second part of 'Luddismin the Period 1779-1830

forcing them to reduce their wages also, some workers decided to break
his machines. On June 28th, 1816, a night attack was made by seventeen
men, and the machines were all destroyed. Unfortunately, a watchman who
threatened to shoot was himself wounded, though not fatally. One man
was identified, and was hanged. The crowds at his funeral show that the
daring methods of the old Luddites still held their respect. Some time
| ater, one of the other raiders gave away his companions, and six more
men were hanged and three transported for |Ilife. It was this disastrous
incident of 1816 which roused Cobbett to write his "Letter to the Luddites"
- an argument in favour of machinery, which is obviously written in com-
-plete misunderstanding of the issues involved. (He admitted he did not

know "very clearly" what the dispute was about.)

"Nothing to lose but their lives"
In 1816; in the depth of the post-war depression, there were other
exampl es of machine-breaking, In this case of threshing-machines. But

these occurred as part of a campaign of direct action against starvation,
a series of "riots" that began in |late May and continued into July. What

is noticeable is that on the whole these were successful in their limited
objectives.

In Suffolk, where there had been individual cases of rick-burning

and breaking of threshing-machines, a crowd of people marched into the
mar ket town of Brandon demanding a reduction in prices of bread and meat.
After some disturbances and violence, the |loading inhabitants "guaranteed
the price of flour at 2/6 per stone, with an advance of wages of 2/- per
head" wuntil the millers would reduce their prices.

At Bideford in Devon, a crowd tried to prevent the export of
potatoes from this little port. At Frome, crowds in the market
prevented an increase in the price of potatoes. At Norwich, flour
was taken from the new mills and thrown into the river. Pitmen in
Durham went on strike against the high price of <corn; but the
magi strates, accompanied by two troops of soldiers, "induced" them

to return to work.

Into Downham Market, in Norfolk, camo a demonstration of 1500
people, who entered all the shops of millers, bakers and butchers,
and carried away their goods. Magi strates called in the cavalry and
read the Hot Act, and the crowd dispersed. Next day the townsmen
went out with the cavalry "to meet the rioters, who armed themselves
with guns, pitchforks, clubs and other weapons ready for a general
attack. " But battle was avoid ed by the "gentlemen" present making
an agreement to advance wages and to release prisoners already takenj
which victory "induced them to return peaceably to their homes."

At Ely "an immense body of armed Fen-men" attacked a magistrate's
house, and went round demandi ng money. Troops wore called in to deal
with this "desperate insurrection", and in a pitched battle at Little-
-port the Fenmon were routed and many prisoners taken.

These actions did not involve machinery. But at Freshingfield,
in Essex, 200 men "armed with i mplements of agriculture as their
weapons" destroyed the threshing-machine at one farm and at another
"a plough of a new construction that did not please them", and pro-
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proceeded to a third farm to destroy another machine. At Hockham in
Norfolk a threshing-machine was destroyed by a crowd of 100. Whi | e
at Bury in Suffolk a hostile crowd demonstrated outside the premises
of a hosier who had installed a spinning-jenny.

These riotous proceedings were reported, as they happened, by
William Cobbett in his weekly "Political Register",, V/ hen they began
he wrotes

"Some weeks back | observed that it was impossible for things
long to go on quietly as they were then going on, I said that
millions of people could not starve; that it was impossible for
things to go on till the highways were strewed with dead bodies

"It may be proper to call the offending persons 'insurgents,
savages, villains, monsters, etc.' as the "Courier" newspaper does.
But then, there are great numbers of Englishmen who are insurgents,
savages,, vVvillains monsters. There is no getting out of this
di | emma. The fact is, they are people in want. They are peopl e
who have nothing to | ose, except their livesj and of these they
think little, seeing that they have so l|little enjoyment of them "

Ef fect of the threshing-machine

Destruction of threshing-machines has a special significance, because

it became for a time, together with rick-burning, the recognised method
of struggle of the farm | abourers. Threshing (by flail) was the main
wi nter occupation when the weather was unfit for other jobs; wi t hout it,
life in the villages became practically impossible for |andless | abourers.

The threshing-machine was invented in Scotland about 1786 and came
into use during the Napoleonic War when farmers could afford new machinery.
Its obvious effect in the post-war depression was to drive people from the
land, and in this way the threshing-machino added to the troubles of the
handl oom weavers in the towns. In 1810 Thomas Smith, sent from Gl asgow
by a comm ttee of mechanics and weavers to give evidence to a Parliamentary
Committee on the cotton trade, said that the number of cotton workers had
been inflated by redundant farm-workers:

"l remember well enough two men wore necessary for one plough,
one man does that business now. I remember |ikewise when it took
perhaps four men to thrash the corn, that is all done by machinery."

In 1830 J.W Groaves wrote in "A Reply to M. Geary's Appeal to the
Weavers of Norwi ch" (i.e. an appeal to accept a wage-cut) that

"in consequence of machi nery supersedi ng the use of manual | abour

in agricultural pursuits, the country inhabitants have fl ocked

into the city to weaving, and caused a redundancy of hands for the
wor k. "

Norwich was a good place to observe the effect of machinery on agri-
-cul turo. The handl dom weavers, struggling against |ow wages and unem-
-ploymecnt in their ancient trade which was hit, not by machinery directly
(for their own organisation was strong enough to prevent this) but by the
competition of the Wst Riding, could sympathise with the farm-Ilabourers.
When a number of these were brought into Norwich in 1822, after their
campai gn against threshing-machines, to be |lodged in the Castle for the
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Assizes, a crowd turned out to greet them, and as the Suffolk Cavalry
came out of the Castle again "they were received with a shower of stones
and brickbats, and were stoned completely through the city."

These | abourers came from the villages between Attleborough and
Di ss. For about ten days they had marched around, destroying every
threshing-machine they could find. Magi strates and other mounted
gentry dispersed them wherever they could, but the crowd would reappear
in another parish, re-assembled by the sound of a horn. In the end
they were overtaken in the village of Buckenham "by a party of gentlemen,
farmers and others..... accompani ed by the Eye (Suffolk) Yeomanry Cavalry., ..
The insurgents scrambled over the hedges, and some into ditches,; the
pursuit was most actively carried on, and they succeeded in securing
about thirty." (Norwich Mercury, March 9th, 1822)

Parliament refuses to intervene

Destruction of machinery was not, of course, the only way of
showi ng opposition to it. Attempts were made from time to time to
got Parliament to pass restrictive |legislation. None of these were
successful. In fact, the aristocratic Parliament of the pre-1832 days

was quite as determined as |later Parliaments not to interfere in
industrial matters.

In 1817 the Petition of the cloth-dressers of the West Biding
against the wuse of gig-mills and shearing-machines was ignored.
Mr . (later Lord) Brougham, of the Opposition, said that "to check the
use of machinery" would be "as wunpolitic as it would be impracticable."
No one disagreed with him

In 1820 a Petition from the cotton weavers for a tax 01 "a machine
called a power loom" and for a fund to provide |and for unemployed weavers,
was turned down. David Ricardo, the economist, said the duty of the
government was "to give the greatest possible development to industry...'.'
The weavers' proposal would "violate the sacredness of property, which
constituted the great security of society."

In 1821 the ropemakers of London sent in a Petition with 770
signatures to say that machinery had put two-thirds of thorn out of work.

They compl ained particularly of a machine called "Tho Devil" which,
empl oying only half a dozen men, <could do the work of 97 men. But "the
work so done was extremely i mperfect, and would of course injure the
character of that manufacture in foreign countries". They thoJBfore
casked for a tax on the machine. All that happened was that Mr. Curwen

reminded the House that on a previous occasion they had decided that
"the discouragement of machinery would be highly injurious to the country."

In April 1823 the Manchester cotton weavers compl ained of their
distress caused by machinery. Mr. G.Philips "denied that the weavers
were injured by the use of machinery", and Peel assured the House that

after making inquiries he was sure "that the weavers could afford to
live in comparative comfort".

A month later the Stockport weavers sent a similar Petition. The
local M P. who presented it declined to support it. Mr. Philips - who
seemed incapable of distinguishing between handloom weavers and factory
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wor kers - said that "where machi nery was used the wages were the hi ghest. ..
they were paid nore for managi ng machi nery than for the nere | abour of

their own hands". Another M P. referred with approval to Cobbett's "very
useful publication on the subject of Machi nery" (i.e. his "Letter to the
Luddi tes" of 18I6). But Ri cardo rebuked him by pointing out that in fact

machi nery, by "throwing a |largo portion of |abour into the market" w thout
creating a correspondi ng- demand for | abour el sewhere did "operate preju-
-dicially to the working cl asses". Al the sane he "would not tolerate
any |law to prevent the use of machi nery".

It is not surprising that the unresponsive attitude of Parli anent
drove the working class at tines to direct action,

"We've nothing to eat and nothing to do"

The next exenple of direct action agai nst new nmachi nery was the

"Power -l oomRi ot" in Lancashire in 1826. The trouble began on April [18th
in Accrinton, with the stoning of sone manufacturers and the breaki ng of
wi ndows at Sykes's power-loom factory. Large-scal e attacks on power-1oom

mlls in the whole area then devel oped; and continued for a fortnight.

The first warni ng of trouble was an assenbly of sone thousands of
handl oom weavers on a hill at Henfield, not far from Bl ackburn. Peopl e
who saw them march into Bl ackburn said; "They cane in good order and
quietly into tha town; about 500 were arned with pi kes, several w th
fire-arnse (and these were called captains); sone with |large hamers, and

the remmi nder with vari ous weapons.

Duri ng the whol e canpai gn, which was executed in a disciplined fashion,
it was estimted that 20?000 nen and youths, wi th sone wonen, were marching
fromplace to place, dividing up at tines to deal Kith several mlls at

once. They woul d demand admi ttance, then storm the doors and naeke for the
weavi ng 3hop. Only power-loorns were destroyed5 spi nni ng nmachi nes (no
l onger a threat, since hand-spinning had already died out) were left al one.
Sonmeti mes cloth woven on power -1l oons was al so destroyed. But not hi ng was
stol en, - on one occasion a man seen renoving a strap from the gear was
firmy told by his "captain" to put it back, "for we havo not cone here

to plunder. "

After the first shock of surprise, tlsa magi strates and manufacturers
t ook acti on. Ur gent nmessages set troops of cavalry in nmotion, fetched
fromthis place to that place, and then on to sonewhere el se; soneti nes
actually nmeeti ng and passi ng through enornopus crowds of weavers en route.
Wth Poterloo in their m nds, tho people stoned tho sol diers when they

tried to prevent entry into tho mlls. Only rarely were the soldiers
able to save the power-loons from destruction, for with a planl essnoss
that may not have been altogether unintentional, they usually arrived just

too |l ate, and the weavers would escape through wi ndows on the far side of
t he buil di ng.

However, this was not just a "phoney war". The soldiers did shoot
on several occasions, and at Chaddorton seven people wore kill ed, including
a woman who "bled to death", and a |arge nunber of people were wounded.

The nmagi strates, nore enthusiastic than the soldiers, arrested nmany weavers,
''and in the Assizes that followed ten were sentenced to death, but sentence
was conmmuted to transportation for life.
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One magi strate, more kindly than the rest, tried to remonstrate
with the men on their way to Chadderton. The gentlemen of the county
had mat, he said, and "we are going to send people round to inquire into
your situations, to inspect your habitations, and to see what you stand
in need of". The men answered: "W are starving now, and our children
are fami shing at homo. We have nothing to eat and nothing to do.
Speaking will fill no bellies. We will break |l ooms whatever may be the
consequences, and if one half of us are shot, the other half will break
the | ooms. Away! Away, lads!"™ and down the hill they rushed to the mill.

The revolt spread to Manchester, whore meetings of 15,000 or more
in St. George's Fields argued about the best course of action. A certain
Jonat han Hodgkins, a journeyman spinner, who advised yet another petition
to Parliament, was heckled with cries of "We've petitioned |long enough",
and one man called out "WII you let me eat at your table till the answer
comes?" A majority decided for direct action against the power-looms,
and several factories were attacked and one set on fire. Then the move-
-ment seems to have got out of hand. I ndividual weavers went round to
shops demanding money or foods and numbers of common thieves and criminal
elements started looting and robbing, so that for several days the city
was in a state of chaos. But eye-witnesses distinguished sharply
bet ween the original action of the weavers and this |ater devel opment.

Results of the "Power-loom Riot"

Meanwhile the campaign in the cotton towns, having achieved its
i medi ate object, was petering out. But before | ooking at the results
of the campaign, the circumstances should be noted.

1826 was a year of depression, particularly in the cotton trade.
Handl oom weavers wore already driven very low, partly by the direct

competition of factory power-looms, and partly because their numbers
were inflated by immigration from the countryside and from Irel and.
There was a |argo pool of unemployed weavers, and those still at work
were paid very |low wages. The slump of 1826 meant that factory owners,
to keep their machines running, employed still fewer handloom weavers.
Before the destruction of the power-looms began, Blackburn was
known to bo completely destitute. On April 5th the Vicar had appeal ed
in the local paper on behalf of "the afflicted poor at this time of
unparalleled distress". The Home Office had been informed on April 18th
that 14,000 people, out of a population of 26,000, were only kept from
actual starvation by the charity of others. Food prices were rising
however. On April 13th a Hr. Whitmore moved in the House of Commons
for a "revision of the Corn Laws", This motion was defeated by 215
votes to 81. So 250,000 quarters of imported wheat continued to lie

in bonded warehouses, while the people starved.

In these circumstances, the campaign against the power-looms takes
on the character of an unemployed demonstration backed by force. It was
in fact soon in somewhat this |ight at the time. The "Times" on April 22nd
called the riots "one of the most wusual and fearful consequences of famine",
and while insisting that "Property must bo protected", the "Times" con-

-tinued to comment on the day-to-day events with some sympathy.
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It noted with approval that "a part of the master manufacturers have
entered into resolutions to pay higher wages". It criticised the
Government :

"What has Government done? They have sent soldiers to quell

the riot. Have they sent nothing else? It is hard to give men
who ask for broad, bullets and bayonets, and only bayonets and bullets."
Being an Opposition paper, the "Times" was pleased to report that

"the circumstance - which appearsto have driven the poor weavers at |ength
to desperation is the extinction of all hope of an alteration in the Corn
Laws. We have been informed by several manufacturers that they have
heard a number of their weavers say they have been waiting to see what
would bo done as regards the corn laws..*.." When, after a fortnight
of power-loom destruction, the Government reversed its own decision and

rel eased some of the bonded corn, the "Times" commented}

"This is the first indication of fear, or of fooling, on
account of the distresses which have driven the manufacturers”
(in this context the word means hand-weavers) "into their present

unhappy state of riot."

Sympathy for the "distressed poor" of the manufacturing districts
was very general. The City of London, at a meeting presided over by
the Lord Mayor and addressed by the Home Secretary and- the Archbishop
of Canterbury, raised £12,000 for "relief to the working classes now
suffering distress through want of employment". In Liverpool a Town's
Meeting was requisitioned to raise money for the unemployed weavers of
Lancashire. At Yeovil in Somerset, then a wool-weaving town, money was
collected specifically for the weavers of Blackburn (the centre of theg
riots). It seems, then, that far from being a failure, the campaign

of direct action did draw attention to the needs of the unemployed weavers.

Sympat hy was shown in other ways too. As hinted above, the soldiers
called out to protect the power-loons and break up the crowds showed no
keenness for the job. Most reporters noticed that the cavalry only
struck with the sides of their swords that the soldiers took "every
opportunity of expostulating with the mob", and that they refrained from
shooting even when stoned, or shot over the heads of the crowd. At
Chadderton, where the fighting was most serious and the seven deaths
occurred, the mill-owner, Mr. Aitkin, tried to stop the soldiers, while
his wife had hysterics, and both of them "have since said that they would
rather have had their property destroyed than that the I|ife of one human
being should have been sacrificed," In other words, while no doubt the
real ruling class were more concerned with imposing the usual "Law and
Order", the weavers did succeed in winning a considerable amount of

public sympathy.

These things should be taken into account in assessing the, effect of
the "Power-loom Riot" of 1826. The handl oom weavers had little choice
as to method. They had never had regular trade unions, and the now trade
uni oni sm that was now growing up in Lancashire was amongst the factory
wor kers. In any case, with most of the handloom weavers out of work, the
problem was really one of organising the unemployed. That such a degree

of solidarity was achieved in 1826 is something worthy of respect.
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As for the actual object of the campaign, it was said that not a
single power-loom remained in Blackburn or for six miles around. Tot al
damage was estimated at a thousand | ooms, valued at £30,000. This is a
rem nder that the power-loom, although invented many years before, was
only just beginning to take a hold on the industry. The destruction
all owed a. breathing space for the handloom weavers in the depths of a
sl ump. It slowed down mechanisation for a short while, for apart from
the expense of replacement the mill-owners proceeded with a little caution.

The campaign also brought to the fore the discussion about
unrestricted mechani sation. Just as the campaign was subsiding the
"Bolton Chronicle" wrote:

“"Machinery may be extended too far. And we think it incumbent
on Government to lay a heavy tax upon it. It consumes neither food
nor clothing? but the shopkeepers, publicans and others in the
manufacturing districts obtain the greater part of their livelihood

by the money which the working people lay out with, them from their wages.

Criticisms of "unnecessary machinery"

The proposal to tax the new machinery was popular with many manu-
-facturers who could not afford mechanisation or saw no need for it.

The new machinery was also opposed by ratepayers in general, who bore
the burden of Poor Relief necessitated by the displacement of handloom
weaving. The social upheaval caused by this displacement, with its

possi bl e dangers for established authority, was also in the minds of some.

Those three trends dame together at a meeting held in Rossendal e,
then still a woollen district, in November 1822, when the "merchants and
wool |l en manufacturers” condemned the application of steam or water power

to weaving as "unnecessary as it is uncalled for." They deplored the

"evil consequences” to the numerous hand-working population, if machinery
were not restricted. They viewed with "painful apprehension” the increase
of "unnecessary machinery (which is calculated to rob the poor of their
domestic employment, and thereby endanger the peace of the country)".

They strongly recommended | egislation "for the protection of manual | abour",
and thought that the best method would be "an assessment upon power | ooms
for the relief of the poor", +the assessment to be laid by the Vestry upon

the "extra profit derived" by the use of power.

The resolutions passed at this meeting were |ater published in a

pamphl et, the writer of which (probably the chairman of the meeting)

enl arges on some of the arguments. Nai vely telling us that he himself

is far from having "radical principles", and that "domestic employment

and good morals are, in my opinion, the best cure for sedition and dis-
-loyalty", he goes on to distinguish between those "mechanical i mprove-
-ments" which increase the employment of the "labouring poor", and those

whi ch have the opposite effect. If power-loom weaving is adopted, what
substitute is to be provided for handloom weaving? Until this question

is answered practically, he says, "the peace of the country may be endangered
and a | awless rabble will make it a pretext for committing all the mischief

in their power." He then produces an economic argument:
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"The pecuniary advantage which speculative adventurers may
derive from the first introduction of power |looms will be but temporary;
and it will eventually recoil upon themselves, by overstocking every
mar kets producing ruinous competition, end ultimately that want of
empl oyment which was so seriously experienced throughout the manufac-
turing districts not three years ago."

"Starvation is her offspring"

This fear of a glut on the market - plenty in the midst of poverty -
appears in other pamphl ets. In 1832 G.C.Burrows wrote "A Word to the
El ectors"” (of Norwich) "on the Unrestricted Use of Modern Machinery", in

which he asked

"How is it that starvation stalks among us while plenty stares

us in the face?..... Machinery is the hydra of the present day,
starvation is her offspring, and as long as the land is cursed with
unrestricted machinery., machinery vying with itself, the inhabitants
of the whole earth cannot consume the produce. Every mar ket must be

glutted, the industry of the human race be of no avail "

He points out that "nations compete with nations, machinery with
machinery; to get this gold, mankind are slaves to things inanimate....
their sustenance, to make cheap goods to meet this competition, reduced
to just starvation's point". He bl ames Machinery for having reduced
wages and caused unemployment, and he warns that human subsistence can
be driven very |low indeed. Al ready in Scotland "cabbages and barl ey
form the principal article of diet? in the North of England, rye, oats
and vegetabl es, in lIreland, pot atoes; to the same fare the people here

(Norwich) are fast approaching."”

However, his gloomy picture is relieved by a vision of an alternative}
"Societies of men can form communities of common stock, have all
things in common, and use machinery, no one aggrieved, all equally
receiving the benefit of its use - all equally enjoying the leisure
by it produced - all will find time to cultivate the arts, the sciences,

philanthropy, philosophy. . . . ."

Ruin of a rural industry

So far it might seem that the ratepsyers, non-mochanised employers,
and mere on-lookers ware more vocal than the distressed handl oom weaver
himsel f, who was more |likely to take to direct action than to reasoned
argument . But this impression is mainly due to the fact that the middle
classes had easier access to the printing press. Di scussions of working

men in this period were not normally recorded.

W get a little nearer to their point of view when they thensel ves
are associated with other sections in their protests. In 1827, for
exanpl e, the "manufacturers, worknmnen and ot hers" of Frome, a centre of
wool |l en weaving in Sonerset, sent petitions to King and Parlianent on the
di stress caused' by new machinery in their trade. They begged for the
prohi biti on of

"gi gss shearing frames, and the whol e nechani cal apparatus for
dressi ng of cloth, power and single handed spring broad | oons, and
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a newly invented machine called the mule....because they are of no
real advantage, either to the manufacturers or the purchasers of
wool l en cloth, while they operate most fatally on the | abouring

classes, and have already deprived upwards of sixty thousand honest
and industrious men and their families of their customary employment."

In a pamphlet they make a clover appeal to many interests. Smal | er
manufacturers find the market glutted by the machine-made goods and have
to sell at a | oss. Craftsmen |like dyers, carpenters and smiths, are put
out of their trade because the "great manufacturer" employs his own
finishers and mai ntenance men. Shopkeepers |lose by the general depression.
Farmers and | andowners are hit by the heavy Poor Sate. At | ast we come
to the "minor and subordinate classes of the people", otherwi se known as
“"the | abouring poor". This pamphlet, for its own polemical purposes,
gives a somewhat idealised picture of a Past that has been destroyed by
Machi nery, a Past in which every weaver "had boiled or roast meat al most
every day, a firkin or two of fat ale in the pantry, and a brawny qrunter
grunter in the sty" - a state of prosperity, one should add, that was
only attained becaus "every man, woman and child in the woollen trade
had their hands full of employment".

But now, says this pamphlet, not only are the weavers, their famlies
and journeymen, out of work. but because of this they are not able to pay
the rents of their houses with weaving shop attached. Pour hundred of
these houses |lie empty, while in others two or more families of weavers
have crowded together in their poverty. In an outburst that rings true,

the writer of this pamphlet attacks the school of thought that preaches
the "march of the intellect";

"Wth the haggard and wo-begone skeletons of our once happy

nei ghbours every where around us, this heartless and inhuman cant
about ‘'the march of intellect and mechanical ingenuity' is as
di sgusting as it is wicked."

They hoped to find friends

It becomes obvious that opposition to the new machinery was based

on the observed results of Capitalism unempl oyment and under-employment,
the ruin of the home market in the interests of Profit, the squeezing

out of small capitalists by their big brothers. For lack of economic
and political theory, the blame was |aid on machinery as such - or, more
accurately, on the "unrestricted use" of machinery.

Yet technical progress itself was accepted, provided it was adapted
for use by the hand workers themselves (e.g. the flying shuttle on the

loom), or that the dislocation caused by it was temporary and soon over -
-come (e.g. the spinning inventions which increased total production of
cloth and provided more employment in the towns - though, it is true,

at the expense of the rural industry )

The power-loom was in a different category because it not only
competed Wth the handloom weaver but made his product uneconomic.
However many more hours the weaver and his family toiled, they still

could not compete with two looms run by power and watched over by a mere girl,
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Yet the handloom weavers still hoped for some mechanical invention
that would put them on equal terms with the power-loom, as the following
story shows. Somewher e about 1828 John Harvey Sadler, an inventor and
engineer, came from London to Manchester to demonstrate his power-1looms
on which ho had. patented certain i mprovements. But the factory he was
visiting had no steam-engine yet, so he fixed the looms temporarily to
wor k by hand. A rumour quickly went round the mll, and very soon round
the whole city, that he had invented a pair of |looms that could be worked
by one man. A deputation of handl oom weavers came to see the now |l ooms.

"But never shall | forget how their countenance fell at the
first sight of them; they saw they were steam looms, and they found
new enemi es where they had hoped to find friends. The deputation
remai ned with me nearly three hours, during which | heard a full
recital of all their grievances,...."

Prom that moment Sadler "became "p decided adversary to power weaving"
and he promised the weavers that ho would try "to contrive machinery to
give them all those advantages they so much needed."”

The deputation told Sadler of attempts already made to adapt their
looms by "fixing one warp above the other in the same |loom so as to weave
two webs in one |oom; but it was found on trial that a man required to
have double strength to weave double work that way." One of the men said
that "ho with others had bought power | ooms, hoping that with the aid of a
fly Wheel they should be able to contend against their masters with their

own weapons; but the action of turning a fly wheel with only two | ooms
attached was found too | aborious for any one man to stick to the whole day
through, and so that attempt failed, as indeed did many others which at

that time were thought of and tried."

"All this grand machi nery"”

Sadl er kept his word. In 1830, after "many a sl eepless night", he
patented a pair of loons, that could be worked by one man by neans of a
pendul um nmechani sm A weaver who had tried it wote in the "Star" news-
-paper that it required only a knack which could be easily | earned; he
was confident that now the handl oom weaver would bo able to conpete with
st eam power . (The only advantage at that tine of steam power in the
factories was that a girl could watch two | oons; the | oonms thensel ves did
not, it seens, operate nobre quickly than the handl oons.)

Sadl er next denonstrated the | oonms in Huddersfield, where they caused
a great stir anpngst the handl oom weavers, who foresaw the extensi on of

power - weavi ng into the wooll en trade. They were sure that Sadler would

be i nduced to soil his loons to the factory-owners. To relievo their m nds
Sadl er called a del egate nmeeti ng of woollen workers in the Wst Riding,
(Anbngst others on the platform was Richard Oastl er, chanpion of the fac-

-tory children.)

Her e Sadl er pl edged his support for the handl oom weavers in their
struggl e agai nst machi ne- made cl ot h. Wth his |loons, he believed (with
the inventor's usual optimsm that "every hand weaver's cottage in Engl and”
coul d have an incone of 12/- per week. He intended also "to bring back to
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cottage | abour" everything connected with spinning, and he hold up a
model spinning machine worked by "a rotary motion produced by the back-

-ward and forward stroke of a pendul um". To an enthusiastic audience
he expressed his belief that "a fair division of the benefits of all
this grand machinery hitherto invented for, and operating to, the injury
of man (Hear! Hear! ) will now, | feel certain, be brought to bo con-
-ducive to his wants." (Cheers).

He believed, he said, that he had shown "the men of ingenuity in
Britain" that there was "another road for thorn to exercise their

abilities on The old road leads to the people's destruction, but
the new one to their comfort and happiness....™" He hoped to live to
see "every weaver and every spinner in the kingdom, and all others
connected with them, happily employed in their cottages, with their
families around them in comfort and peace."”

This, then, was the ideal in the minds of the hand workers of the
early 19th century - an ideal that, at the theoretical level, can be

classed as backward-1looking, Utopian, and fundamentally anti-socialist.
But if wo approach it from the earlier period, without our own acquired

knowl edge of | ater developments, we can sympathise with the aspirations
of these hard-pressed human beings, for whom the sun of Socialism based
on mechani sed industry had not yet risen. Clearly, the handworkers had

no hatred of machinery and inventions if only they could bo harnessed to
the simple needs of the working people.

(The end of this story is pathetic. The poverty-stricken handloom
weavers could not afford to buy now | ooms. Sadler tried to float a
company with a capital of £282,350 to supply one million looms at 1/6
per week rent. But who could bo expected to invest money in an inven-
tion that could bo outdated by the simple expedient of improving the

power-looms themselves?)

The argument of "foreign competition"
There was an ugly side to Mr. Sadler's abortive invention. At the
time when weavers wore still optimistic about it (i.e. in 1831) Thomas

Wor sl ey of Stockport wrote a testimonial for Sedler which included the
following passage:

"The Saxon weavers. .... will find themselves eclipsed. France. ...
Will be an importing country. The extensive manufactures at Syria,
Ar meni a, and Persia, and even the Chinese will be equally paralized,
as arc the calico weavers now in Hindostan; and the Pacha of Egypt,
with his power-looms; will have the world to begin again."”

Increased production under Capitalism, whether by power or by hand,
woul d be at the expense of other peoples of the world, and particularly

of the defenceless colonial people. At the very time when Thomas
Wor sl ey was gloating over this prospect, the "calico weavers of Hindostan"
were dying of starvation. In 1834/5 the Governor-General of India
reported: "The misery hardly finds a parallel in the history of commerce.

The bones of the cotton weavers are bleaching the plains of India."
(quoted by Marx, "Capital" vol. |, chap. 13.)
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Wor sl ey was perhaps an uni maginative man, easily impressed by

nationalistic arguments. But his attitude was not typical of the
hand workers of the period. It is to the credit of the victims of
"unrestricted machinery" that- in spite of incessant propaganda from the
capitalists, they refused to see foreign workers as their enemy. Agai nst

the argument that machinery must be introduced into British industry in
order to do the foreigners down, they put the ideal of a fully developed

homo mar ket based on the well-being of the workers themselves. Continually
they gave the warning that the uncontrolled introduction of machinery at
the expense of the hand workers was simply ruining the home market. An

anonymous pamphl et published in York in 1826 answers the criticism "Wat.!
Woul d you stop the progress of science and let foreigners have the advan-
tage of us?" by sayings

"l call it a meagre sort of science, or at any rate a gross
mi sapplication of science, if it is to be directed towards the
starvation of a deserving and once-flourishing population..... "
(and as to the advantage to be gained by foreigners) "The advantage
woul d not be gained over us, it would be gained over the mercenary

views of a few capitalists.

This shrewd distinction between "us" and "a few capitalists" seems

to be characteristic of the 1820's. The pamphl et published in 1827 on
behalf of the "manufacturers, workmen and others" of Frome (referred to
above) draws a clear line between themselves and "our great manufacturers"”
who alone could afford to install new machinery in new factories. A pamph-
-let of 1825 called "Manual Labour versus Brass and Ilron", written by a
Lancashire weaver after reading an advertisement of a "Self-acting Mule"
asks the question: "Wat ADVANTAGE is to be expected from this invention?"
and answers it by saying that "The Capitalists, after having accumul ated

princely fortunes from the united industry of the working classes" now
hope to be able to dispense with"their | abour altogether.

The "l abouring animals" claim the rights of men

In 1830 arguments on paper gave way again to direct action against

machinery. In a mass campaign beginning in Kent in the early autumn and
spreading through the whole of the southern counties and South Mi dl ands,
agricultural | abourers destroyed threshing machines, burnt corn-stacks,

and forced farmers to raise their wages.

The bare facts cannot do justice to this extraordinary episode in

English history, when the down-trodden villagers of a dozen counties,

wi t hout any previous organisation, rose up and forced a l|living wage out of
the gentlemen-farmers. Nei t her can the mere statement that as a result

9 man were hanged, 457 transported to Australia and 400 imprisoned in this
country, convey much idea of the magnitude of the movement. (The story
has been written with great sympathy by the Hammonds in their "Village
Labourer", where they comment that "Most of the agricultural population...
had made itself l|liable to the death penalty, if the authorities cared to

draw the noose.")

Every observer seemed agreed about the desperate poverty of the farm-
| abourers. When the campaign was still confined to Kent, the "Times"
quoted with approval a |loading article in the "Kent Herald":
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"The fact is that the | abouring classes have been |long borne down,
(Oppressed in every way by their superiors, and by the political system
upheld by their superiors. They have boon gradually thrust down and
trampled on, despised, driven to starvation, misery and despair "
(and while the farmer has become a gentleman, so that "an insuperable
barrier has been raised between the 'parlour' and the 'kitchen'",the
a |l abouring animal on the estate")

("Times" Oct. 30th)

| abourer has become merely

As |l ate as Dec 6th tho "Times" wrote: "Let the rich be taught that
Providence will not suffer thorn to oppress their fellow creatures with
i mpunity." But by December 18th the Government had already put the first

batch of 300 of its fallow creatures on trial at W nchester.

During the autumn it had become obvious that on the whole the farm

| abourers had the sympathy of all <classes in these counties - except for
the most rabid believers in poverty as the natural state of the poor.
Landowners like Lord Wi nchilsea spoke for thorn in the House of Lords,
while locally the I|anded class mostly acted as medi ators between the

| abourers and their employers, the farmers. The small farmers showed
their opinion by refusing to act as special constables to prevent the
"riots". Even the farmers who were forced to sign agreements to pay

hi gher wages were not unwilling to cooperate with the men in inducing
the vicar to reduce MB tithes. It was also noticed that in many cases

the farmers had offered no real resistance to having their threshing-
machi nes broken, and in fact had often put them out ready.

This was mainly a campaign to get wages raised to 2/6 per day (or

2/ - in the poorer counties) by what can only be called mass deputations.
In Sussex, particularly, whole villages, including the better-off crafts-
-men, turned out and demanded the attendance of all the farmers, who were
then asked to sign a new wages agreement. In some places the unpopul ar
Overseor of the Poor was run out of the parish in a dung-cart. Al t hough
in some counties money was demanded at the farms when threshing-machines
were destroyed (the "charge" was normally £2 for their trouble!) absence
of personal violence was a feature of the whole campaign, the only
casualty being a | abourer.

In some places there was destruction of other property. In Wilt-
-shire where the domestic woollen industry was a dying trade, a woollen
mi |l containing machinery was damaged, the |eader of the attack saying
"he was going to break the machinery to make more work for the poor
people." A cloth factory was also destroyed. In Hampshire a factory
making threshing-machines was destroyed, and two workhouses were sacked,
the sick inmates being guarded from harm I'n Bucki nghamshire, paper-
mlls at Aylesbury employing machinery were attacked by unemployed men.

The reason for the destruction of the threshing-machines was - as
in 186 - because they took away the main winter employment. The me n
believed that if all the machines in the area could be got rid of, no
farmer would suffer from competition from the quicker method, and
threshing by flail could <continue; the farmers seem often to have agreed.
So the remarks of Mr. Baron Vaughan, one of the judges at the W nchester

trials, were particularly asinine:
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In the second place, the method of "direct action" could be diverted
to other aims. The 457 exiled farm-1labourers had scarcely left the
shores of England before mass demonstrations, |leading later to destruc-
tion of property., began in industrial centres - for the Reform Bill
A few years | ater, the industrial North was destroying workhouses

provided under the New Poor Law of 1834 very largely to drive the victims,
of the Industrial Revolution into the factories.

In the third place, apart from these examples of "direct action"
there were the mass campaigns that developed in the 1830's with the object
of obtaining certain specific |legislation - the "Short-time" campaign to
reduce factory hours for children to ten per day; the campaign for the
repeal of the New Poor Law; and |l ater, the development of the Chartist
movement for political rights, Handl oom weavers took part is these
campaigns, and in these different ways they were helping themselves

If these campaigns were a valuable political experience for the
working class, and a step forward in the class struggle, the earlier
phenomenon of "Luddism' in all its forms had helped to provide the
pattern of solidarity and mass action.

Short reading guide:

A carefully documented account of Luddism in the textile and frame-
knitting industries is to be found, in "The Skilled Labourer" by J.L. and
Barbara Hammond; who also give a sympathetic account of the farm-
| abourers' rising of 1830 in their "Village Labourer"

This pamphlet | eans heavily on the work of the Hammonds so far as
the narrative part 1is concerned. Contemporary newspapers, when they
have been referred to, seem to confirm their view of events. For the
"power-loom riot" of 1826 reference was made to the long eye-witness
reports from Lancashire newspapers reprinted in the "Times"

More detailed accounts of Luddism in particular districts are
to be found in

F. O. Darvall's "Popular Disturbance and Public Order in Regency
Engl and" (a scholarly but unsympathetic study);

A. Temple Patterson's article on "Luddism, Hampden Clubs and Trade
Unions in Leicestershire, 1816-17" (English Historical Rev. 1948)

Frank Peel's "Risings of the Luddites" (Yorkshire - based on recollec-
tions and traditions told to the writer)

The chapters on "The Industrial Revolution and Labour" and
"I ntervention and Laissez-faire" in Paul Llantoux's "The |Industri al
Revolution in the |18th century" provide a useful background to a
study of Luddism

The contemporary pamphlets from which quotations are given are
all to be found in the "London Bibliography of the Social Sciences" under
the heading "Machinery in Industry". further details can be given to
anyone who wants the exact references



Correction

Two readers have written to disagree with the statement in the spring
number of "Our History" ("The Class struggle in Local Affairs", page 10) that
"There was more democracy in some |ocal elections than in General Elections,
for in the boroughs the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 had given the | ocal
vote to all ratepayers. (W ves, grown-up children, |odgers and paupers, being
of course excluded by this definition.)"

They point out that this question was investigated by Lady Simon of
Wt henshawe in her bock "A Century of City Government: Manchester 1838-1938"

(which should have been mentioned in the reading guide). I'n Appendix |, "The

Hi story of the Municipal Franchise"; she points out that although the franchise
in boroughs was intended by the |legislature to be more democratic than the
Parliamentary franchise, in fact the opposite proved to be the case. The resid-
-ence qualification was |onger, being three years,; and the practice of compound-

-ing for the rates of houses of rentals between £6 and £20 (a private arrange-
-ment by which the | andlord paid rates direct and recovered from tenants with

the rent) meant that the tenants' names did not appear on the rates books and
so they were not entitled to vote in municipal elections. In Manchester in
1838 there were 34,000 assessments to rates, but only 6,600 names on the voting
list, of whom practically none were tenants paying less than £10.

A criticism has also been made that the modern (post-1918) period emphas-

-ises Communi st Councillors rather than the work of Labour Councils. Any

i mpression of sectarianism is to be deplored. But in fact, in the limited
space, examples were selected for the variety of their experience. Poplar and
Bor mondsey Councils were not |ed by Communists. Bet hnal Green was, but it
deserves a place in history not for this fact but because it set an example in
democratic responsibility to the electorate. The |l ater housing struggles were
undoubtedly initiated by Communists, who developed new forms of struggle which
were quickly taken up by the working class as a whole. Communi st Councillors

were few, but the basis of their support was worth | ooking at.

These "Our History" pamphlets do not, of course, purport to be comprehen-
-sive or the last word on the subject. They should however bo accurate.?
Corrections made by readers will be published. Wi der criticism cannot be
printed in full for |lack of space but will be summarised

This pamphlet is the second quarterly number of "Our History" published by the
Hi storians' Group of the Communist Party. The next two numbers will deal with
"The struggle for educational opportunity"”

and a study of the SDP and BSP (fore-runners of the Communist Party)
in the years 1900 to 1914.

The pamphl et advertised as "The Role of Law in class society" has been post-

poned until next year and will be amended to a study of the historical back-
ground in our country to personal |iberty, |legality, etc.
Subscriptions 3/- p.a. (post-free); single copies (if ordered in time) @I/-.

Subs, and enquiries to3
Mrs. Betty Grant, 78 Twyford Avenue, London W. 3.



