THE LANCASH RE COTTON ' FAMNE  1861-65

"As long as the English cotton manufacturers depended on

sl ave-grown cotton, it could truthfully be asserted that they
rested on a twofold slavery, the indirect slavery of the white
man in Engl and and the direct slavery of the black nmen on the
other side of the Atlantic." Karl Marx, New York Daily Tri bune,
Cctober 14, 1861

Most accounts of the period 1861-5 in Lancashire draw a picture of
a cotton industry dislocated by |ack of supplies of rawcotton, as a
result of the American Gvil War and the bl ockade of Southern ports by
the North. The workers, it is said, suffered with stoical resignation
deprivations caused by events outside this country's control, a silence
only broken to speak out in favour of the North which had caused their
sufferings. The truth was nore conplex than this.

There woul d have been depression in the cotton industry in 1861-2
in any case, as a consequence of the overproduction which had taken pl ace
during the boomyears of 1859-60. Wen the bl ockade began to hinder the
arrival of supplies of cotton, sone of the |arger manufacturers and
merchants actual ly managed to profit fromit for a while, since their
| arge stocks now comranded a hi gher price than expected. And towards the
end of the cotton famne, in 1864, there is evidence of enployers
refusing to buy stocks of cotton which were then avail abl e, because of
the lowprice of the finished article. 1In addition, throughout the
peri od unenpl oynment was caused here and there by the installation of
| abour saving machi nery.

However, though intermngled with the mani festati ons of norna
cyclical crises, the effects of the cotton fanm ne were undoubtedly to add
greatly to the msery of the times in Lancashire. The fam ne extended
and prol onged unenpl oynent, reduced earni ngs and worsened conditions of
work (for instance through the use of inferior substitutes for Amrerican
cotton). The Lancashire workers were faced with normal economc struggle
agai nst their enployers but they al so recogni sed the political issues
involved in the Qdvil War. And in spite of their suffering they gave
hearty support to Lincoln in the fight to prevent the establishment of
the Confederate States as an Anerican republic grounded on slavery.

The Lancashire cotton industry was at the height of a boomin
1860, with profits reaching 30%to 40%of capital invested, production
hi gher than ever before and | abour sought after. Sone cotton districts
were advertising for and securing workers fromNorfol k and ot her distant
counties. The boomwas continuing early in 1861, but then prices of raw
nmaterials began to rise as markets for manufactured goods contracted.

Marx, in the article quoted fromabove, noted that up to August,
1861, the decrease in the Anerican dermand for cotton goods was offset
by accurul ati on of stocks and specul ative consignnents to India and
China. But these narkets were soon glutted and prices forced down. As
aresult the increased price of rawmaterials could not be covered and
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the spinning, weaving and printing of cotton was ceasing to pay costs of
production. He quotes the case of one of the largest Manchester mlls
engaged in coarse spinning which in Septenber, 1860, was making a profit

of 1d. per Ib. of warp sold but in Septenber, 1861, a loss of | 1/2d. Attenpts
were now being nade to replace American cotton by fibres fromeastern India
- but here England was paying the price of past exploitation of the sub-
continent in the shape of |ack of transport and conmuni cations and the

wr et ched subjection of the Indian peasant who was in no position to take
advantage of the situation to force inprovenents. (Oh Col onialism

pp. 221-3). In fact the Indian cotton was very inferior and one of the
mai n means of worsening already bad conditions in the mlls.

The Reports of the Inspectors of Factories agree that there was
over-production in 1860 which it would in any case have taken several
years to absorb and that stockpiling reduced the first inpact of the
crisis. That for October, 1862, notes that "the denmand for | abour was
,.. already restricted many nonths before the effects of the bl ockade nade
thensel ves felt. Fortunately, many factories were thereby saved from
ruin. The supplies rose in value so long as they were in stock and this
prevented the appalling depreciation in value which is otherw se inevitable
in such a crisis”". The report for October, 1861, had earlier forecast:

"it is not at all inprobable that many factories will materially reduce
their working day during the winter nonths. However, this was to be
anticipated; quite apart fromthe causes which have interrupted the
ordinary supply of cotton fromAnerica and the English exports it would
have been necessary to reduce the hours of |abour during the com ng

wi nter on account of the strong increase in production in the preceding

three years”

Many factories were not; however, saved fromruin in the comng
years. In 1861 there were 2,109 cotton mlls in Lancashire and Cheshire,
35% of which used only engines of 20 h.p. or less. These, for the nost
part small weaving sheds built by speculators or mlls owned cooperatively
by cotton workers who had not the capital to weather a depression, bore
the brunt of the crisis. By Cctober, 1862, 60%of the spindles and 58%
of the loons were idle. O the remaining firnms few were working anything
like full time, which was 60 hours. Inports of raw cotton fell from
1,261 mllion Ibs. in 1861 to 5.3 mllion Ibs. in 1862 and did not recover

to their previous level until 1'66.

The workers bear the brunt of the crisis

Inevitably the enployers used every device to keep their mlls open
at the workers' expense. Even inthe early nonths of 186/. severa
manuf acturers attenpted to reduce rate's by 5%to 7% The workers struck
demandi ng short time rather than wage cuts, but after a nonth were
defeated and suffered both a wage cut and short tine.

The factory inspectors' report for Cctober, 1863, quotes froma
panphl et by Bl ackburn cotton spinners: "the adult operatives of this mll
have been asked to work 12 to 13 hours per day while there are hundreds
who are conpelled to be idle who would willingly work partial tine....
There is in this district alnpst sufficient work to give all partial
enploynment if fairly distributed. W are only asking what is right in
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"requesting the masters to pursue a systemof short hours rather than
to work a portion of the hands overtinme while others are conpelled to
exi st upon charity". But, of course, a reserve arny of |abour, kept
at the public expense, helped to keep wages down.

Wages also fell as a result of the use of inferior fibres, which
broke nmore often in both spinning and weaving. In a few instances they
were reduced by as much as 50% even when working full time, by this
means. The factory inspectors found m nders of self-acting nmules who
earned only 8s.11d. after 14 days of full enploynent in 1863 and had
their house rent deducted fromthis; in 1860 the wage had been 1l1ls. ‘'or
six days. Cotton waste was often mxed with inferior fibres fromlndia
wi th consequent reduction of output; yet weavers were expected to weave
good cloth frompoor yamand were heavily fined if they failed to do
so. Fines, which had been 3d. to 6d. on American cotton rose to 1s. -
3s.6d. In one district weavers dropped fromfour loonms to two, yet got
only 3s.4d. per loomin 1863 as against 5s.7d. in 1800. One inspector,
M . Redgrave, pointed out that in some cases wages were so lowthat it
was better to be on relief than enpl oyed.

Wirking conditions and di sease

The weavers ascribed the spread of disease to the glue used in the
woof of Indian cotton, which was not nerely flour size as in the past.
This glue was used because it increased the weight of fabrics by one
third, - but it also reduced wages by making the yarn brittle with a
consequent tenfold increase in the nunber of breaks. The factory
inspectors alleged that there were shirting made for export wei ghing
8 I bs. a piece of which 2 | bs. was accounted for by glue. "Textiles of
other kinds are often given as nmuch as 50% of glue so that the manufacturer
does not lie by any means who boasts of becomng a rich nan by selling his
fabrics at |ess noney per pound than he paid for the yam of which they are

made" .

Redgrave gives a telling description of working with Indian cotton
(Surat). "On opening a bale of cotton there is an intolerable snell,
whi ch causes sickness... In the mxing, scribbling and carding roons,
the dust and dirt which are disengaged, irritate the air passages and give
rise to coughs and difficulty in breathing. A disease of the skin, no
doubt fromthe irritation of the dirt contained in Surat cotton, also
prevails... Bronchitis is nore prevalent owing to the dust. Inflammatory
sore throat is common fromthe sane cause. Sickness and dyspepsia are
produced by the frequent breaking of the weft, when the weaver sucks the

weft through the eye of the shuttle".

No wonder SamLaycock wrote, in the "Surat Wavers' Song.'

Confeaund it! awne'er were so woven afore,

M back's welly brocken, m fingers are sore;

AW ve bin stanni' an' rootin' anong this Shurat,
Till aw mvery near getten as bloint as a bat.

And a Met hodi st parson, offering a prayer for cotton, qualified it with
the words "but not Shurat, O Lord, we pray thee, not Shurat".



"At our mill things are getting worse", John Ward of ditheroe
recorded in his diary in the spring of 1864. "I have given up ny odd
loomas | cannot keep two [oons going, and last week | had only 5/1%
after a very hard week's work, but they have prom sed us better work as
soon as the cotton is done that they have on hand. They have prom sed
so often that we can hardly believe thenf. But in the 'autum he is
recording: "The weft we have had this |ast week is worse than ever, but
we are forced to put up with it as we don't know how soon we wi |l have

to stop al together”.

Unenpl oynent and di stress

Bad t hough conditions were for those enployed, they were far worse
for the mass of the workers who were thrown out of enploynent altogether,
many for nonths at a tine. The factory inspectors' report for Cctober,
1862, gives only 40,146 (11% working full-time, 134,767 (33% on short
time and 197,721 (51% wholly unenpl oyed. Even these figures do not
give the full picture since they include Manchester and Bol ton, where
the finer yams were spun, a line little affected by the crisis. |If
these areas are excluded, only 8.5%were fully enployed and 53. 5%

unenpl oyed.

By Decenber, 1862, there were close on half a million workers on
relief, or 24%of the total population of the districts concerned. In
Asht on, however, 42%of the population were onrelief, in Preston 48%
Many operatives were reduced to singing on the streets of the Iarger
t owns:

War's clamour and civil conmmotion

Has stagnation brought inits train
And stoppage brings with it starvation
So hel p us some bread to obtain

Avisitor to Preston reported: "In ny ranbles | was astoni shed
at the dismal succession of destitute homes and the number of struggling
owners of little shops, who were watching their stocks sink gradually
down to nothing and | ooking despondingly at the cold approach of
pauperism | was astoni shed at the strings of dwellings, side by
side, stript, nore or less, of the comonest household utensils -
sonetimes crowded, three or four famlies of decent working people in
a cottage of half-a-crown a week rental; sleeping anywhere, on
benches or on straw, and afraid to doff their clothes at night because

of the cold". *

Simlar stories came fromall over Lancashire. "A Lancashire Lad"
(John Whittaker) wote in The Tines of April 22, 1862: "l cannot pass
through a street but | see evidences of deep distress. | cannot sit

at honme half an hour wi thout having one or nore comng to ask for bread
to eat. But what cones casually before nme is as nothing when conpared
with that deeper distress which can only be seen by those who seek it....
There have been fanilies who have been so reduced that the only food
they have had has been a porridge made of Indian meal. They coul d not

* J.Watts, Facts of the Cotton Fami ne, pp. 137-8
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"afford oatneal: and even of their Indian neal porridge they could
only afford to have two neals a day".

The ditheroe weaver, John Ward, explaining why he had not
kept his diary for two years wote, in April, 1864:

"It has been a very poor time for nme all the time owing to

the American war which seens as far off being settled as

ever. The mlIl | work in was stopped all last winter, during
which tine | barely kept ne alive. Wen we started work again
it was with Surat cotton and a great nunmber of weavers can only
mnd two |oons. W can earn very little. | have not earned a
shilling a day this last nonth and there are many |like me. My
clothes and bedding is wearing out very fast and | have no
means of getting any nore, as what wages | get does hardly

keep me, after paying rent, rates and firing.... | went thrice
to Preston to see ny brother Daniel, but himand his famly
were no better off than nyself, having nothing better than
Surat to work at, and it is the same all through Lancashire...
The principal reason why | did not take any notes these |ast
two years is because | was sad and weary. One half of the tine
I was out of work and the other | had to work as hard as ever

| wought inny life and can hardly keep nyself living. |If
things do not nmend this sumrer | will try sonewhere else or
sonething el se, for | can't go nmuch further with what I amat".

Yet at a tine that distress was nounting nost of the enployers,
in their other capacity as |andlords, were attenpting to exact the
last farthing in rents fromunenpl oyed workers. Four pages of
exanples, fromall the affected areas, are given in Facts of the
Cotton Famine. Only in one small area, Witworth, near Rochdal e,
was it the rule "for enployers not to collect or ask for cottage
rents during the distress". Everywhere else only a snal
proportion of the arrears was remtted. Thus there were arrears
amounting to £8,147 in the parish of Mbssley in Ashton, of which

£7) was remitted. |In Preston one enployer whose nornal rents
totalled £1, 427, collected S962 in 1862, £1,047 in 1863, and £1,176
in 1864, remtting none of the arrears. |In Wgan one enpl oyer

stopped arrears cut of pay when enpl oynment recommenced, at so high
arate that it left scarcely anything to live on.

Al t hough the enployers were thus exacting their pound of
flesh the Central Relief Conmmittee recommended (19.1.63): "No
portion of the relief afforded must, in any case, be granted for
the paynent of rent", thus solving a problemby refusing to admit
its existence. But if landlords would not remt rents they could
not prevent their tenants from"flitting", nor prevent a decrease
as a result of |essened demand. By Cctober, 1863, the factory
i nspectors' reports state that rents have fallen 25%to 50% a
cottage fornerly rented at 3s.6d, a week might be had for 2s.4d.



Qgani sation of Relief

Relief commttees were not set up until 1862 so that at first the
workers could only turn to their own resources or the hated Poor Law
Their own funds were nuch depleted as a result of the wage struggl es
of the 50's? the long-drawn cut strikes at Preston and Col ne had proved
particularly ruinous and invol ved workers fromall over Lancashire and
Cheshire, Deposits at Co-operative Societies were run down at the sane
tine that their sales dropped drastically, and the Savings Banks found
thensel ves faced with large-scale withdrawals. At Preston £17,000 was
wi t hdrawn bet ween Novenber, 1861 and May, 1862, and the Sel f-Acting
Mil e Spinners Society distributed £700 of its funds amongst its nmenbers.
In Stockport Savings Bank deposits fell by £10,000 in the sane period
and sales at the Co-op stores from£600 to £300 a week. Such reserves
wer e, however, far fromadequate to neet the crisis. Mny workers were
reduced, however reluctantly, to beggi ng.

Many others preferred distress and near starvation rather than
applying to the hated Poor Law Quardi ans, who were forbidden in theory
to offer relief outside the workhouse and would only give aid after the
nost searching enquiry into the applicants' neans, private life and
past record. Wsually a "labour test"” was insisted upon; no relief was
gi ven except in exchange for |abour and of the nost harsh and degrading
kind. HB.Farrall, who was sent as a special Poor Law Comm ssioner to
Lancashire, suggested the test should be digging in the open fields
whi ch was unsuitabl e enough for workers accustomed to work in heated
factories. In Rochdal e oakumpicking was inposed for a tine as a | abour
test, to be followed |ater by wool picking. ne menber of the | ocal
Board of Quardians, M. Livesay, is reported by the Rochdal e (hserver
(14.6.63) as saying that "he believed the principle to be unsound,
tyranni cal and unchristian and he nost determnedly protested agai nst
the application of a felon's task to the honest industrious man who,

t hrough m sfortune over which he had no control was driven to his

present state of pauperisni.

Protest to Manchester Board of Quardi ans

This was a grievance of the workers throughout the crisis, not
only agai nst the Poor Law Quardi ans but al so nenbers of the Relief
commttees who cane fromthe sane cl ass background. Because of the rise
inthe value of the large stocks of cotton and cotton goods on hand at
the begi nning of the bl ockade, few cotton mlls failed except the snal
ones- one third of whose owners had started life as operatives. It was
therefore upon workers that the burden of distress fell yet they were
expected to be grateful for what was parsinoniously given and to accept
relief as if it were undeserved.

Needl ess to say this role was not accepted and protests were
common. On June 26, 1862, a mass neeting of operatives was held in
St evenson Squar e, Manchester, at which M. Thormas Evans noved a
successful resolution: "That it is unw se and unjust to conpel honest
working men to performthat kind of |abour which cormon felons are
required to performi. He did not object to the "labour test" itself
but to that species of |abour which degrades a man. He conpl ai ned
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particularly of the nethod of grinding corn in workhouses. Men set to
this work had to do a certain portion in a day but did not see the
comneasured before it was put into the mll; neither could they see
it while grinding; they were put in a kind of box where they could see
not hi ng but the ceiling and knew nothing of the progress of the work or
any trick an unjust overseer nmight serve them Another speaker Job
Billcliffe of Manchester affirmed that as at present dispensed the poor
law was a |law to keep the poor, poor. He contended that every man
shoul d have pay commensurate with the |abour perforned; the system at
present adopted was to get as nuch | abour out of a man as possible at
the cost of the smallest amount of relief, in the shape of noney or

vi ctual s.

The meeting passed a resolution "that the relief at present given
by the Manchester Board of Quardians is totally inadequate to neet the
wants of the people in the present crisis". Thomas Evans was deputed to
visit the Quardi ans and was able to get themto agree to a plan, later
adopt ed by 3onme other boards and by many relief commttees, whereby the
unenpl oyed m ght attend school in exchange for aid.

The Poor Law, however, depended upon rates |evied on househol ders
and busi nesses, nmany of themadversely affected by the crisis and al
averse to paying nore than they felt to be a "fair share". It therefore
proved inpossible to relieve distress through the Poor Law al one and
ot her neasures becane necessary. |n February, 1862, local relief
comrmittees were set up in the worst hit areas - Ashton, Stockport and
Preston, followed by others at Blackburn (April), O dhamand Brestwi ch
(May). By August seventeen conmmittees were in being and the nunber
eventually was 170. The Lord Mayor of London set up a central fund in
April, 1863 which in tw years had rai sed over half a million pounds.

In Manchester, a neeting called by the lord nayor in the town
hall in April, 1862, decided that no relief conmttee was necessary in
the city , but within a nonth other views had prevailed and a centra
conmittee was set up consisting of "nmen of wealth and influence in the
various localities". It is clear that, though many gave donati ons and
served on comittees fromthe highest notives, there were al so many who
were notivated nore by the desire to avoid disturbances on the part of
the distressed operatives. These used their influence on the conmittees
to oppose any undue generosity and nmake the conditions of aid as onerous

as possi bl e.

Rochdal e Relief Committee

John Bright, who hinself cane froma mllowiing famly, attended
a neeting in Rochdale in January, 1862 of a "conmittee to help the poor".
Criticising the establishment of the conmittee, he said people should
not get the idea they could spend all in periods of prosperity and then
go on poor relief. He thought the Board of Quardians and the nmill owners
m ght make | oans to workers to be paid back later. He "could not avoid
coning to the conclusion" as the Rochdal e Ghserver (18.1.62) recorded,
"that the calling of the neeting was prenmature". According to the sane
source there were then 10 or 12 mlls closed and the rest on half-tine,
and sone fanmilies had little nore than 1s. a head a week coning in.




Despite such opposition a fund was opened in Rochdale in February to
provide a soup kitchen, though its funds were to be exhausted by May. The
(bserver printed a recipe for soup: "65 gallons of water, 65 | bs. of
beef, 43 I bs. barley, 25 |bs. peas, 101 bs. oatneal". This was to be sold
at 1d. a quart except to the destitute who were to have it free. n
February 8 the paper reported that "the persons presenting thensel ves for
soup had in many instances a very respectable | ook” and that there were so
many applicants that the soup was sold out by 10 a.m

Later, after a renewed appeal for funds, this conmttee began to
give relief in other forms - to the sumof 3d. per head per week. Resources
were difficult to come by. In July, 200 circulars were sent out calling
a public neeting but only "20 or 30" replied and not one cotton nanufact urer
attended. Nevertheless in August up to 8,000 I bs. of bread and oat neal
were being distributed each week.

D scrimnation agai nst Co-operative Societies

The Rochdal e experience was not untypical. In nost areas there were
to be found those who were not only unprepared to give thensel ves but
prepared to oppose charity by others, and who used their position on
commttees to advance their own opinions at the expense of the unenpl oyed.
Thus several committees refused aid to menbers of Co-operative societies
unless they drewtheir last shilling out of the store; others gave
tickets for relief which could not be used at Co-op shops. This question
was referred to the Central Relief Commttee which replied with a | engthy
opinion on January 19, 1863. Its general onour was that relief nust be
refused to anyone who had any resources at all of his own, but as for

nmenbers of Co-operative societies: "the utnost...which can fairly be
required is that the hol der shoul d have nortgaged his share and that he
is not at present drawi ng any pecuniary benefit fromit. |In such case

the holder mght fairly be entitled to relief".

This was not the end of the matter. |In Cctober, 1864, the Poor Law
Board received a letter fromthe secretary of the Edgesi de Hol ne Co-operative
Store, a M. Lord, enclosing a relief ticket fromHaslingden Board of
Quardi ans marked "this ticket is not available at Co-operative stores”.
Wien pressed, the chairnan of the Board said that the stores had hi gher
prices than other shops: "as long as the poor people had no nore sense
than to support the co-op stores they could not expect to be better off.
He thought the poor people ought to spend their nmoney in the nmost econom cal
way; and ho was certain that a man with 19/- to spend at the shopkeeper's
woul d maeke it go as far as 20/- spent at the co-op store”. 1In fact, enquiry
in the area showed that prices were not higher at the co-ops which paid
a dividend of 2s. to 3s. inthe pound. (Watts, pp.82-9).

In these ways the relief commttees acted as "wat chdogs"” for the
bourgeoi sie, as Marx pointed out, citing evidence fromthe factory
inspectors' report of 1863 to the effect that if a man was offered work
and refused it, however |ow the wages, he was struck fromthe commttee's
list. (Capital, vol. iii, 131). A d, when given, was carefully regul at ed
in order not to harmthe pool of |abour. An average of 2s. a week per
head was arrived at which would provide a quarter to a third of ordinary



- 9-

wages, according to the size of famly. "It was assuned", wote an
observer, "that such a scale...would not naterially | essen the
inclination for any kind of work for wages, whenever such work was to
be had, especially as relief was coupled with what was cal |l ed
"disciplinary work' which consisted either of out-door |abour or of
elementary instruction in schools for men and boys, and instruction
in sew ng schools for woren and girls". (Watts, p.200).

Public Wrks Act 1863

This systemwas |ater extended by the Public Wrks Act of 1863
whi ch made avail abl e £1, 200,000 (ultimately increased to £1, 850, 000)
to be loaned to local authorities for works of public utility and
sanitary inprovenent within the cotton areas. In fact this noney was
often msused. Manchester borrowed £135,000 up to Novenber 8, 1863,
which was paid to a contractor who only enpl oyed 204 di stressed
operatives. The continuance of this policy, whereby operatives were
only enployed if first registered as paupers, brought a neeting of
protest on Cctober 22, 1864, when the operatives pointed out that
public works were largely staffed by regul ar navvies and not the
unenpl oyed cotton workers.

In many areas, however, the noney was used on public
i mprovenents, of benefit to the capitalist class in that they were
carried out at considerably less than the normal cost. The noney was
borrowed fromthe Public Wrks Loans GCommission at bel ow the market
rate of interest and the wages paid to the workers, based on size of
famly, ranges fromd4s. to 12s. a week. In Blackburn, according to
the factory inspector M. Redgrave, the nen were tried at all kinds of
| abour in the open air. They dug deep into a heavy clay soil, they did
drai nage work, broke stones, built roads, nade excavations for streets
and for canals to a depth of up to twenty feet. They frequently stood
inmd and water ten to twelve inches deep in pouring rain. Yet these
peopl e were used to working in an alnost tropical tenperature, by
skill rather than strength and at wages double or trebl e those
recei ved.

By the mddl e of 1864, as the worst of the crisis passed, there
were occasional conplaints of the lack of |abourers, especially in
weavi ng - though | ow wages may have been the mai n cause rather than
real scarcity as strikes began to be nore frequent. Now the Public
Wrk3 Act, so far fromkeeping the operatives under, was beginning to
offer thema little security so that it came under attack fromthe
enpl oyers. At Bacup it was alleged that the demand for |abourers had
so grown that many ex-factory hands were earning 4s. to 5s. aday in
the quarries. Accordingly the local relief commttee suspended its
activities in April, 1864.

CGher relief commttees followed suit gradually in the succeedi ng
mont hs, bringing to an end what Marx called "this new edition of the
Ateliers nationaux of 1848, which had this tine been opened in the
interests of the bourgeoisie” (op.cit., p. 133). As the Central Relief
Commttee put it, ina resolution of thanks to C?2.*"illiers of the Poor
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Law Board (June 2C. 1865) "the advantages derived fromthe Public
Wirks Act cannot be neasured by the anount of enploynent provided
but its indirect influence on the discipline of |abour and as a
stimulus to the profitable application of capital have exceeded the
nore direct, and therefore nore apparent, benefits derived fromit".
(Wbts, p.303).

Denmonstrations at Stal ybridge

The attenpts to keen relief down to a mininumdid not, however,
alt-ays succeed as snoothly as was intended. dear evidence comes from
the Stal ybridge area There relief tended to be above the 2s. average
and an attenpt was nmade to cut it down in March, 1863. At the sane
time the conmmittee decided to give tickets, usable at the |oca
shops, instead of noney (allegedly to prevent drunkenness) and to
keep one day's nmoney in hand "to help in accountancy". These
neasures were denounced fromthe pulpit by the old Chartist |eader,
the Rev. J.R Stephens, who displayed a ragged pair of trousers issued
by the relief conmttee to illustrate its parsinony.

The result was a large neeting called by the operatives in the
""plantations" en March 19- which adopted a resolution to refuse to
attend school if the plan were not changed. (This, of course, was
the nearest to strike action that people on relief could take). The
next day the workers refused to accept the new tickets and a
dermonstration foll owed. There was a march to the m |l of the nobst
unpopul ar nmenber of the conmittee, a M. Bates, when all the w ndows
and sone of the machinery were slashed. A police charge resulted
in the taking of several prisoners but these were speedily rel eased
and the police driven fromthe fields The clothing stores of the
relief conmttee were then sacked, as was the shop of one of its
nmenbers and eventually the central office. By now two conpani es of
hussars had arrived; the Riot Act was read and nbre arrests nade.

O the 80 people arrested 01 March 20, 29 were conmitted for
trial at Chester. The next day nost of the shops were closed,
pl acards announced that the Ri ot Act had been read and crowds in
the streets were forbidden. Nevertheless the workers assenbl ed
outside the police station and when, a di scharged prisoner appeared
he was greeted with cheers. Wen other prisoners were brought cut
to be taken in buses to the station the soldiers were showered with
stones. Meanwhile a delegation war, elected by a mass neeting to go
to the mayor and demand relief in cash.

During the evening a running battle developed with police and
mlitary, only ending with the bringing in of a conpany of foot
soldiers with fixed bayonets and an additional troop of cavalry. n
Monday, March 23, as soon as the schools were open, resolutions to
refuse tickets were adopted al nbst unani nously and, of 1,700 present,
only 80 took then. The workers then went out to denand bread from
the bakers but were sternly dealt with by the mlitary.
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There were simlar events in Ashton, Dukinfield and Hyde, while
in Stockport and A dhamthe workers were only kept down by a large
nunber of special constables who were rapidly sworn in. The seque
was an appeal to the Mansion House Committee in London by the Rev.
Floyd. The commttee sent £500 to Stal ybridge and reconmended
payrment in cash and not in tickets, thus justifying the workers
stand. The Manchester conmttee refused to give in, even when the
Stal ybridge committee tried to resign. After a threat to refuse
relief entirely, a conprom se was reached, mainly to the commttee's
benefit, whereby the total relief was reduced to 2s. per head to be
paid half intickets and half in cash. (Watts, pp. 262-82).

After this pressure to reduce relief increased el sewhere. By
February, though enpl oynent had becone nore difficult, 19,000 fewer
persons were relieved than in the previous nonth. In March, there
was a reduction of 9,000 in the nunber enployed but there were still
12,000 less relieved. In Hulme, Salford and Chorlton, nenbers of the
| ocal relief commttees accused the Central Conmttee of starving the
peopl e. "Whet her whol esone or not, this discipline drove a |large
nunber of operatives to seek enployment in other occupations”, records
an observer, "the plea of the Central Committee for such severe
pressure was -first, to oblige every possible source of independent
enpl oynent to be tried, so as to prevent nen fromsettling down into
per manent pauperism second, to get the abl e-bodied nen into
training for enploynent under the Public Wbrks Act...'' (Watts,

pp. 218-20).

Technical Inprovenents in the Cotton |Industry

During all this tine there were taking place those "gall oping
i nprovenents in machi nery"” which hel ped to change the structure of
the <cotton industry, facilitating concentration in larger factories,
under fewer capitalists, and reduction in the nunber of operatives
requi red. Marx gives exanples fromthe reports of the inspectors of

factories for 1863 to illustrate a general thesis in Capital
(vol. i, pp. 433-5).

A Manchester manufacturer stated: "Ve fornmerly had 75 carding
engi nes, now we have 12, doing the same quantity of work... W are

doing with fewer hands by 14, at a saving in wages of £10 a week. CQur
estimated saving in waste is about 10%in the quantity of cotton
consuned”. | n another fine-spinning mll in Manchester an inspector
was told that increased speed and the introduction of some self-acting
nmachi nery has enabled a reduction of a quarter in the nunber of
operatives in one departnent, over a half in another. A third spinning
m |l had nade a saving of |abour of 10% a fourth considered its
expenditure on new machinery as fully one-third less than in wages

and hands while the yarn was much better so that nore and cheaper

cloth could be made fromit.

The reduction of |abour on the one hand, increased production
on the other, was renmarked upon in this report as a general trend
whi ch had begun sone time since and was continuing. It was also
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affecting enpl oynent of children. The naster of a school near Rochdal e
told an inspector that there had been a great falling off inthe girls'
school "not only caused by the distress, but by the changes in nachinery

in the woollen mlls, in consequence of which a reduction of 70 short-tinmers
had taken pl ace".

Inall, between 1861 and 1868, the nunber of spindl es increased
from30 mllions to 32 mllions, the nunber of power |oons decreased but
production rose owing to inproved nmachinery; at the sane tinme the nunber
of cotton factories was reduced from2,887 to 2,549 and the nunber, of
operatives from450,000 to 400,000. So, Marx noted, the "rapid and
persi stent progress of machi nery” heightened and nmade pernanent "the
"tenporary’ msery inflicted on the workpeople by the cotton-crisis”. In
the event the productive capacity so increased and consolidated during
the crisis was brought into action immediately after the end of the
Anerican civil war and in no time brought a renewed glut in the world
market, so that a newcyclical crisis began in 1866-7. Again, notes
Marx, the enployers resorted to their usual way out of a difficulty,
that of reducing wages by 5% But "the workpeopl e resisted, and said
that the only remedy was to work short tine, 4 days a week; and their
theory was the correct one. After holding out for sone tine, the self-
elected captains of industry had to nake up their mnds to short tine,
with reduced wages in some places, and in others without".

Attitudes to the Anerican Gvil Wr

Meanwhi | e the Confederate States had been counting upon the
sufferings and | osses consequent on the stoppage of raw cotton supplies
to aid their cause. The strength of Radicalismin Britain was wel | - known
and the Radicals (in particular the Chartists) had al ways pointed to
Anerica as the land of denobcracy, only rmarred by slave-owning. However
it was thought that the Radicals would be disarmed by the inputation that
the North was the author of the distress and that support could be
expected frommany cl asses of the popul ati on.

Thi s assessnent was not far wong as concerns the ruling class.
In 1863, J.M Sturtevant, president of Illinois College and supporter of
Lincoln, toured Britain for three nonths neeting a nunber of enployers
and nenbers of the aristocracy, and took back a very gl oony picture of
"the present attitude of England towards the U S." He found people
vaguel y synpathetic in general to the anti-slavery ains of the North
but yet thinking that the South had the right to secede - as the
Areri can col oni es had seceded fromBritain. At bottom he felt, such
peopl e wanted a divided Amreri ca because they feared the growth of its
comercial power. This attitude was "greatly aggravated by the peri odi cal
press, especially the London 'Tines' and the 'Saturday Review . The
journals that arc in synpathy with Anerican liberty have not the ear of
the people". *

* Ha was presunably thinking of the Daily News and Spectator, alone
anong London publications to stand up for the North. But the
provincial press by no means echoed the war cries of the Tines.
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Enpl oyers did not, however, speak al together with one voice.
Li verpool nerchants were eager to retain their inports of slave-grown
cotton and set on foot a vigorous agitation for arned intervention on
behal f of the South. They also ained to destroy the rival Anerican
merchant marine, built alnost entirely in Northern ports. A privateer
for the Confederates, the "A abama” was built at Birkenhead and al | oned
by the governnent to set sail. It caused renewed danger of war by
inflicting great damage on Northern shipping for which the British
peopl e eventual |y had to pay a large sumin conpensation. However,
even in Liverpool nerchants were aware of the inplications of
intervention to support the South, and one is quoted by Marx as sayi ng:
"Nobody in Engl and dares to recomrend war for the sake of nere cotton.
It would be cheaper for us to feed the whole of the cotton districts
for three years at state expense than to wage war on the United States
on their behalf for one year". (The Gvil War, p.130).

As for other industries, coal and iron were dependent on orders
fromthe North for nmunitions and railway construction. So also were the
smal | manufacturers of Birmnghamwho were |argely engaged in arns
manuf acture, and whose representative in Parliament was John Bright,
the nost outspoken supporter of the North, both in Parlianent and in
rousi ng speeches to the workers. Cobden, influenced by mllowlers who
wanted el imnate conpetition fromNew Engl and, and by the fact that the
South stood for Free Trade against the protectionist North, at first
took up a wavering attitude but was won over by Bright. Anmong politicians
the Liberal d adstone regarded the Southern States as a nation "rightly
struggling to be free", and his zeal on their behalf went further than
the Conservative support given by Lords Pal merston and Derby. But Bright
put his finger on the fears underlying conservative attitudes when he
hamrered honme the point that if denocracy triunphed in Arerica not hing
could prevent its triunph in England too.

"Privilege thinks it has a great interest in the contest", he
declared in a speech to London trade unionists in March 1863. It has
seen the prosperity of a republic, without aristocracy or State priests.
"Privilege has shuddered at what m ght happen to old Europe if this grand
experinent shoul d succeed". But you, the workers struggling for your
rights, Bright continued, have no such cause for jealousy. In the North
"l 'abour is honoured nore than el sewhere in the world", in the South
"l'abour is not only not honoured, but it is degraded. The labourer is
nade a chattel". For those who wi sh the freedom of their own country
the issue is clear. "I have faith in you", he told his hearers.
"Inpartial history will tell that, when your statesnmen were hostile or
coldly neutral, when many of your rich nmen were corrupt, when your press
- which ought to have instructed and defended - was mainly witten to
betray, the fate of a Continent and of its vast popul ation being in
peril, you clung to freedom..." (G MTrevelyan, Life of John Bright.

PP. 307-8) .

Pro-war agitation was angled by "incidents" between Britain and
the North, blown up by the London press. A first was the renoval of two
Sout hern envoys froma British ship, the "Trent", by a Northern vessel
in Novenber, 1861. This led to loud demands for intervention in defence
of the rights of the British flag, which were strongly countered by the
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radi cals. Congratul ating Bright on a speech at Rochdal e i n Decenber,
calling for a policy to give hope to slaves and pronote friendship between
Engl i sh- speaki ng peoples, a United States diplomat - Mtley, historian of
the Dutch republic - wote: "I honour you nore than | can tell, for your
courage in thus standing up, in the mdst of the tenpest of unreasoning

wr at h now sweepi ng over Engl and, to defend not an unpopul ar but apparently

a hated cause". But on another occasion Mtley pinpointed the hatred: it
was "not to Anerica so nmuch as to denocracy in England”. (Trevelyan,
PP. 313, 304).

By January, 1862, Marx was reporting: "The anti-war novenent
anongst the English people gains fromday to day in energy and extent.
Public meetings in the nost diverse parts of the country insist on
settlenent by arbitration of the dispute between England and America.
Mermoranda in this sense rain on the prinme mnister, and the independent
provincial press is alnmost unaninmous in its opposition to the war cry of
the London press”. (Qvil War, p.130).

Influence of the Wrking dd ass

But the point Marx is mainly concerned to bring home is the attitude
and influence of the working class in preventing intervention. The m sery
in manufacturing districts "notivated by the bl ockade of the slave states”

is, he notes "incredible and in daily process of growth... English
interference in America has accordingly become a bread-and-butter question
for the working class". At the sane tine the ruling class is using every
nmeans to inflame the workers against the North - even Reynol ds's Wekly
Newspapcr. the only workers' journal still in existence and wi dely
circulating "has been purchased expressly in order that for six nmonths it
mght reiterate weekly... English intervention".

The working cl ass, unrepresented in Parlianent, nevertheless "is not
without political influence. No inportant innovation, no decisive neasure,
has aver been carried through in this country w thout pressure fromw thout".
By this "the Englishman understands great, extra-parlianentary popul ar
denonstrations, which naturally cannot be staged without the lively
cooperation of the working class". C this the working class is aware so
that it is "fully-conscious that the government is only waiting for the
intervention cry frombelow, the pressure fromw thout, to put an end to
the Anmerican bl ockade and English nisery." In these circunstances, Marx
concl udes, "the obstinacy w th which the working class keeps silent, or
breaks its silence only to raise its voice against intervention and for

the United States is adnirable. This is a new, brilliant proof of the
i ndestructibl e excell ence of the English popular masses"”. (dvil War,
pp. 139-41).

The early ad hoc denonstrations were succeeded at the close of 1862
by nmore formal organisation. In Qctober of that year Lincoln, who had
hitherto insisted that the North fought for the Union al one, proclaimned the
freedom of slaves in the South and this brought a newresponse. One neeting
was called on the last day of the year by two Manchester working nmen -

J.E Edwards and E. Hooran - at the Free Trade Hall. Edwards noted in his
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speech that a leading article in the Manchester Quardi an had been directed
to deterring working men fromassenbling in support of the enancipation

of slaves. But the chair was taken by a well-known radical publisher,

Abel Heywood, then mayor of Manchester, and the resol ution adopted, noved
by Edvarde, ran: "that this meeting, recognising the comron brot her hood
of mankind and the sacred and inalienable right of every human being to
personal freedomand equal protection, records its detestation of negro
slavery in Amrerica"

Havi ng adopted this standpoint the meeting set up a "Ceneral
Emanci pation Society” which in turn adopted an address to be sent to
Abr aham Li ncol n:

"As the citizens of Manchester assenbled at the Free Trade Hall we
beg to express our fraternal sentinments towards you and your
country... V& honour you Free States as a particul arly happy abode
for the working mllions whose industry is honoured. ne thing
alone has in the past |essened our synpathy with your country and our
confidence init, we nean the ascendancy of politicians who not
nerely naintai ned negro slavery but desired to extend and root it
nore firmy. Since we have discerned however that the victory of
the Free States in the war which has so severely distressed us as
well as afflicted youw Il strike off the fetters of the slave, you
have attracted our warmand earnest synpathy. W joyfully honour

you... for many decisive steps towards practically exenplifying
your belief in the words of your great founders 'all nen are created
free and equal '". (Manchester Quardian. 1.1.63).

To this Lincoln hinself replied on January 19

"To the working men of Manchester. | have well understood that the
duty of self preservation rests solely with the American peopl e.

But | have at the sane time been aware that favour or disfavour of
foreign Rations mght have a naterial influence in enlarging or

prolonging the struggle... | know and deeply deplore the sufferings
whi ch the wor ki ngnmen at Manchester and in all Europe are called to
endure in this crisis. It has been often and studiously represented

that the attenpt to overthrow this governnment which was built on the
foundation of human rights and to substitute for it one which shoul d
rest exclusively on the basis of slavery was likely to obtain the
favour of Europe. Through the action of disloyal citizens the working
men of Europe have been subjected to a severe trial for the purpose

of forcing their sanction to that attenpt. Under these circunstances
| cannot but regard your decisive utterances upon the question as an

i nstance of subline Christian heroi smwhich has not been surpassed in
any age or country".

Not long after the Lancashire workers received proof that the
peopl e of the North, in the mdst of their own trials, had not forgotten

those who were suffering el sewhere. In February, 1863, there docked at
Li verpool the first ship carrying provisions - the "George QG owal d"
freighted by a New York nerchant of this name. 1In all, provisions to the

val ue of £27,000 were to be sent and donations in cash of £1,333. Wen
the "George G owal d* tied up all the Liverpool nen enpl oyed at the docks
- fromcustons officials to porters and stevedores - refused paynent
for their services, while the railways offered free transport. The
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captain was presented with an address at a dinner organised by the Manchester
Central Relief Commttee but he was al so wel coned with his officers by a
packed neeting at the Free Trade Hall; so great were the crowds that an
overflow neeting was held for the 2,000 who could not get in.

ce again a categoric resolution was carri ed:

"This public meeting desires to express its heartfelt gratitude to the
nobl e donors in Arerica who in the mdst of a dire domestic struggle
for freedomand nationality have so generously contributed to the
succour of the operatives of Lancashire and the nmeeting declares its
convi ction that no amount of privation will induce the people of the
cotton districts to sanction any recognition of a Confederacy based
upon the doctrine that it is right for man to hold property in man".
(Manchest er Quardi an, 25. 2. 63).

There were "Uni on and Emanci pation Soci eties" throughout Lancashire
by this time, organising enthusiastic neetings in support of the North. On
the platforns, side by side with promnent radicals, were working class
| eaders, many of whomhad been active in the Chartist novenent.

Ernest Jones addressed a neeting at Ashton on Novenber 16, 1863, when
he showed up the hol | owness of the claimfor "right of secession'. He

went on: "I fully endorse the 'sacred right of insurrection'. It is not to
be lightly used - but on good and adequate grounds insurrection is nore than
aright, it is aduty.... Wrking nen, | say the South is your eneny - the

eneny of your trade, the foe of your freedom a standing threat to your
property... S ave labour is direct aggression on the free |abour of the
world...the key that shall reopen our closed factories is the sword of the
victorious North". (The Sl avehol der's War).

Areport in the Manchester Quardian (4.5.1363) of a neeting hold in
June indicates that there was al so sone organi sed support for the South.
This nmeeting at the Free Trade Hall was called by mnisters of religion
fromall parts of Britain to support enmanci pation of the slaves, in
response to a suggestion fromProtestant clergy in France who had recently
done |ikew se. For days before Manchester was pl acarded with appeals to
the public not to support the neeting, signed by "the executive commttee
of the Southern dub". Menbers of the latter were evidently anong those
in the densely crowded hall for there was heckling, sone fighting anong the
audi ence and the chanting of slogans and counter-slogans. Towards the
close the Quardian reporter hinself rose fromthe press table to nake a
speech in support of the South but was dragged fromthe platformand had to
be rescued by police. Far fromdraw ng the necessary concl usions the
Quardian, in a ponpous leading article (5.6.1863) adnoni shed the cl ergymen
for meddling with politics and told themto stick to the pul pit where they
bel onged.

In the spring of the follow ng year Ernest Jones was at Rochdal e
addressing a crowded neeting presided over by the mayor. "It is a long
time since | |ast addressed you and those were stornmier times than these
(cheers and | aughter). But | have not forgotten the men of Rochdale, their
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"love of freedomand of truth, and | trust that those who are now
struggling, honourably and constitutionally, for the freedomof the
black will join in every effort for a fresh instal nent towards the
Charter of an Englishman's liberty. (applause) Those who pat the
sl ave-owners of America on the backs would like to be slave-owners
in England too (cheers and hear! hear!)...l trust that we shall find
that in establishing liberty universally throughout the Anmerican
continent we shall be placing the crowning pinnacle on the ediface of
freedomhere as well". (Rochdal e Observer. 13.3.64)

This pressure fromw thout forced the British government to
forego recognition of the Confederate states while the United States
arny was conpleting their defeat. It was not the wi sdomof the ruling
class, said Marx, but the heroic resistance of the working class of
England to their crimnal folly "that saved the West of Europe from
pl ungi ng headl ong into an infanous crusade for the perpetuation and
prol ongation of slavery on the other side of the Atlantic". These
vi ews were echoe d by none other than Cobden, in a letter to the United
States minister in Copenhagen witten shortly before his death:

"Denocracy has discovered howvery fewfriends it has in Europe
anong the ruling class. It has at the sanme tinme discovered its
own strength and, what is more, this has been di scovered by the
aut ocraci es and absolutisns of the Ad Wrld, so that | think
you are nore safe than ever against the risks of intervention
fromthis 3idd of the Atlantic. Besides, you nust not forget
that the working classes of England, who will not always be
without direct political power, have always, in spite of their
sufferings and the attenpt made to mslead them adhered nobly
to the cause of civilisation and freedonf. (Rochdale Cbserver,
5.2.65)

The W der CQutcone

Ernest J,-,nes judged rightly when he saw the nmass agitation as a
promi se not only of American but also of British freedoms. It led on
directly to renewed demands for the suffrage, to a nass novenent in
conjunction with radicals which culmnated in the ReformAct of.1867.
More that this, the internationalist feeling fostered anong the
wor ki ng class played a big part jA. ensuring the adherence of [eading
workers to the Il.rst International when it was formed in Novenber,
1864, and support for its subsequent work. Fromthis sprang forces
whi ch ultimately brought about a revival o- socialismin the British

| abour npvenent.
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