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				ABOUT THE BOOK

				Channel 4’s The Mill captivated viewers with the tales of the lives of the young girls and boys in a northern mill.

				Focusing on the lives of the apprentices at Quarry Bank Mill, David Hanson’s book uses a wealth of first-person source material including letters, diaries, mill records, to tell the stories of the children who lived and worked at Quarry Bank throughout the nineteenth century.

				This book perfectly accompanies the television series, satisfying viewers’ curiosity about the history of the children of Quarry Bank. It reveals the real lives of the television series’ main characters: Esther, Daniel, Lucy and Susannah, showing how shockingly close to the truth the dramatisation is.

				But the book also goes far beyond this to create a full and vivid picture of factory life in the industrial revolution. David Hanson has written accessible narrative history of Victorian working children and the conditions in which they worked.
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				INTRODUCTION

				Fragments of memory . . . a hot summer day, a lazy, aimless stroll along a meandering river bank, the air thick with the droning of bees. A hiatus in my life, university drop-out, nothing better to do . . . Young lads of eleven or twelve gripping a fraying, many-knotted rope and launching themselves off a high grassy bank above a turgid, oily river – seeming to hang in space in clouds of lazy insects and dust before plunging gleefully into the water. A sticky walk along a dusty path with the sweetest of summer breezes stirring the leaves over my head, and then the sound of roaring water, around the next bend. An idyll in rural Cheshire, a day that could have happened in any of the last hundred years, apart from the modern camera slung around my neck. Then, as I reached the source of the water’s disturbance, a curving weir, I remember looking up and being startled by the sight of a huge building, high and long, looming through a screen of the tallest oaks and beeches, its thousands of tiny windows blinking in the glare. An enormous mill, sitting incongruously in deepest woodland, a relic of the past. I was intrigued, but the day was too glorious to waste exploring what was bound to be a stiflingly hot and oppressive old building. So I passed on by.

				What I didn’t know was that behind those forbidding walls, long ago, children the age of those carefree boys and even younger worked their lives out in relentless, grinding labour. It wasn’t until thirty years later that I began to learn the truth of Quarry Bank Mill.

				On another hot summer’s day, in August 2012, I was facing those towering mill walls again, only this time it was my job to go in and explore. It was an unusual job for me. I was used to working in television, as both producer and scriptwriter, but this new task was different, taking me deep into the lives of real people and into the genesis of a television series.

				I’d been approached by Emily Dalton of Darlow Smithson Productions, which was in the early stages of seeking a commission from Channel 4 to dramatise the story of Quarry Bank Mill in the nineteenth century. Channel 4 was interested, but there was one vital question: were there sufficient stories of the kind to engage a modern audience? The mill certainly had a long, rich history, and is now a renowned living museum, but could enough engrossing material be excavated from the mill’s archives to fill many hours of television prime time? To find out, I was employed not as a researcher but as a story finder. I was faced with over a hundred years’ worth of documentation, thousands of original mill records, personal correspondence, thousands of artefacts, no living witnesses and a ticking deadline. I had two weeks.

				On my first day I made my first invaluable connection. I met Alkestis Tsilika, Ally. Ally controlled, and still does, the gateway to the archives. She took me to the archive room, where the chill contrasted shockingly with the summer heat outside. Safes were unlocked, CSI-type rubber gloves were donned and layer after layer of precious documents were presented in fading cardboard files. I peeled back the first few letters, but what on earth was this? Correspondence in the tiniest of scrawls from the sharpest of quills. Writing crawled across the paper, which had then been turned over and the reverse covered in these hieroglyphics, bleeding through and blurring the already hard-to-read text. Then, in a seeming act of lunacy, the paper had been turned through forty-five degrees and the writing began all over, across and on top of the original text. It was impossibly dense and I felt those two weeks compress into seconds. I began to feel strangely clammy in that chilliest of rooms. I carefully tucked the letters back in their files and peeled off the gloves.

				Back in the office and equally carefully, I laid out the enormity of my task and asked Ally if there were people I could talk to, people who’d already attempted to crack these indecipherable codes. After Ally had explained this painfully intricate way of communicating – paper was scarce and expensive, and nobody would waste a square fraction of an inch – she mentioned what would prove to be my next invaluable sources of inspiration and knowledge.

				‘You should speak to Keith and Ann,’ she said. ‘They’re in on Wednesday . . .’

				Quarry Bank Mill archives are regularly pored over by an army of volunteers. Unlike me, they don’t give up after a few moments squinting at the scrawling of a seemingly mad person. They persevere. After I’d spent a few minutes talking to Keith Plant and Ann Rundle, it all began to fall into place for me.

				‘You should speak to Philip,’ they said. Philip Charnley became next on the list. Then Chris Guffogg, and on and on . . .

				A lot of speaking to people, then. But what cracked the problem was the listening, and then the looking, in the right places. By the end of that first week I was feeling the history of the mill wash through me, those remarkable lives swimming into vivid focus. And it wasn’t just the masters or even the adult workers. To one side of the mill stands the Apprentice House, where the child workers lived, preserved in all its period detail. It took just one scheduled tour to get me hooked. This was a startling insight into life for apprentice children, a life still, surprisingly, little known. As I learned more and more, I thought back to that carefree summer’s day, thirty years earlier, when all the day held in store for those free and easy boys was a refreshing, giddy plunge in the river to take their breath away and cleanse them of the sweat and the dust. No such idyll for the children of Quarry Bank Mill.

				The stories I unearthed were of course raw material from the pages of history, to be refined by the dramatists as they saw fit. Any television series is going to have to concentrate on a certain, finite number of characters and a certain, finite number of stories. And those characters and stories don’t exist in a vacuum; they play out against the wider world. The Mill is set at a time of tumultuous change, when wars raged in Europe and America, the cotton industry waxed and waned, fuelled by the horror of slavery, and working-class people struggled to find their voice and push for electoral change and their basic human rights.

				As with a lot of dramatic reconstructions of historical events, not all the most dramatically satisfying moments happen at the best, and most convenient, times for the dramatist. In the retelling of these stories it is sometimes for the benefit of the writer and ultimately, therefore, to the benefit of the viewer, that characters and events are slipped from their historically accurate moorings, to a place of greater immediacy and relevance.

				In the first series, the core characters are all based on real people, their stories adapted with dramatic licence. At the top of the pecking order are the Greg family: Samuel, the founder of Quarry Bank Mill and its dynasty, his wife Hannah, and one of their sons, Robert Hyde Greg. As in life, the senior Gregs are shown to have had a long and close married life; but the television series has Samuel dying before Hannah. He actually outlived her by some years. There’s a powerful dramatic reason for this switch: Samuel represents the old guard, set in his ways; his son Robert Hyde is the thrusting entrepreneur, keen to exploit new technology and strengthen the mill’s place in a fiercely competitive industry. Old Samuel has to be out of the way.

				The television series is faithful, though, to an important dramatic strand: the Gregs’ involvement in the slave trade. Their empire depended on cotton picked by slaves in the southern states of America, and they themselves owned slaves on sugar plantations in Dominica. The real Hannah Greg found this abhorrent; a free-thinking and liberal woman for her time, she held the filthy trade in disdain, associating with other liberals and abolitionists. The television series brings out this continuing tension between husband and wife. Samuel’s wealth and position is a constant reminder to Hannah that an evil dwells in the heart of the cotton trade . . .

				That wealth and position also depended of course on the labours of the workers, some of whom are also based on real people. Daniel Bate, the clockmaker/mechanic, is shown in the opening episode as being sprung from a debtors’ jail by Robert Hyde Greg, who wants to employ Daniel’s remarkable technical expertise. The real Daniel was indeed sprung by a Greg, but it actually happened fifty years earlier. It was Robert’s father, Samuel Greg, who financed Daniel’s freedom and then made sure he paid back the fee to the penny while in his employ. Daniel did marry and settle at the nearby village of Styal, but it wasn’t to the pregnant Susannah Catterall. He actually found a bride in the spinning rooms, one Caroline Holland, and left with her the minute he’d paid off his debt to the Gregs. And he wasn’t the firebrand of the show. His fictional character reflects the burgeoning political changes in England as working people struggled with the ideology of suffrage and the attainment of individual rights. Hence his association with the political activist John Doherty, another real character but portrayed in his authentic historical period, fighting for the Ten-Hour Bill that would limit children’s working hours.

				Of all the millworkers, Esther Price stands out. The real Esther encapsulated everything that was bad about life in the mill, and what good there was too. At times, she was both its scourge and its champion. She is winningly portrayed in the series, as a spirited, determined Liverpudlian, and a lot of the things she does are based on reports in the mill memoranda, shown in the stoppages book, documented in the wages ledgers, and further backed up in letters and documents written by the Gregs. Yes, she was placed in isolation with the recently deceased Mrs Timperley, late stewardess of the Apprentice House’s girls, but did she ever side with the radical Daniel Bate and try to kickstart a workers’ revolution? No. However, I can see why she was chosen for this role. In another time, and with different influences, she may well have done all of those things. She certainly had the will.

				An assortment of supporting characters, high and low, are based on real people too. Apprentices like Thomas Priestly, Susanna Catterall (the father of whose baby wasn’t actually a Greg), and Esther’s old friend and partner in crime, Lucy Garner; the aforementioned Mrs Timperley and her husband, who looked after the boys in the Apprentice House (though at the time of first series, the supervisors were actually Mr and Mrs Shawcross); and the mill’s remarkable and historically significant medical man, Dr Holland. Charlie Crout, the apprentice-turned-overlooker, has rather a rough deal. In life he was apparently blameless, but for dramatic purposes he was made to represent the unscrupulous sexual predator, abusing his position to prey on the young female workers – a phenomenon all too common at the time.

				In the first televised series screenwriter John Fay skilfully plundered the research material and brought the stories and characters thrillingly to life, creating a compelling drama, true to the real people and historical events. The series was aired in July 2013 and was a hit, striking a chord with many viewers for its unflinching and evidently authentic portrayal of mill life. A second series was com­missioned, and again it drew on those priceless records. New characters were introduced and added new dimensions. The Howlett family especially, arriving from rural Buckinghamshire where they’d endured the direst poverty, forced to travel to find work, any work, that would keep them alive. John Howlett was a proud agricultural labourer, wanting to work for his money rather than falling back on the charity of the hated workhouse. In the series he takes up arms against his fellow workers; this is not documented, but of a piece with his determination to earn an honest wage, whatever the circumstances and conditions.

				While Howlett undoubtedly existed, there is no evidence that anyone resembling Peter, the Dominican ex-plantation slave featured in the second series, ever appeared in Styal. However, he offers us a graphic slice of the horror suffered in Dominica by those who worked in the Greg plantations, and his back story is based on a real incident. He is both a powerful character and a metaphor for this struggle, representing the shameful slaving past (and present) of the family.

				Six months after the first series debuted, I had another call from Emily Dalton, only this time with the chill of Christmas in the air. Would I like to write a book about Quarry Bank Mill, to accompany the series? It took a heartbeat to say yes.

				Fortunately for me, I could call again on Ally and her band of volunteers – Keith, Ann, Philip – and employees like Chris, as enthusiastic and helpful as ever. For this undertaking far outweighed the original task I’d been given. I plunged once more into the massive archives, finding new data all the time: the letters, the diaries, the public declarations, the historical texts, the pamphlets, the photographs . . . One of the great pleasures for me was the many conversations I had with all those knowledgeable people. It’s all there if you know where to look and if you ask the right guides. And beyond the archives I found several vital books on the subject, particularly David Sekers’s definitive account of Hannah Greg’s life, A Lady of Cotton.

				Quarry Bank Mill and Styal offer arguably the most intact colonies of historical and industrial significance in Europe. Their combined histories offer us a microcosm of one of the most turbulent periods ever known in this country, and one that can be traced to the present in the forms of descendants of the apprentice children, still living in the village today. And it’s not even as though it’s all locked away, sitting in aspic. Anyone can visit and see for themselves; anyone can stand in those rooms and absorb the very history of the place. As I have.

				In this book I aim to do what the television series have done: breathe life into those old documents and bring the children, the mill and the village into sharp focus. Not just the life and times of characters featured on television, but those before, during and after them. This will of course call for degrees of speculation, but informed speculation. For, after all, isn’t all history based on the passing-down of stories, the accurate inter­pretation of any given event and any given life, the interpretation of documents? I have been able to tease the personal details out of the vast archive at the mill, to ask the questions that hadn’t been previously asked, to make connections not previously made.

				We’ll be looking at the human side of an industrial empire, the challenges and power struggles facing Samuel and his heirs, and the struggles of organised labour to make itself heard. But above all we’ll witness the lives of the children, as they found themselves thrust breathlessly into the riotous, dangerous daily grind of a millworker, expected to learn quickly or find themselves maimed, dead, or back in the workhouse where most of them came from. And yet, out of this misery, are tales of lives lived to the full, as far as was possible in the circumstances. Examples of the triumph of the indomitable human spirit; born not necessarily out of heroism and resistance, but out of the basic need to survive. When backed into corners, some people are cowed into a paltry existence, while others seek, and find, solace in the small victories over their lot. Some even soar and rise triumphantly above their humble beginnings.

				This story has them all.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				FOUNDATIONS

				I’m standing in the middle of the mill meadow, the ideal vantage point to take in the whole valley. Families picnic on tartan blankets as children chase one another through shin-high grass and dandelion clocks. Their yelps of delight are the only sounds to pierce the calm that settles on the valley under the suffocating August sun. I’ve been retracing my steps of thirty years ago, that summer’s walk along the River Bollin. I think of Samuel Greg first coming across this land, and straightaway seeing its possibilities. Chances are he would have stood where I stand, listening to the river gurgling by, twisting his head to survey the panoramic theatre presented by the high-sided valley and the trees lining the cliffs. He would have been assessing, dreaming and planning. He knew he wanted to build his mill on a river, but he also knew that the Bollin might need a helping hand if it was to power the sort of waterwheel he had in mind. Weirs, lakes, sluices, tunnels . . . a complex web of mechanics and engineering probably started to weave in his mind. Therefore, he knew he needed help himself, specialists to make his dream come true. I stand here merely marvelling at his creation, clutching my guide book and sporting the sticker that gives me access all areas.

				I fan the pages of the guide book, and suddenly notice a detail in one of the captions. Doing a quick sum in my head, I think back to a week ago when I was going through my own, personal archives for a family celebration. I’d dug out a grainy three-by-five print of a young man leaning proprietorially across the roof of an ancient Peugeot. He has a Viking’s beard, shoulder-length hair and improbably flared jeans. He’s me, aged twenty-two – that same young man who had decided not to waste an idyllic summer’s day in an old mill. I realise now that Samuel Greg was twenty-two when he built his first mill. Twenty-two! In my twenty-second summer I was aimless, drifting and unfocused, wearing some pretty bad jeans. Samuel was on the cusp of creating a dynasty within the spinning and weaving business community that would help Manchester become the envy of the industrial world. At the very least, I can try to do justice to the history he created, and the life stories he helped forge; uncover the secrets behind the forbidding mill walls, and peer into its darkest corners for traces of the lives of those apprenticed children who gave up their innocence and youth to fuel the industrial fires of the devouring cotton trade.

				Samuel is an old man when the television drama opens – nearly fifty years have passed since he built the mill, in 1784. He’s supposed to be retired, allowing his son Robert Hyde Greg to control the business. But Samuel can’t bear to let go of his beloved mill, his first success. His ears are attuned to every beat of the mill’s mechanical heart, and any skipping hastens him from Hannah’s side and on to the mill’s floors. As Robert Hyde pushes for modernisation, Samuel becomes like a stag at bay, knowing his days are numbered but still proudly up for the fight.

				His father, Thomas Greg, originally from Scotland but living in Ireland, had built up a successful many-faceted empire, sourcing his raw material from slave plantations in the American South, and building up wealth from sugar produced in his own slave plantations in Dominica. Thomas had another string to his bow, in the form of privateering in the Atlantic – in other words, piracy and smuggling. In 1770s Belfast the economic situation was precarious, and Thomas sent his two eldest sons to England to build careers for themselves. One son was Samuel, only eight years old; his brother, Thomas Jnr, was sixteen. Once in England, Thomas was to go his own way, eventually carving a successful career in insurance and establish­ing a country residence at Coles, Hertfordshire. Young Samuel took lodgings with his mother’s brothers, Robert and Nathaniel Hyde, to learn his way around their trade as merchants and manufacturers of linen and fustian, a rough cloth.

				The Hyde brothers were a mixed blessing for Samuel. While the childless Robert favoured him, making him his heir, Nathaniel, a renowned drunkard and gambler, was jealous, trying to steer Samuel away from the business – even suggesting that he should be a parson. Nathaniel himself had no male heir, he and his wife having produced only daughters. After Robert’s death, Nathaniel gave up the business and sold his stock to Samuel, on the proviso that he, Nathaniel, never fathered a boy. This stock was sold in a market depressed by the war with the American colonies and Samuel got it for a good price. Then a series of crucial events followed: the war ended and Samuel’s stock soared, making him a huge profit of £14,000. Nathaniel died, leaving a pregnant wife. She then gave birth to a boy, too late for him to inherit immediately; Samuel remained the boy’s guardian until he was old enough to share in the inheritance.

				Meanwhile, as well as this generous inheritance, he had the goodwill and contacts of the Hyde business, and wide-ranging experience in the rapidly expanding Manchester cotton trade. Samuel was in a good position to establish his own industrialised spinning mill, and cast about for a suitable site. At that time, before the use of steam engines, waterwheels provided the power to work the machinery, so he needed a fast-flowing river. Hence his arrival on the banks of the Bollin. Samuel decided to call his first mill Quarry Bank. An empire was born.

				As long as Samuel ran the mill, it was exclusively for spinning; his weavers worked traditionally, in their own village homes, using hand looms. His early millworkers were recruited locally, most walking to the mill from surrounding areas such as Wilmslow, Handforth and Morley. It was only when the mill grew in production that Samuel had to look further afield and began the process of taking on apprentices and, in many cases, whole families. This meant housing them, and slowly but surely the outbuildings of Oak Farm at nearby Styal were converted for his workforce. These weren’t apprentices in the modern sense; these children were indentured for a set time, usually until they were eighteen, and then set to work, unpaid, doing the most menial, yet dangerous, tasks. In essence they belonged to the Gregs and the mill until adulthood or death claimed them.

				Nearly all of them were orphans, from the workhouse, the only ‘home’ available to paupers. There were limits to how far away they could be taken from their home parish, usually a 40-mile radius (though for the young children it might as well have been as far as the Moon). Initially, the Newcastle-under-Lyme workhouse supplied Samuel’s apprentices, then, when the supply there dried up, the focus shifted to the Liverpool Workhouse, which features significantly in the television series when Esther flees the mill and returns to her home town of Liverpool, hoping to find the evidence she needs to prove her real age. Samuel eventually built the Apprentice House for his growing army of child workers in 1790.

				Why this dependence on child labour? Children were cheap, of course, receiving bed and board in lieu of wages. But what made them indispensable was, quite simply, their size and their nimble fingers. Only they were small enough to dart under, through and round the moving machinery, picking up loose cotton and other rubbish that could otherwise cause jams or – most dreaded of all in tinderbox conditions – fire. It was self-evidently a most hazardous job, and indeed casualties were common, yet the supply of children was inexhaustible. Lose one, and there’ll be another along in a minute. Grinding poverty made sure of that.

				The advent of the Industrial Revolution from the mid-1770s added another dimension to the suffering of the poor. It was the painful transition of an economy based on working by hand to one based on increasingly sophisticated, powered machinery, concentrating workers in grim factories, subjecting them to a twilight world of unremitting toil, unavoidable ill-health, and frequently premature death. A dark and satanic life indeed.

				Traditionally, poor men without a trade had worked in agriculture. These agricultural labourers and their families relied on the steady supply of work on the land closest to them. If this dried up, they became itinerant, forever shifting in search of work, families in tow. However, by the time Samuel Greg stood back and admired the laying of the first brick on his brand-new mill at Styal, working the land was becoming less and less viable for many of these ‘ag labs’.

				We can trace the decline in this trade back to the sixteenth century, when the price of grain was comparatively low set against that of wool. For the landowners, the thinking was simple: why keep high-maintenance arable land when you could turn it over to sheep farming, with acre after acre looked over by one man and a dog? Just clear out the old labourers. At the same time, the wholesale land-grabbing that resulted from the dissolution of the monasteries under King Henry VIII made the situation worse. Landowners, already wealthy and with not an altruistic bone in their bodies, gobbled up these monastery estates, increasing rents and stuffing their quickly deepening pockets. Things could have changed more than a century later during the Civil War of 1642–51, but what emerged was a greater distance between the haves and the have-nots. Slowly but surely, aristocratic landowners sucked up power and money. As peers, they had their say in the House of Lords, while they gained control of the House of Commons and, through patronage, increased their influence in the Church. As justices of the peace, they became responsible for local government and inexorably became law-makers. By the eighteenth century, the seamless rise of the ruling classes was unstoppable, and they could instigate the system of Enclosure that consolidated their power – an early example of privatisation of public assets. What had traditionally been common land, like open fields, available to common people, was ‘enclosed’, creating individual plots of land that were privately owned.

				Eventually the landowners, a tiny proportion of the population, enclosed 14 million acres of common land. Farmers and ag labs working the land could stay on as tenants, but paying ever higher rents. These extortionate rents were supposedly to encourage a better standard of farming and general land use, but more usually they simply drove out smaller concerns, forcing farmers to migrate or become landless labourers. This resulted in thousands of dispossessed poor people wandering aimlessly in a desperate search for work and food. Families at the end of their endurance were forced into workhouses, administered by parsimonious parish officials and infamous for their cruel, harsh conditions. (After all, you wouldn’t want workhouses to be places where people actually wanted to stay . . .) In the most desperate circumstances, parents had to surrender their children to the untender mercies of the workhouse while they themselves went further afield looking for work. Or, of course, they’d simply die, leaving helpless orphans. When whole communities fell on hard times, the workhouses were full to overflowing with desolate human beings.

				Samuel Greg was one of many millowners who, with business booming, sought to expand their workforce with displaced ag labs. In part, his hand was forced by the remote location of Quarry Bank – ag labs were all he could get. Most of them were only used to working outdoors and the degree of freedom this allowed. They weren’t used to the rules and stringent timekeeping demanded by a disciplined work regime. The weather and seasons dictated their lives and timetables, not the overlookers or the mill managers. So they usually made poor millhands, especially the men, being intransigent and unruly – we’ll be looking at them again in the next chapter. Meanwhile, there were always the children.

				With the sweated labour of his workers, and his own energy and determination, Samuel was beginning to make his mill a flourishing concern. As a gentleman of substance, with a high standing in the cotton community, all he needed now was a wife. And it was his choice of wife that was to set the ethos of Quarry Bank Mill, and have an enormous effect on both the business and the dynasty – and on the lives of child apprentices.

				Hannah Lightbody was chalk to Samuel Greg’s cheese, he a dashing, forthright Irish businessman and she a principled, high-minded daughter of a Unitarian merchant from relatively liberal Liverpool. Was she ready for someone like Samuel? Certainly she had little time for her contemporaries, writing, ‘what a troop of shallow brained fellows the young men of Liverpool are’. She associated with many prominent philanthropists and abolitionists, who were passionate opponents of the slave trade. After what seems, from letters in the archives, to be a difficult courtship (of which more later), Hannah and Samuel married in 1789, setting up home in Manchester. Quite apart from her estimable qualities, Hannah brought a very useful dowry to the marriage. Ambitious Samuel used her £10,000 to expand the mill at Quarry Bank, ordering the construction of the largest waterwheel in Europe to drive his thousands of spindles.

				Hannah abhorred life in the cluttered, filthy centre of Manchester. She pined for the rather more elevated society of Liverpool, and found respite only in the rural retreat in Styal where she and the children could take holidays. After more than ten years of what was sometimes a troubled, joyless (for her part) marriage, in 1800 she was delighted when Samuel built a family home, Quarry Bank House. Anything to escape Manchester with its grime and its danger. What better place than the very valley she had spent many a happy time with her children? Even though there was the huge chunk of compromise in the shape of the adjacent mill.

				By 1808, Hannah and Samuel had ten surviving children, five boys and five girls. Hannah was a great champion of children’s education, even for girls, who generally lost out in this patriarchal society. Her enlightened views, along with the new proximity to the workplace, led her to take a keen interest in the workers as a whole, and especially in the youngest and most vulnerable, the child apprentices. She saw to it that they lived in reasonably decent conditions (for the time), ate nourishing if plain food, had due medical attention, and received a basic education. (At least, the boys were taught to read and write; girls were confined to sewing – maybe Hannah wasn’t altogether consistent here.) She looked after their spiritual wellbeing too, making sure they attended church on Sundays. This level of care was just about unheard-of. Naturally, you wanted the most from your workers, so you made sure they had the bare minimum to keep them alive and making money for you. Hannah would have been more than painfully aware of her husband’s ties with slavery, and perhaps this fuelled her altruism when it came to her very own version of slaves?

				Hannah also had her Dissenter religion and background. Dissenters were always a thorn in the side of the established Church, being free-thinking, radical and tolerant. Hannah’s Unitarianism was a relatively new sect, which denied the Holy Trinity, proclaiming God as a single entity and Jesus Christ to be a mortal man, the flesh-and-blood son of Mary and Joseph. This was heresy. Dissenters generally came under such suspicion that they were barred from attending the universities of the time and couldn’t take up political office. It’s no coincidence that many successful business entrepreneurs came from the ranks of Dissenters; free thinkers with fewer limits to their ambitions. Hannah, being a woman and therefore unfit for business, channelled her dissenting fervour into the welfare of others. It may well be that Samuel too had some empathy with the child workers. He wouldn’t have forgotten that he himself was once an apprentice, sent away from home and family at a tender age to live and work in a strange land. He certainly took pleasure in rewarding good work, touring the factory floors to dole out alms. He was in the habit of leaving a sixpence (six hours’ overtime!) on the machine of a particularly diligent worker. Once it was rumoured that he left three of them on the same machine. He and Hannah also held prize-giving evenings at the house, where the best workers of any year were awarded gifts for their efforts. In short, the whole Greg family were renowned for, and prided themselves on, their humane treatment of their workers.

				Well, humane up to a point. By modern standards, cushioned and conditioned by Health and Safety, working conditions were simply horrendous. It’s just that other mills were a great deal worse, as we shall see. Anyway, Samuel Greg was too hard-nosed a businessman to let sentiment get in the way of a profit. When the poorest parishes asked him to take apprentice children off their hands he charged them up to £4, rather than the usual £2. He also insisted they came with smocks and other clothing, and had to pass a medical and a trial period. He may have been influenced by Hannah, but he wasn’t a soft touch. Business was business. He was always dead set against the Ten-Hour Bill, maintaining it would be a disaster in such a competitive business to reduce working hours for children. His influence here lived on after his death: when Parliament finally passed the bill, in 1847, Quarry Bank – and the other mills that Samuel had later built – flouted the law and carried on regardless for years, often being fined for doing so.

				Samuel had built those mills, in Lancaster, Caton, Bollington and Bury, in order to provide a business for each of his sons. The eldest, Thomas Tylston, didn’t enter the cotton trade at all, having been named by Samuel’s older brother, Thomas of Coles, as his heir. Young Thomas went off to Coles and lived the life of a wealthy gentleman. Of his four brothers, Robert Hyde was to inherit Quarry Bank. The next son, John, took over the mills in Lancaster and Caton, while Samuel Jnr was destined for Bollington. The youngest son, William Rathbone (who was not the father of Susannah’s Catterall’s baby!), took over the Bury Mill. These scions were to have mixed success. The rounded, liberal education secured for them by their loving mother wasn’t necessarily the best preparation for a cut-throat business world . . .

				The tension between Samuel Snr and Robert Hyde is brought out in the first television series by Samuel refusing to introduce weaving machines to Quarry Bank, despite his son’s pleas. In reality Samuel held sway over Robert Hyde and Quarry Bank for too long, only relinquishing control after an accident in the grounds. The old stag was attacked by a startled deer and never fully recovered, writing to Robert Hyde, ‘I feel my powers of body and mind rapidly in decay . . .’ Only after Samuel’s death in 1834 could Robert Hyde have his own way. By this time the real Hannah had been dead for six years, and no doubt her soothing, conciliatory presence was missed.

				Quarry Bank Mill was to continue working for over a century, under successive Gregs, until 1959, by which time it was in the care of the National Trust. The Greg dynasty was well and truly over, but the lives of those who kept the mill turning are now held up to the light: their histories, their daily routine, their pains and small pleasures – their endurance and their survival.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER TWO

				LEAVING HOME

				‘Home’ for child apprentices was never going to be the cosy domestic hearth, in the care of loving parents. As we’ve seen, their last stop before the mill was usually the workhouse. And for most people the workhouse was absolutely the last resort, when all else had failed. Such were the values of the time that poor people were considered sinful, responsible for their own poverty, and only punitive treatment would force them to get on the straight and narrow (and stop them being a charge on the parish). So life in the workhouse was nasty, brutal and inevitably short. Inmates lived in squalid, cramped conditions, with poor sanitation and abysmal food, often sleeping three or more to a rudimentary cot. And they had no rights: if overseers were vile and brutal, or sexually abusive, there was no redress. If the guardians appointed to supervise the workhouse turned a blind eye to abuse, then for the inmates it was more like living in a penal settlement than a place of refuge.

				As if these routine threats weren’t enough, there was always the danger of sudden catastrophe. Fire was as dreaded in the workhouse as in the cotton mill. In another time, Esther Price and her friend Lucy Garner might have been among the pitiful casualties of a devastating tragedy at Liverpool Workhouse. On 8 September 1862, a schoolmistress there, Miss Kennan, raised the alarm around two o’clock in the morning. Dense smoke was pouring from the children’s dormitory. Water pressure was too low for fire hoses to do any good, and access was difficult with doors at the ends of the dorms. The staff strove frantically to get everyone out but, faced with an inferno, had to back down knowing they’d left children inside. The following morning revealed the scale of their efforts and the dismal sight of those who perished. The roof and part of the dorm floor had gone, and masonry was scattered everywhere. Several bodies were discovered among the debris around the beds, some crushed, all burned beyond recognition. By far the saddest sight was that of fourteen iron beds still lined along one of the walls. In a grotesque parody of the sanctity of children tucked up safely at night, there lay the charred remains of fourteen children who had never even managed to get out of bed. All told, the fire claimed twenty-one children, all aged between four and seven, and two of their nurses.

				Liverpool Workhouse was already notorious, for a quite different reason. In 1843, ten years after Esther and Lucy left, it was recorded by stipendiary magistrate Mr Rushton that supervision had become somewhat ‘lax’ at the workhouse and that widespread prostitution had become the norm. In some parts, ‘abandoned profligates’ were living next to ordinary folk and access could be achieved between the male and female sections over a wall by removing the broken glass from its top. Women ‘wearing only shifts’ were going over and servicing the men on the other side and relieving them of any scant amount of money they’d managed to squirrel away. Parts of the building had become areas where the governor feared to tread. Mr Rushton concluded that the Liverpool Workhouse had become ‘the largest brothel in England’. Children ending up there found themselves trying to survive in a place where society had broken down and fear and death stalked the corridors. When the fictional Esther flees Quarry Bank to go back to Liverpool, she too is forced to sell herself in return for sanctuary and to keep alive her hopes of finding out her real age. In these hard times, sexuality was a common currency.

				Half a century later, Liverpool could boast another dubious title, that of the largest workhouse in Britain, demonstrating the growing tidal wave of poverty and deprivation. By 1893, it was housing over 3,000 inmates. There was some medical care, an innovation of leading philanthropist William Rathbone some thirty years earlier. Even so, inmates were dying at the rate of twenty per week.

				At least Liverpool didn’t feature in one of the worst workhouse abuses ever known in this country. It happened in 1845, in Andover. Author Peter Higginbotham, an authority on workhouse life in Victorian times, gives a vivid account of a very murky scandal, showing just what depths people could sink to if they were helpless. Inmates were routinely forced to work at the most unpleasant jobs that other people wouldn’t touch, like bone-crushing. Here, the bones of horses, dogs and other animals were pounded into a powder used for fertiliser a back-breaking and dangerous procedure, using a 28lb length of solid iron. What made things worse for the Andover inmates was that their master, a corrupt and venal man, was systematically stealing their rations. Through the investigations of a radical MP, Thomas Wakley, it eventually came out that starving bone-crushers were scavenging any shreds of meat left. In the words of one inmate, 61-year-old Samuel Green:

				I was employed in the workhouse at bone-breaking the best part of my time . . . We looked out for the fresh bones; we used to tell the fresh bones by the look of them, and then we used to be like a parcel of dogs after them; some were not so particular about the bones being fresh as others; I like fresh bones; I never touched one that was a little high; the marrow was as good as the meat, it was all covered over by bone, and no filth could get to it . . . I have picked a sheep’s head, a mutton bone and a beef bone; that was when they were fresh and good; sometimes I have had one that was stale and stunk, and I eat it even then; I eat it when it was stale and stinking because I was hungered . . .

				The outrage sent shivers through the whole country and led to reforms. Bone-breaking was outlawed, and the Poor Law Commissioners were replaced in 1847 by a new Poor Law Board, more accountable to Parliament. And of course the old workhouse master was sacked. Was his replacement any better? He was three years into his tenure when he was dismissed for ‘taking liberties with female paupers’. And also, it transpired, was his son.

				Terrible conditions, ever-present danger from abuse, disease, starvation and sudden death . . . you’d imagine that inmates would be as ready to leave the workhouse as they’d been reluctant to enter it. Indeed, they would jump at the chance, if they’d been led to believe that even a marginally better life awaited them outside. At least, the children did, not knowing any better.

				It wasn’t uncommon for unsuspecting children to be bamboozled by parish officials keen to offload them and by unscrupulous agents trawling for recruits. The life of Robert Blincoe is a good illustration of this. He described his early years to a journalist from Bolton, John Brown, who wrote it up in The Memoirs of Robert Blincoe in 1822. Robert, incarcerated in St Pancras Workhouse, London, was that most pitiable and vulnerable of paupers, a foundling. He never knew his parents and, to his anguish when he realised, the workhouse had kept no records of them.

				Mothers died in childbirth, or later from disease or accident. Working fathers often suffered early deaths, especially in the mills. Many children found themselves in the workhouse with no memories of their parents, or just a vague recollection. They were utterly alone. Other workhouse children could hope to be reclaimed by parents, given a change of fortune, but the orphaned would never be able to harbour such dreams of being saved, being reunited with loved ones. Their only family was to be found in the workhouse, their peers, and the wardens of the workhouse – adults they trusted wholeheartedly. So when the very people they had grown to trust regaled them with tales of what could be achieved living the life of a millhand, how could they resist?

				The children in Robert’s workhouse heard of an impending visit from representatives of a Nottingham mill, and the stewards stoked their already fevered imaginations:

				Prior to the show-day of the pauper children to the purveyor or cotton master, the most illusive and artfully contrived false-hoods were spread, to fill the minds of those poor infants with the most absurd and ridiculous errors, as to the real nature of the servitude, to which they were to be consigned. It was gravely stated to them, according to Blincoe’s statement, made in the most positive and solemn manner, that they were all, when they arrived at the cotton mill, to be transformed into ladies and gentlemen: that they would be fed on roast beef and plum-puddings, be allowed to ride their master’s horses and have silver watches, and plenty of cash in their pockets. Nor was it the nurses, or other inferior persons of the workhouse, with whom this vile deception originated, but with the parish officers themselves.

				The heavily burdened parishes gave up their wards readily. It was too expensive to keep feeding the number of children they housed – far better to pay the likes of Samuel Greg and see them off with false promises of a better way of life. Of course, this deception was realised only when it was too late and the children were harnessed to the mills and their infernal machines. Did the parish officers and stewards of the workhouses know the scope of their own falsehood? Perhaps the millowners themselves fed these lies to gullible parishes who were far too ready to believe them?
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