Blood, oaths and tears:

Luddites in Liversedge

Two centuries ago hundreds of soldiers were camped in Liversedge – the government’s response to the guerrilla tactics of the luddites attacking machinery, mills and mill owners.

How did such a situation come about in normally peaceful Liversedge?

At a time when unemployment meant starvation and even death certain mill owners began to install mechanical shearing frames in their mills. One machine could do the work of four skilled men each using a heavy pair of shears to crop the knap from a roll of cloth. It was a skilled job and workers were well paid. But this way of life was now severely threatened by these shearing frames.

The population in general was already under stress and tension. England had been at war with France since 1793. Working people became restless. In 1799 the Combination Acts were passed making trade unions illegal. Trade with America fell by 90% in 1811. With the virtual closure of the ports exporting had collapsed. Food was expensive thanks to two poor harvests. Grain and hence bread prices had soared. Potatoes too.

As more shearing frames were installed more croppers were being laid off, with the promise of many more to follow. 

It is likely that “Luddism” in Yorkshire began in Huddersfield around 1801-2. Magistrates reported that “ men were going about endeavouring to persuade the people to take an oath to support each other in regulating and lowering the price of all the necessities of life”.  Meetings were widely held, in secret due to the Combination Acts. 
Built in 1773 the Shears stood hard against the roadside in High Street Hightown [Halifax Road], close by the historic centre of Liversedge.  At that time John Jackson’s cropping shop where cloth was finished was located just up the road at Quilla Lane (Hare Park Lane). This proximity and the reputed good ale led to the Shears earning its place in history as the secret rendezvous for disaffected workers.

As unemployment rose the tension mounted. Frames were installed at Rawfolds Mill across the fields from Jacksons. Croppers took to meeting upstairs at the Shears, out of earshot of the landlord James Lister, a sheriff’s officer. He seemed ignorant of the weighty matters debated upstairs. News circulated of successful risings in Nottingham where knitting machinery for making cheap stockings was smashed by the men reputedly urged on by Ned Ludd.

In Lancashire and West Yorkshire large numbers of men could be seen, usually in the dark and often with their faces concealed, marching and drilling in military fashion.  By 1812 the Government had started to billet a few soldiers in the tithe barn at Haigh Hall, not a quarter of a mile from the Shears.

There can be little doubt that the Shears was the headquarters for croppers in the Spen Valley area. The presence of open fields at the rear of the inn would have made for an easy escape in the event of the local militia arriving.  Men took the oath of secrecy, an oath many would take to their grave. Several versions are recorded. A man would be "twisted in" to the organisation to keep its secrets on pain of death”.

“ I, xxxx xxxxx of my own voluntary will, do declare and solemnly swear that I will never reveal to any person or persons under the canopy of heaven, the names of the persons who comprise the secret committee, their proceedings, meetings, places of abode, dress, features, complexion or anything else, that might lead to a discovery of the same either by word, sign or deed, under penalty of being sent out of the world by the first brother who shall meet me, and my name and character blotted out of existence and never to be remembered but with contempt and abhorrence. And I further do swear to use my best endeavours to punish by death and traitor or traitors, should any arise up among us, wherever I can find him or them and though he should fly to the verge of nature I will pursue him with unceasing vengeance. So help me God and bless me, to keep this, my oath, inviolate. 

“

In early February 1812 the Luddite troubles began in earnest. It seems that croppers took leading roles. Notable was Joseph Mellor, employed at Woods cropping shop at Longroyd Bridge in Huddersfield.
William Hall of Hartshead  worked at Wood’s cropping shop and returned home on Sundays. It was he who suggested a meeting at the Shears with leading lights from Huddersfield. John Walker and Thomas Brooke came over to the Shears for a pre-arranged meeting with the Spen Valley luddites.
 A watch was kept at the bottom of the stairs. At first the meeting was quite jovial. As the beer took hold Walker announced he would sing a ditty before the business of the meeting got underway and this he did. Well before the song ended everyone had joined in with enthusiasm and much banging of the tables.

It was reported by Brooke that a consignment of shearing frames had been ordered from the Marsden factory of  Enoch and James Taylor and steps should be taken, he said,  to prevent their delivery to Rawfolds Mill. Four men from Jacksons volunteered to take part, John Hirst, Bob Whitwam, Jonas Crowther and a man by the surname of Naylor.   Plans for an ambush were devised there and then.  They all took the solemn oath and names were taken down. 

Within days the two wagons carrying the frames in the gloom across a snowy Hartshead Moor (Hartshead Common) were attacked. The waggoners were tied up and the frames smashed to pieces. The location was less than two miles from the Shears Inn. In February the Government made machinery smashing a capital offence. Attacking and demolishing a mill was already a capital offence but by early March nine mills had been attacked and the machines destroyed.. 

So far however, no-one had been killed.

An attack on Rawfolds Mill was anticipated by the authorities. The Rev. Hammond Roberson of Healds Hall Millbridge wrote on March 12th that he wished they would now attack as the mill had been reinforced and was well defended. 

It is evident the leader of the luddites in the wider area, George Mellor, took the decision to attack Cartwrights Mill, on the toss of a coin, at the St. Crispin 
Inn, Halifax.

On the afternoon of April 11th certain croppers were absent from Jacksons as, along with others, they had gone to the Shears to listen to the final details for the forthcoming attack, which was to take place that very night. It was agreed that John Hirst and Samuel Hartley would act as guides for the Huddersfield contingent who they would meet in the field by the Dumb Steeple nr. Bradley. Another Spen Valley man, George Rigg, was ordered by Mellor to bring up the rear of the throng and hustle on any stragglers.

In the march from the Dumb Steeple to Rawfolds the throng of 3-400 men pressed down High Street (now Halifax Road) and a few paces before the Shears turned left into Primrose Lane, just a few minutes march from Cartwright’s Mill. The mill was attacked ferociously with huge hammers and axes.
That the attack was repulsed is a matter of historical record. Two of the assailants, Samuel Hartley and John Booth, sustained terrible gunshot injuries and were carried from the scene to the Yew Tree Inn (now Headlands House). When a sympathetic crowd gathered the military removed the men to the Star Inn at Roberttown, 
Legend has it that the men were tortured by the Rev. Roberson using aqua fortis (nitric acid). In his death throes John Booth asked his interrogator  “Can thi keep a secret?” Thinking he was about to receive the names of co-conspirators Roberson leaned forward and said he could, whereupon Booth replied “So can I” and died there and then. Hartley was already dead.

Two weeks later a mill owner William Horsfall was shot and killed by Mellor and his accomplices whilst en-route from Huddersfield to Marsden. Across the north most towns experienced heightened tension, attacks on mills and machinery, threats to mill owners and gangs of armed men roaming the towns and countryside. Some feared a revolution, French style, with rumours circulating that Napoleon had 10,000 troops standing by in Ireland. The Bolton Magistrate Ralph Fletcher wrote to the Home Office pleading for the army to be sent in saying "If more military is not sent into the country they will not be called upon to protect it, but will be required to reconquer it". . That month the administering of an oath was made a capital offence.

In August the Spen Valley area received a large allocation of troops - three companies of the West Suffolk Militia and a detachment of dragoons under the command of Captain Raynes, who had so successfully operated around Manchester. The troops were encamped at Millbridge, less than a mile from the Shears Inn,  possibly near the Black Bull where there was fresh water and grazing for the horses.
The military and the magistrates were successful in eventually tracking down a few of those who participated in the illegal events, and a few who didn’t, aided by informers who broke their oath of secrecy. A mass trial took place in York and in January 13 men including Mellor and Walker were hanged and others transported to a colony in Australia. 

William Hall had turned informer but he never divulged the identity of John Hirst, the undoubted leader of the Spen Valley luddites and the first to volunteer at the Shears to attack the wagons on Hartshead Moor. If he had, then for certain Hirst would have hanged.  Naylor, one of the other volunteers, did not show at the attack on the mill and managed a good enough alibi when the military called at his house.

The reopening of export markets and general resumption of work did a great deal to quieten things down. The troubles had largely ceased by the time of the mass hangings and good ale continued to be served at the Shears Inn.
Principal Sources

Spen Valley Past and Present by Frank Peel 

The author was able to interview first generation descendants of Spen Valley luddites and others.

Land of Lost Content by Robert Reid

This book is written from numerous original sources, such as the military commanders, local magistrates and extensive other archive material and has a lengthy bibliography. 

The events of 1812 including the attack at Rawfolds Mill are dramatised in Charlotte Bronte’s novel ‘Shirley’.

The Cropper’s Song

Come cropper lads of high renown,

Who love to drink good ale that’s brown,

And strike each haughty tyrant down,


With hatchet, pike, and gun!

Oh, the cropper lads for me,

The gallant lads for me,

With lusty stroke,

The shear frames broke,

The cropper lads for me !

What though the specials still advance,

And soldiers nightly round us prance,

The cropper lads still lead the dance,


With hatchet, pike and gun !

Oh,….

And night by night, when all is still,

And the moon is hid behind the hill,

We forward march to do our will,


With hatchet, pike and gun !

Oh,……

Great Enoch* still shall lead the van,

Stop him who dare! Stop him who can !

Press forward every gallant man


With hatchet, pike and gun !

Oh,……..

* The huge hammers made by Taylor's of Marsden and used for smashing machinery.

