two years later – also cousins, because Victoria’s mother was Leopold’s sister. Before long the ambitious Saxe-Coburgs had calculated that they now had a second chance to cement their links with the British crown. Albert was educated in things British from the start, and in 1836, the year before Victoria ascended the throne, he went to London with his father to inspect his cousin. The young pair got along famously and the two families agreed in principle that they should marry. Albert immersed himself yet more deeply in British affairs and perfected his command of the language.


Even though it was an arranged marriage, contracted when the couple had scarcely emerged from childhood, there is little doubt that it was a loving one. Just before the ceremony, the Queen wrote in her journal: ‘To feel I was and am loved by such an angel as Albert was too great a delight to describe! He is perfection; perfection in every way.’


Despite this evidence of regard, Albert was realistic enough to recognise that the role of Consort would be a thankless one. ‘My future position will have its dark sides,’ he wrote to his stepmother, and so it initially proved. The first setback came when the Government’s plan to award him an annuity of £50,000 was rejected by the House of Commons and the sum reduced to £30,000. The instigator of the cut was Colonel Charles Sibthorp, a prominent jingoist with an aversion to foreigners, who was later to achieve further renown as one of the most vociferous critics of the Great Exhibition.


This financial blow was not Albert’s greatest concern: as he said, it meant simply that he would not be able to patronise the British arts and sciences as generously as he had intended. His chief difficulty was to find himself a role beyond that of accompanying the Queen at official functions. Victoria herself, although devoted to him, initially made the problem worse by refusing to let him take part in government business. Soon, though, he persuaded her to appoint him her secretary, and he began gradually to wield more influence in affairs of state, especially when the Queen was otherwise engaged giving birth to their nine children. He also instigated reforms that led to the more efficient running of the royal household, and in doing so displayed his methodical approach. Concerned about the inefficiency of the palace kitchens, he commissioned a technical report from an up-and-coming scientist, Lyon Playfair, who would later play an important role in his plans for the Exhibition.


None of this, though, amounted to a fulfilling full-time occupation, and the Prince involved himself in good works. In 1844 he became President of the Society to Improve the Condition of the Working Classes. At the same time he pursued ever more energetically his interest in the world of knowledge, making contact with a number of societies with a view to becoming involved in their work. In 1843 he joined the Society of Arts, formed in 1754 ‘for the encouragement of arts, manufactures and sciences’. Its main purpose was to award prizes for useful, well-designed inventions, and in 1756 it staged its first small exhibition. For the rest of the century it fought a losing battle in trying to persuade manufacturers of the virtues of good design. In those early days of the Industrial Revolution, practicality and cheapness were the most prized qualities, with aesthetics some way down the list.
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Henry Cole








The French had been quicker to recognise the importance of design, and Europe’s first major exhibition of manufactures was held in the Temple of Industry in Paris in 1798, followed by others every few years on a fairly regular schedule. By the time Albert joined the Society of Arts, there had been no exhibition in London for many years, although some of its members were starting to urge that it was time to follow the French example.


When the Duke of Sussex, president of the society since 1816, died a few months after Albert joined, the young Prince Consort was the obvious choice to succeed him. The following year, when important exhibitions were held in Paris and Berlin, the society’s secretary, Francis Wishaw, proposed that its own exhibitions should be revived and, if the first met with any success, possibly become an annual event. Prince Albert agreed to the experiment, and in 1845 a small exhibition, offering £300 in prizes, was mounted at the society’s headquarters in John Adam Street, behind the Strand (where it occupies the same premises today).


One of the prizes went to a tea service designed by Felix Summerley, alias Henry Cole, one of that distinctive breed of Victorian polymaths who recognised no limits to the scope of their talents and succeeded in nearly everything they turned their hands to. Leaving school at fifteen, Cole worked as a clerk in what was to become the Public Record Office and studied painting in his spare time. Rising to be Assistant Keeper of Public Records, he was a main force behind the construction of a dedicated records office in Fetter Lane, off Fleet Street. (To prove the need, he appeared before a Parliamentary inquiry carrying a mummified rat that had been found among some badly gnawed precious documents.) He also wrote children’s books; designed and possibly invented Christmas cards; and helped Rowland Hill create the penny post in 1840. Developing his interest in art, he edited the Journal of Design, as well as the Railway Chronicle. His prize-winning tea service was fairly basic in the context of the fussy fashion of the day, but it continued to be produced by Minton for some years. In the wake of his success, Cole joined the Society of Arts, became one of its most active members and was elected to its council almost immediately.


The annual shows attracted growing interest and encouraged members of the council to think in terms of mounting a large national exhibition in 1851, on the French model and on a scale never before attempted in Britain. At the beginning of 1848 Cole put the idea to Prince Albert and at first received a cautious response. The plan involved a far greater commitment of resources and – even more important – of the Prince’s personal reputation than the modest shows staged so far. He had already clashed with courtiers, who saw themselves as guardians of royal protocol and dignity and felt that at times the Consort acted too hastily, as young men will do, without weighing up the consequences. So he was now wary of committing his support to any project without first consulting advisers – in particular his private secretary, Colonel Charles Phipps, a man very much wedded to tradition – and canvassing their views on the chances of success.


The Prince therefore told Cole and his colleagues that he would not back the idea until he was sure that the Government would give it a fair wind, although in truth he was already greatly enthused by it. Here at last was a chance to spearhead a project that would raise his national profile in a wholly benevolent way, spanning three areas to which he was especially committed: trade, science and the arts. Here was something that would engage him and stretch his abilities.


Members of the council of the Society of Arts joined him in lobbying for political support, and they received some encouragement from Whitehall, even though the final decision would have to be taken by the House of Commons. In 1849 Cole went to France with the architect Matthew Digby Wyatt, who had been commissioned by the society to report on what lessons could be learned from that year’s Paris exhibition. In his memoirs, Cole recalled: ‘It was my first visit to Paris and with Mr Digby Wyatt I put up at the Hotel de la Ville de Paris. We were awakened at midnight by the stifling odour of emptying the cesspools, altogether a novel sensation, which the years have not obliterated from my mind.’


It was the accepted practice of the time to regard foreigners with suspicion, not to say derision, and the British routinely believed that the French had deplorably low standards of hygiene – a view periodically reinforced by cartoons in Punch, the satirical journal established in 1841. That made it all the more remarkable that Cole and Wyatt’s visit should spark an idea that was to have a profound impact on the scope and nature of the Great Exhibition. The Paris event was restricted to French goods, but in talking to its organisers, the British pair learned that there had been some discussion that year about inviting exhibitors from overseas. The notion was scotched by French manufacturers, reluctant to face outside competition. The British Parliament, after acrimonious debate, had in 1846 introduced a measure of free trade with the repeal of the Corn Laws – a move that had the popular effect of reducing food prices, although it was still opposed by a significant body of tradespeople. Wyatt and Cole calculated that the spirit of free trade would be enhanced if the proposed Exhibition was opened up to all nations. It would symbolise Britain’s self-confidence and ensure that the world’s eyes turned towards London.


Another prominent member of the Society of Arts, Francis Fuller, had also been to Paris, and was equally convinced that the London Exhibition should be international. Shortly after his return, he had a chance meeting on a train with Thomas Cubitt, the master builder, who was on his way back from Osborne House, where he was installing improvements for the royal couple. When Fuller mentioned his idea, Cubitt was enthusiastic and promised to recommend it to Albert on his next visit to Osborne.


In June and July 1849 Cole and Fuller had further meetings with the Prince, at which he agreed that the Exhibition should be international. At the second of these meetings, Sir Robert Peel was present and made the important point that before proceeding too far it was vital to test the opinion of British manufacturers, whose co-operation in sending their best products to London would be crucial to the Exhibition’s success. Cole and Fuller said they would take soundings and report back to the Prince in September. In August, four representatives of the Society of Arts visited the manufacturing towns of Lancashire and Yorkshire to meet leading industrialists, explain the project and gauge their reactions. They were largely favourable, although the manufacturers stressed that good design should not be the only criterion for awarding prizes. Cheapness – the prime quality of British products – had to be taken into account, otherwise the French and other foreigners would win the bulk of the awards. Manchester in particular did not want its mass-produced products to be compared unfavourably with the more expensive luxury goods created by French craftsmanship.


At the September meeting, held in the royal family’s Scottish castle at Balmoral, it was agreed that the next stage was to involve the City of London. The decision had already been taken not to ask Parliament to finance the proposed Exhibition but to raise the money by subscription. The City, the nation’s financial boiler room, was the obvious place to start looking for funds, and it was felt that stressing the royal connection would improve the chances of a successful appeal. In September Col. Phipps wrote to London’s Lord Mayor asking him to consult leading financiers and assess their likely support for the proposal, now being projected as Prince Albert’s own idea.


On the morning of 17 October 1849, the Lord Mayor invited some of the most influential London merchants, bankers and traders to the Mansion House to meet a deputation from the Society of Arts, who would flesh out the project. More than 300 turned up to hear Cole setting out the aims of the proposed Exhibition and laying particular stress on the Prince’s role. ‘During the last two years His Royal Highness has been watching the symptoms of public feeling on this question with great intentness,’ he said, and went on to explain the Prince’s reasons for making the Exhibition an international one:




Whilst it appears an error to fix any limitations to the productions of machinery, science and taste, which are of no country but belong as a whole to the civilised world, particular advantage to British industry might be derived from placing it in fair competition with that of other nations.





He went on to list some of the exotic items that visitors might expect to see:




In the class of animal substances, we shall probably have enormous elephants’ tusks from Africa; leather from Morocco and Russia; beaver from Baffin Bay; the wools of Australia, Yorkshire and Tibet; silk from Asia and from Europe and furs from the Eskimos … We shall have spices from the East; the hops of Kent and Sussex; the raisins of Malaya and the olives of the Pyrenees … gold from California and the East Indies; silver from Mexico, Russia and Cornwall; iron ore from Wales, Wolverhampton and Tunbridge Wells.





The prizes offered were expected to amount to £20,000. Although government funding would not be sought, the Society of Arts would ask the Government to appoint a Commission to oversee arrangements.


Cole then discussed possible sites. Somerset House in the Strand had been offered, but there was also talk of putting up a temporary building in the southern part of Hyde Park. It was anticipated that around 100,000 foreign visitors would come to Britain for the event: ‘London will act the part of host to all the world at an intellectual festival of peaceful industry suggested by the Consort of our beloved Queen and seconded by yourselves – a festival such as the world never before has seen.’


He sat down to prolonged cheering. A number of City figures spoke in favour of the scheme, and the meeting carried a resolution supporting the Exhibition and the concept of funding it by subscription. Most of the press, too, was becoming more enthusiastic by the day. The Times observed: ‘This peaceful metropolis is the asylum of the outcast and unfortunate. All parties find refuge here … What office so proper to London as the reconciliation and improvement of the civilised world?’ And it lauded the concept of nations competing through ‘the rivalry of civilised art, instead of the old rivalry of brute force’.


The Morning Chronicle banged the patriotic drum: ‘Englishmen are afraid of no competition. They have nothing to fear and are willing to learn.’ Yet there were sceptics, among them the Standard: ‘There are plenty of products of foreign industry in the shops of Oxford Street, Regent Street, Pall Mall, the Strand, Fleet Street and Cheapside.’


During the autumn, Cole, Fuller and others continued their tour of the provinces. In their discussions with industrialists they encountered the same broad approval as they had in their earlier visits. In rural areas, though, the story was different. Farmers and landowners could not see what was in it for them. One of the investigators, Hepworth Dixon, wrote to Prince Albert from rural north Yorkshire: ‘Ignorance, indifference, hostility: these are in brief the characteristics of the agricultural towns which I have visited today.’ The same reaction was later reported from Kent, where because of opposition led by the clergy and aristocracy, fewer than forty people turned up at a public meeting. 


All in all, though, the prospects of raising funds seemed good; but donations would inevitably take time to come in, and some money was needed quickly if the plans were to be advanced. In November the organisers did a deal with James and George Munday, heads of a firm of building contractors, who would advance them £20,000 in exchange for a share of the profits. In January 1850 the Queen announced the appointment of a twenty-four-man Royal Commission, under Albert’s presidency, to turn the plans for the Exhibition into reality. Among its members were the Prime Minister, Lord John Russell; Lord Derby, Leader of the Opposition; Lord Granville, a prominent member of the Government who was the Commission’s active vice-president; three more peers of the realm; Sir Robert Peel; William Gladstone; the builder and engineer William Cubitt (Thomas Cubitt’s brother); and the architect Charles Barry.


With the increasing likelihood that the Exhibition would go ahead, and the newspapers devoting more and more column inches to discussing the prospects, public interest was beginning to mount. The British have always warmed to public spectacle. Periodic fairs, where farmers and craftsmen sold their products while street entertainers drew the crowds, were an ancient tradition. Since the seventeenth century, pleasure gardens in London and other large cities had tried to simulate a celebratory atmosphere every day during their opening season. The theatre attracted all classes, although the auditorium was still segregated between rich and poor.


The arrival at London Zoo of unusual beasts from distant parts of the Empire was invariably hailed by large crowds and excited press coverage. In June 1850 The Times devoted more than a column to a detailed description of a new hippopotamus: 




It now and then uttered a soft, complacent grunt and, lazily opening its thick, smooth eyelids, leered at its keeper with a singular protruding movement of the eyeball from the prominent socket … No living specimen has been seen in Europe since the period when they were last exhibited by the third Gordian [AD 238–244] in the amphitheatre of Imperial Rome.





As advances in engineering and technology produced a spate of wondrous inventions, there was a tendency to treat these as spectacles as well. Excited crowds formed to watch the early railway trains get up steam, and even more modest happenings drew an audience: in the 1850s, advertisements in the London newspapers regularly invited the public to watch chickens and other poultry hatch in a newly invented incubator in the West End.


Some were expecting still greater marvels from the Exhibition. At the end of January 1850, a correspondent to a Sheffield newspaper wrote that he had heard of a race of men with tails that had been discovered in the interior of French Africa, ‘repulsively ugly, enormous mouth, thick teeth, no beard and body not hairy’. He suggested that the French government should be asked to produce a male and female specimen at the Exhibition. A few days later there was a report of preparations being made in India to send exhibits: ‘Many of the rude machines of the natives will be found to be as remarkable for their ingenuity as the more perfect contrivances of European artificers.’


However, the Commission was determined from the start that the Exhibition would not be a collection of curiosities but a display of practical innovation and design. Early on, William Felkin, the Mayor of Nottingham and leader of the committee co-ordinating that city’s contribution, clearly spelled out the criteria:




Articles notable only for their singularity will not be admitted … A counterpane composed of a million hexagonal morsels of coloured cloth, and put together by the labour of years, if arranged without elegance or design, would not be admissible … It may be very creditable for a ploughman to have constructed a steam engine; or for a shop boy to have devised and put together a threshing machine; yet neither would, of itself, constitute a valid ground for admission here.





The Commission appointed two Special Commissioners to tour the country and drum up support. They were Lyon Playfair, the scientist who had reported for Prince Albert on the royal kitchens, and Colonel John Lloyd, an engineer whose adventurous past had included an early survey of the projected Panama Canal, a daring ascent of an unconquered peak in Mauritius, engineering work for the South American revolutionary Simon Bolivar, and arrest by the Russians in Poland. Playfair and Lloyd’s energetic efforts, allied to those of Digby Wyatt, who was responsible for publicity, led to enthusiastic meetings in all parts of the country. By now there was support even in rural areas, after a promise that agricultural products would find a place at the Exhibition.


Scores of committees were formed and subscriptions pledged. The Queen gave £1,000 and Prince Albert, unwilling to upstage her, £500. At the other end of the social scale came contributions of shillings and even pennies from people wanting to be identified with the project, however modestly. Businessmen took collections among their employees and reported the results to the press: builders employed by Thomas Cubitt gave £40, printers at Waterlow’s £21 10s and railwaymen with the London and South-Western £29 13s. The Duchess of Sutherland formed a committee of ladies to ensure that women’s interests were not overlooked.
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Prince Albert the fund-raiser, as seen by Punch.








One of the first acts of the Commission was to cancel the financing arrangement with the Mundays, after concern had been expressed about the propriety of commercial involvement in this national endeavour. This meant that the Commissioners were now totally at the mercy of subscribers, who were proving less ready to respond to their appeals than might have been suggested by the widespread enthusiasm expressed for the project. There was no shortage of pennies and shillings from the poor, but that was not enough. Many more large cheques from the rich were urgently required. Punch commented on the shortfall in a cruel cartoon depicting Prince Albert begging on the street, above this verse:






This empty hat my awkward case bespeaks,


These blank subscription lists explain my fear;


Days follow days, and weeks succeed to weeks,


But very few contributors appear.








Despite this embarrassment, the Commission had no alternative but to press on. The first critical decision that had to be made was to determine the site. Apart from Somerset House and the south side of Hyde Park, suggestions had included Leicester Square, Regent’s Park, Primrose Hill, Victoria Park, Battersea and an alternative spot in Hyde Park, on its north-east corner. Everyone agreed that the original site earmarked in Hyde Park would be most convenient, as being close to the centre of town – everyone, that is, except the well-heeled residents of Belgravia and Kensington, who feared a miserable summer as people of all classes from all over the globe rampaged around their patch. In an attempt to pacify them, the Commissioners gave an assurance that whatever building was erected to house the Exhibition would be temporary, and would be removed as soon as the show was over. As we shall see, the residents refused to be mollified, and for some months after the Commission announced its decision in February it seemed as though the venue might have to be moved, or indeed the whole project cancelled.


Having determined the site, at least to their own satisfaction, the Commissioners had to move urgently to decide what kind of structure should be erected there. If the Exhibition was to have any chance of opening by the target date of 1 May 1851, there was perilously little time to construct a building of the size that would be required. In March 1850 they invited tenders from architects for suitable designs, warning as they did so that they would not necessarily choose any of those submitted in their entirety, but might cherry-pick the best elements from several to produce a master plan of their own. At least they now had enough money pledged to be able to set aside £100,000 for whatever structure they chose, although to achieve that they had been forced to scrap the original plan to offer cash prizes. People would have to be persuaded to compete just for medals, for global honour and acclaim, rather than financial reward.




 





Perhaps it was the gossip about the Mayor’s glamorous dinner invitation in March 1850 that gave Abraham Priestley his big idea. Priestley, aged forty-one, was the landlord of the Hope and Anchor Inn, a large tavern on the corner of Market Street and Bank Street in the centre of Bradford, where he lived with his wife Eliza, their six children and two servants. It is unlikely that he had ever been to London, but from what he had read about the 1851 Exhibition it was going to be a unique event that ought not to be missed – and now, with the Midland Railway having opened its line from Bradford to Leeds in 1846, and Leeds being on a main route to London, it was feasible to make the journey.


Of course it would cost money – there would be the rail fare, almost certainly an admission fee, and the need to spend a night or two in London: going there early in the morning and back late the same night, while possible in theory, would leave precious little time to see all there was to see. The trouble was that his customers, most of them weekly wage-earners in the woollen mills, lived virtually from hand to mouth, and would not be able to stump up the few pounds needed when the time came for the trip to be made.


Priestley calculated that advance planning could solve the problem. What if they formed a club to put aside a shilling or two every week for the next year and more? That would leave them with a useful sum when the time came to visit the Exhibition – and if they travelled in a group they could probably negotiate good deals over travel and lodgings. The principle would be the same as that of the co-operative societies and buyers’ clubs that had been springing up all over the northern industrial districts since the first co-op, in Rochdale, six years earlier. A flour club had been formed in Bradford only the previous year. He discussed the plan with some business friends, then put the word out to his customers that there would be a meeting at the Hope and Anchor on 11 March 1850 to discuss forming a travel club.


Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, Bradford, just south of the Aire Valley, below the eastern fringe of the Pennines, had become one of the boom towns of the Industrial Revolution. In 1801 the town and its surrounding districts could muster a population of only 13,264 and one woollen mill. By 1851 there were 103,788 people and 129 mills, and it had a virtual monopoly of worsted manufacture in Britain. Worsted is a yarn made up of long-staple wool fibres, the short ones being removed by combing. The yarn is tightly twisted to make it hard-wearing and give it the smooth finish prized in men’s suitings. In the 1830s the quality of worsted was enhanced when alpaca wool and mohair were introduced into the blends, a process developed by Bradford’s most famous industrialist, Titus Salt.


Until the nineteenth century, worsted had been manufactured chiefly in East Anglia, the traditional home of the wool trade, but when mechanisation was introduced the industry moved to Yorkshire, close to the coal mines that provided its fuel. The subsequent loss of jobs, as more and more were taken over by machines, made it a fertile breeding ground for the militant working-class movement that was beginning to make an impact on the nation’s industrial and social life.


In 1825–6, when Bradford’s combers and weavers struck for higher pay, many were injured and some killed in the ensuing riot. The radical Chartists came to the fore a few years later, fomenting more riots in 1840 and 1842, and the depression of 1847 led to a further cut in weavers’ pay. The following year, when the Chartists were provoking fear among the ruling and manufacturing classes all across Britain, numerous special constables were sworn in to keep order in Bradford, and soldiers arrived by the newly built railway to quell disturbances in the town centre.


Exponential growth inevitably created other difficulties. Housing had to be provided for the large numbers of people, mostly from rural areas of England and Ireland, who came to Bradford seeking work in the mills. Erected quickly and cheaply, the houses were shoddy and unhygienic. Georg Weerth, a German poet and journalist who lived in Bradford in the mid-1840s, described it as ‘an evil smelling town’. Tuberculosis was rife and 480 people died in a cholera epidemic in 1848–9 – providing the stimulus to Titus Salt to plan his new model factory and township of Saltaire, a few miles away from the putrid centre.


Economic conditions improved in 1850, but in June of that year the Bradford Long-Pledged Teetotal Association, in its seventh annual report, noted another social problem:
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