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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the growth of local government serVices pro

vided by the corporation of Leeds between 1835 and 1905. At the 

beginning of the period, the newly-established reformed corporation was 

assigned a very limited role in the government of the community which was 

practically confined to the management and finance of the police force. 

But over the subsequent seventy years its range of activities widened 

considerably and by the early twentieth century its policies had 

exerted a major influence upon the urban environment. Included in this 

survey are public health; public amenities, such as markets, parks, 

public libraries, and baths; municipal utilities, namely water, gas, 

tramways and electricity; slum clearance; labour relations and public 

assistance schemes for the unemployed; and those aspects of the regula

tion of private enterprise which were within the province of local 

government. 

The introduction outlines the structure of local government in 

the eighteen thirties, and chapter one then examines the government of 

Leeds by the council, highway surveyors and the improvement commission 

upto 1842, the date at which the municipality became responsible for 

the administration of the new improvement act. The next chapter con

siders the activities of the council over the following twenty years, 

and chapter three assesses the uneven, and in many ways disappointing 

achievement of these years and suggests reasons for this. 

In the post-1865 period the arrangement of chapters is thematic 

rather than chronological. Chapter four is concerned with public 

health over the forty years upto 1905, and chapter five with the marked 

expansion of public enterprise which occurred in the same period. 



- ii -

Chapter six deals with a subject which was of no significance in 

municipal policy before the mid-sixties, namely the 'housing problem' 

and slum clearance. Chapter seven contains a survey of labour rela

tions and municipal unemployment programmes in the later decades of 

the period, and chapter eight examines some aspects of finance and 

administration over the whole seventy years. In the last chapter we 

consider some general questions of motivation. 
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Although there may be considerable scope for differing interpre-

tations of its causes, it is indisputable that in the course of the 

nineteenth century there was a transformation in the role of the state, 

characterised by administrative growth and reform and legislative and 

institutional innovationl • These processes, which are apparent in both 

central and local government, developed in response to the extensive 

changes which were taking place in the economy and in society. This 

study is concerned with the history of one of these innovations in the 

structure of local government, namely the reformed municipal corpora-

tion of Leeds. It analyses the development of the various services 

provided by the municipality over the seventy years from its establish-

ment in 1835, up to the implementation of the Unemployed Workmen Act in 

1905, which marked the furthest extention of municipal responsibility 

which was to take place before the inter-war years. At its creation, 

the functions of the council were virtually limited to ensuring repre

sentative local government, financial probity, and the maintenance of 

law and order. But by the early twentieth century, it exerted a far 

greater influence upon the community, so making it an institution of 

great significance in the evolving urban society of nineteenth century 

Britain. During this period there was an expansion of public ownership 

of utilities, such as the gas, water, electricity and tramway under-

takings, an increasing responsibility for public health, housing, and 

associated environmental services, the growth of civic amenities, like 

public buildings, libraries, baths, and parks, and these naturally 

entailed increasing expenditure and taxation, and a growth of the 

numbers in municipal employment. It would not be possible to explain 

lValerie Cromwell, 'Interpretations of nineteenth-century administra
'tion: an analysis', Victorian Studies, vol IX 1965-66, pp. 245-255. 
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these developments without examining the various factors which 

influenced the formulation of policy. Political considerations, 

legislation, economic ideas, the influence of central government, and 

financial issues all operated, in different ways at different times to 

help to determine the council's social strategies. All of these mat-

ters will be taken into account in the following chapters. 

But before we begin an examination of the organisation of local 

government in Leeds, we must first provide a necessary perspective, 

with a brief outline of the changing structure of local government 

institutions in the 'age of reform'. 

Leaving aside the administration of poor relief, there were four 

different types of institutions which were responsible for local 

government in this period. These were the municipal corporations, 

improvement commissions, manorial courts and surveyors of highways. 

Only the highway surveyors, since they were the creation of general 

statute law were to be found in every parish or township in the country, 

and the presence of the others had been determined by local initiative 

and the idiocyncrasies of local history •. In national terms, there was 

a remarkable diversity in the forms of local administration. By the 

1 eighteen thirties there existed some 263 municipal boroughs, some 

in large towns like Liverpool and Leeds, some in very much smaller 

communities, whilst other large towns, particularly Manchester and 

Birmingham remained unincorporated and were still subject to manorial 

authority. Similarly, most large towns possessed improvement commis-

sions, although Leicester for example was still without one in this 

period. Each body was responsible for different aspects of local 

government, and so often continued to exist together in the same 

locality. 

lJ. Fletcher, 'Statistics of the municipal institutions of the English 
towns', J.S.S., vol. v 1842, pp. 97-168. 
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Where they survived, manorial courts were of no great significance, 

and the oldest of these four institutions which were still of active 

significance were the municipal corporations, but their functions were 

of peripheral importance to most of the major problems of contemporary 

urban life. They usually possessed political significance because of 

their responsibility for returning members to parliament, and in all 

boroughs they had the right of criminal, and sometimes of civil 

jurisdiction. In addition, many controlled the local police force and 

administered the corporate estate in places which possessed corporate 

I property. But their powers did not extend beyond this to any impor-

tant degree. To illustrate this point, we can take the examples 

provided by the administrative extremes which the corporations of 

Liverpool and Leeds represent. The former presided over a wide range 

of activities. It was responsible for the creation and administration 

of the town's docks, which were vital for the continued prosperity of 

the town, it provided and managed two elementary schools, initiated a 

policy of street improvements, and maintained a police force2• In 

contrast, the pre-reform corporation of Leeds lived in a virtuous 

penury. The civic responsibilities which it possessed were undertaken 

with honesty and efficiency, but beyond its two principal duties, the 

administration of justice and the management of the police force, it 

contributed nothing to the government of the town. In neither of 

these boroughs, nor for that matter in any other did the routine agenda 

of the corporation include the provision of those services such as 

sewerage, paving, the supply of water and street and building 

regulation, which were essential for the amelioration of urban 

lSee Sand B Webb, The Manor and the Borough, Parts 1 and 2~ passim. 

2B•D• White, A History of the Corporation of Liverpoolil835-1914. 
pp. 9-12. 
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conditions. But it would be incorrect to view municipal corporations 

as embryonic public health authorities. As we have noted, they were 

created as political and quasi-judicial bodies, and so they remained 

until the eighteen thirties. Moreover, the majority were oligarchic 

in constitution, for in 143 boroughs membership of the corporation was 

on a wholely 'self elect' basis and as a result it would have been by 

this period politically impossible to endow them with extended powers 

without making some allowance for a wider degree of participation in 

the processes of government. The desire to remove political corruption, 

and to allow the middle class to take part in local government by the 

creation of elected borough councils inspired the reform of municipal 

corporations in 1835
1 In this context, it is easy to understand why 

the provisions of the Municipal Corporations act concentrated upon 

electoral and administrative matters to the exclusion of those aspects 

of local government functions which, in retrospect, would appear to 

have been of equal or greater importance. As the assistant secretary 

to the Royal Commission on Municipal Corporations observed, 

'the predominance of the political character in the municipal 
authorities, and their alienation from large bodies of the 
inhabitants, although they retained the administration of 
justice, lost them to a great extent the public confidence 
as trustees for numerous measures of local improvement, to 
the execution of which no other body could otherwise have 
laid claim,.2 

In fact those 'numerous measures' were to some extent the respons-

ibility of another form of local government institution, namely the 

improvement commissions. From the seventeen forties to the eighteen 

thirties nearly every urban centre promoted a local act of parliament 

to create a commission endowed with the powers to carry out paving. 

lG.B.A.M. Finlayson,Englandinthe Eighteen Thirties, pp. 23-31. 

2J • Fletcher, art. cit., p. 101. 
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street cleansing, public lighting and street improvements, and which 

operated alongside existing local government bodies. As the Webbs 

have observed, the commissions were 'the starting point of the great 

1 modern development of town government' J but in few localities did 

they have the powers necessary to improve the sanitary condition of 

the towns over which they presided. Here again the question of motiva

tion is of primary importance for a correct understanding of their role 

in local affairs. Although many of their functions were those which 

later became part of the basic services of municipal authorities, it 

would be a misinterpretation to present them as eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century equivalents of local boards of health. Their 

primary concern, as we shall see in detail when examining the activities 

of the Leeds improvement commission, was not sanitary improvement but 

civic convenience and public safety2. At the worst, the work of the 

commissions was not simply ineffective, but to a greater degree 

irrelevant to the seemingly intractable problems created by urbanisa-

tion, and even the most efficient and comprehensive of them were far 

from ideal. For example, in Manchester, where the commission has been 

called 'the best example of a really energetic and successful body,3 

there was much to criticise. The cholera epidemic of 1832 exposed 'the 

lamentable inadequacy of the ••• work in paving,soughing (ie. sewering) 

and scavenging of the streets,.4 Similarly in Liverpool, where although 

the deterioration of the environment had been causing public concern 

IS. and B. Webb, Statutory Authorities for Special Purposes, pp. 235-6. 

2'b'd 274 1 1 ., p. • 

3ibid ., p. 256. 

4~edford, The History of Local Government in Manchester, vol. 1, 
p. 337. 
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since the late eighteenth century, no effective remedial action was 

taken, so that by the eighteen forties it was, according to its own 

medical officer, the 'most unhealthy town in England,.l The manorial 

courts which were still functioning by the eighteen thirties were of 

little significance in regulating local affairs, at least in the large 

towns. The authority of the court leet in Birmingham was progressively 

whittled away as first the improvement commission and then the new 

corporation encroached on its functions, and it ceased to meet after 

1854. 2 In Manchester the major influence of the manorial court was to 

act as an irritant to the emerging sense of civic dignity in the town, 

and it was Cobden's experience of its operations which caused him to 

. f' . 3 h launch the local campa1gn or 1ncorporat1on. T e purpose of the 

highway surveyors, as the title suggests, was the repair of roads in 

their respective parish or township, and they operated under a variety 

of general statutes finally consolidated and amended by the General 

Highways Act of 1835. As the reformed corporations, and after 1848 the 

local boards gained responsibility for public health administration the 

surveyors powers were usually absorbed by these bodies in order to make 

the co-ordination of activities easier. 4 

From the eighteen thirties major changes took place in the struc-

ture and functions of local government as a result of reforms promoted 

both by central government and the localities themselves. In national 

terms, parliament made important institutional changes with the 

II.C. Taylor, 'The court and cellar dwelling: the eighteenth century 
origin of the Liverpool slum' ,Transactions'ofthe'Historic Society'of 
Lancashire and Cheshire, vol. 122, 1970 pp. 67-90, and B.D. White, 
~. cit., pp. 33-34. 

2Victoria County History ofWarwickshirej Vol. 7,The City of Birmingham 
edt W.B. Stephens, pp. 318-319. 

3A• Redford, op.cit., vol. 2, pp 10-13. 

4W. Thornhill ed., The Growth and Reform of English Local Government, 
Introduction, pp. 6-7. 
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enactment of the Municipal Corporations act in 1835, the Public Health 

act in 1848, and the Local Government act in 1858. The 1835 act 

reformed the constitutions of one hundred and seventy eight existing 

municipal corporat10ns, the most important change being to make their 

councils into elective assemblies, and allowed other towns to petition 

for incorporation. Both Birmingham and Manchester became corporate 

boroughs in 1838. 1 The significance of the act has already been 

mentioned, and as revivified institutions commanding general local 

acceptance on account of their new elective basis, they began to absorb 

other local government authorities. Liverpool took over the powers of 

its improvement commission in 1835, Leeds followed in 1842, Manchester 

in 1843 and Birmingham in 1851. Similarly, the surveyors of highways 

capitulated before the advance of municipal centralisation. In non-

corporate towns also improvement commissions and highway surveyors 

began to disappear largely as a result of the Public Health and Local 

Government acts, which enabled towns to set up local boards of health 

2 
to initiate sanitary reforms. 

When discussing nineteenth century local government, and in 

particular in the decades before the Local Government act of 1871, it 

is important t~ distinguish between the administrative histories of 

large and small towns. The history of public health and local govern-

ment is usually interpreted in terms of well-known general statutes, 

national figures, and central government departments: Edwin Chadwick, 

the 1848 act~ and the General Board of Health; the local government 

act of 1858 and the Local Government Act Office; the M.edical 

1A• Redford, op.cit., vol. 2, p. 25, andV.C.H., ~.cit., p. 329. 

2W. Thornhill,loc.cit. 



8 

Department of the Privy Council and John Simon. l But an important part 

of the development of local government is not contained within this 

national chronology. By 1854, when the first General Board of Health 

was abolished the Public Health act had been adopted by about 180 

localities, containing a total population of about two million indi

viduals. 2 With these figures, arithmetic reveals an important aspect 

of the growth of local administration, namely that the act was largely 

implemented by medium-sized towns, that is, those with a population of 

about 10,000 inhabitants. For example, of the twenty six local boards 

of health in Lancashire, fifteen were located in townships with a 

population of under ten thousand in 1861, and eight in areas with 

d h d d 1 th . 1 .• 3 between ten an twenty t ousan ,an on y ree 1n arger commun1t1es. 

This trend continued under the Local Government act (1858), creating a 

proliferation of small independent authorities. 

In 1863, it was found necessary to limit the creation of local 

4 government boards to places with a population of not less than 3,000 • 

But the history of local government in the major towns in this period 

lR.A. Lewis, Edwin Chadwick and the Public Health Movement, R. Lambert, 
'Central and local relations in mid-Victorian England: The Local 
Government Act Office, 1858-1871', Victorian Studies, vol. vi 1962-3, 
pp. 121-150, and R. Lambert, Sir John Simon, 1816-1904, and English 
Social Administration. 

2G• Kitson Clark, The Making of Victorian England, p. 101. 

3See : E. Midwinter, Social Administration ifl Lancashire, 1830-1860, 
p.82. The larger towns were Wigan (pop. 37,658), Bolton (70,396), and 
Preston (82,000). For the histories of some' characteristic local boards, 
see: E. Midwinter, op.cit., ch.3, and the same author's 'Local boards 
of health in Lancashire:-I848-1858', Trans. Hist. Soc. of Lanc. and 
Ches., vol. 117, 1965, pp. 167-180; H.J. Smith ed., Darlington 1850, 
and W.H. Chaloner, The Social and Economic Development of Crewe. A 
list of the towns which adopted the 1848 act between 1849 and 1856 
may be found in C.F. Brockington, Medical Officers of Health, 1848-
1855. An essay in local history, Appendix II. 

4The Local Government Act Amendment Act, 1863. 26 Vict., cap XVII, 
clause 2. 
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demonstrates that usually they did not participate in the permissive 

legislation enacted by the central government. In these towns, 

reforms were achieved by the promotion of local acts for a variety of 

purposes, endowing each town with what one historian has felicitously 

defined as 'their own individual constitutional histories,.l If to 

some extent they assisted the advance of general legislation through 

the evidence which their doctors and prominent citizens gave to royal 

commissions and select committees, they were nevertheless determined 

to be, and to remain self-governing communities. It was under the 

authority of these local acts that corporations made many of their major 

decisions, and the inhabitants of the major towns were largely governed, 

for better or for worse, until the later decades of the century. Even 

then, as we shall see, the Local Government Board was hesitant to 

confront a local authority determined on a particular course of action. 

Thus any enquiry into the history of local government in the principal 

towns of the nineteenth century must, like this study, be an investiga

tion of local history. 

lG. Best, Mid-Victorian Britain, 1851-75, p.39. 



CHAPTER ONE 

LEEDS AND ITS GOVERNMENT. 1830 - 1842 
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(1) 

To avoid confusion, it is necessary to define the different 

applications which the place-name 'Leeds' possessed by the beginning 

of this period. In its widest sense, Leeds was the parish, parlia-

mentary and municipal borough, covering an area of thirty two square 

miles, which was subdivided into eleven townships.1 One of these, 

situated in the centre of the borough and straddling the river Aire 

was the township of Leeds and within this lay 'the compact and solid 

2 portion of the town', the central urban area. In economic and demo-

graphic terms alike the town of Leeds was preeminent in the borough. 

During the eighteenth century, Leeds developed as the main commercial 

centre for the woollen textile industry of the West Riding, monopolis

ing the marketing, finishing and exporting of broadcloths. 3 The 

construction of the Aire and Calder navigation at the beginning of the 

century and the development of an industry which exported up to seventy 

percent of its output overseas ensured the regional supremacy of the 

town. 4 The trade was dominated by the Leeds merchants, who in the 

course of the century extended their range of activities to include 

the control of the finishing processes, which helped to make the town 

a major cloth dyeing centre. Traditionally, the rural clotr~ers brought 

their products to the town for purchase by the merchants at markets 

which were held on Leeds bridge, and later in the cloth halls. These 

lSee Table 1.1. 
2 Wh' • W. ~te, Gazetteer and D~rector of the West Riding of 

Yorkshire 1837 , Vol. 1. p. 478. 

3R•G• Wilson, Gentlemen Merchants, p. 54. 

4W•G• Rimmer, 'The Evolution of Leeds to 1700', Thoresbt SocieEl 
Miscellany, vol. 14 part 2, 1967. pp. 122-123, and wi son, ~.~~, 
pp. 41-44. 
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halls, one for coloured cloth, built in 1758 and another for white 

cloth, built in 1775 were the visible symbols of the major economic 

activity of the town. Here the domestic manufacturer rented a stall 

to display his goods for purchase, the former hall having 1,800 

stands and the latter 1,213. The movement of stall rents traces the 

rise and gradual decline of the independent clothier. At the beginning 

of the nineteenth century stalls in the white cloth hall sold from 

between f6 to £8 each, but by the eighteen thirties their value had 

fallen to fl.OO, , and a more spectacular demise occurred in the rents 

in the coloured cloth hall, falling from between £16 and £24 to f2.l0s. 

. d 1 over the same perlo • This decline was of course completely unrela-

ted to the amount of cloth manufactured in the industry as a whole, 

but indicates a change in the methods of production, for 'the factory 

system (has) so far prevailed over the domestic system, as to reduce 

the number of that valuable class, the clothiers attending Leeds 

2 
market, from 3,000 to less than half that number' • But the domestic 

system continued to survive, although its role was much reduced in 

3 
importance. 

The late eighteenth century witnessed the appearance of the 

merchant manufacturer in Leeds, foremost amongst whom was Benjamin Gott~ 

In the 1790s he built his factory at Bean lng, on the western edge of 

the town and here in the following decades he developed a remarkable 

industrial hybrid, a factory which used steam power for the fulling and 

scribbling process and depended upon the centralisation of traditional 

lE.M. Sigsworth, 'The industrial revolution', in M.W. 
G.R.J. Jones eds., Leeds and its Region, p. 146, and 

51l. p. 
2 . 1 • W. Whl.te, ~.~. 

Beresford and 
w. White, £E.. cit •• 

3K•G• Ponting ed., Baines' Account of the Woollen Manufacture of 
England, pp. 99-ldO~-.------~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

4W•B• Cru, ed., The Leeds 
vol. 32, 931, ens. 3, 4, 

, 
Woollen Industry 1780-1820, Thoresby Society 
ana 5. 
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'domestic' methods for the other stages of production. By the 

eighteen twenties, Gott was applying steam power to the spinning and 

finishing processes, but as the historian of the Leeds woollen industry 

observed, 'As far as weaving and finishing are concerned the industry 

in 1820 to what it had been in 1770 than in what it became in 1870,.1 

Nevertheless, the future development of the industry was foreshadowed 

in Gett's pioneering efforts, and he was not without imitators and 

rivals. In all these new developments the old merchant class of Leeds 

was conspicuous by its absence. Accepted modes of business behaviour 

and traditional assumptions of social status prevented it from partici-

. .. f h . d 2 pating 1n the mechan1sat10n 0 t e 1n ustry. But despite this, the 

factory was not a typical institution in the economic life of Leeds, 

for the growth of a profusion of trades and professions meant that by 

the eighteen thirties, only about twenty five percent of the working 

. f d 1 . f . 3' popu1at10n oun emp oyment 1n actor1es. 

South of the town and next in order of magnitude, were its 'two 

4 populous suburbs' of Hunslet and Holbeck. The former numbered glass 

and bottle, pottery and engineering works amongst its manufacturing 

interests. Indeed engineering became the second largest local industry 

by mid-century, making textile and ancilliary machinery and meeting the 

growing demand of the rai1ways~ In Ho1beck flax spinning employed sixty 

percent of those working in stea~powered factories in 1848, (2,640 out 

of a total of 4,363) with the famous factory of John Marshall employing 

1ibid ., p.26. 
---------2 '1 . h 6 W1 son, ~.~. c • • 

3 W•G• Rimmer, 'The industrial profile of Leeds, 1740-1840'. Thoresby 
society, Miscellany, vol. 14 part 2, 1967, esp. p.134 and p. 147. 

4W. White, op.cit. p. 482. 

5The engineering industry employed 6.3 per cent (3,741) in 1841, and 
8.8 per cent (7,415) of the total working popUlation in 1851. W.G.Rimmer. 
'Occupations in Leeds, 1841-1951', Thoresby Society, Miscellany. 
vol. 14 part 2, 1967, p. 162. 



13 

1,770 workers. Next in importance came iron and engineering (twenty 

three percent, or 984) and then a further 695 (sixteen percent) in 

woollen mills~ Despite the growth of urban tentacles along Meadow lane, 

Water lane and Humslet lane (the main roads between Leeds and its 

southern satellites) the physical fusion of Leeds, Hunslet and Holbeck 

had not been achieved by the eighteen thirties. But if the whole of the 

central area had not by this time definitely assumed the mantle of 

townscape, to travel further out from the centre was to move further 

down the urban hierarchy from suburb to village, for a journey to any 

of the outlying townships involved a transition from town to country. 

In general, the townships to the north and east of Leeds were predom-

inantly agricultural in character, and to the south and west was to be 

found the domestic woollen industry, with the weaving villages of 

2 Armley, Bramley, Farnley and Wortley. In addition, some of the 

villages to the north of Leeds were developing as middle class 

suburbs. This was especially true of Headingley, and the mansions of 

Leeds merchants which had appeared in other northern townships were 

portents of the middle class villa developments of the future. 

Thus although by the eighteen thirties Leeds had become one of 

the major towns of the United Kingdom, it still retained a large rural 

penumbra, and despite rapid rates of growth, continued to d~ so through

out the nineteenth century. Hence it is important to remember that 

when we are discussing the condition of the urban environment and the 

problems of local government in Leeds we are generally concerned not 

with the borough as a whole, but with its central urban area. But if 

lHolbeck select vestry, minute book. 'Steampower and number of hands 
working in mills etc •••• April 1848'. 

2D• Ward 'The pre-urban cadaster and the urban pattern of Leeds', 
Annals of the Assoc~ of Americart Geographers, Vol. 52, 1962, p.l5l. 
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Leeds and its immediate suburbs were physically a small part of the 

borough in demographic terms the central trinity were of major impor-

tance, as table 1.1 shows. 

From the later eighteenth century the upsurge in the rate of 

population growt~, and the consequent pressure upon housing resources 

led to an expansion of the built-up area of Leeds township. Before 

this time, the response to increasing demand for accommodation was met 

by the development of 'in filling' which occurred in two ways. In the 

town itself, the open yards and gardens which existed behind the houses 

and shops fronting onto the existing streets were converted into courts 

lined with cottages, stables and privies, in a manner familiar to many 

other towns, so increasing the density of population in the existing 

urban core~ Likewise, on the outskirts of the town the building of 

cottages in the semi-rural 'fold yards' was creating 'quasi-ribbon 

development along the main roads from Leeds to the south, south east, 

2 east and north east'. But neither of these types of development were 

important as a long-term response to population growth. The number of 

back-yards and fold-yards which were available for building in was 

limited and housing accommodation in back-yards had to compete with the 

demand for non-domestic buildings, such as warehouses and workshops. 

By the eighteen thirties, these yards could be numbered amongst the 

teasr salubrious parts of the town. For example, in 1832 when the cholera 

made its first appearance in Leeds it found its earliest victims in 

3 
Blue Bell fold, off East Street, and at the same time, and again in 1840, 

lM.W. Beresford, 'Prosperity Street and others: an essay in visible 
urban history', in M.W. Beresford and C.R.J. Jones eds.~ Leeds 'and its 
Region, pp. 189-190, and J.R. Prest~ThelrtdustrialRevolutionin 
Coventry, pp. 25-27. 

~.W. Beresford, 'The back-to-back house in Leeds, 1787-1937', in 
S.D. Chapman ed.~ 'The History 'of 'Working 'Class Housing, p. 98. 

3Report totheLeeds'Bo4rd'of'Health~ 1833 p.6. 
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Table 1.1 

Population of the Borough of Leeds,l801-1841 

Township 1801 1811 1821 1831 1841 

Leeds 30,669 35,951 48,603 71,602 88,741 

Arm1ey 2,695 2,941 4,273 5,159 5,676 

Beeston 1,427 1,538 1,670 2,218 2,175 

Bramley 2,562 3,484 4,921 7,039 8,875 

Chapel Allerton 1,054 1,362 1,678 1,934 2,580 

Farnley 943 1,164 1,332 1,591 1,530 

Headingley 1,313 1,670 2,154 3,849 4,768 

Ho1beck 4,196 5,124 7,151 11,210 13,346 

Huns1et 3,799 6,393 8,171 12,074 15,852 

Potter Newton 509 571 644 863 1,241 

Wortley 1,995 2,336 3,179 5,944 7,090 

Total: out-townships 22,493 26,583 35,193 51,791 63,133 

Total: Leeds borough 53,162 62,534 83,796 123,393 151,874 

Source: Printed Census 

The part of Seacroft township enumerated with Leeds in the 1841 

census has been ,excluded here. 
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the Boot and Shoe yard in Kirkgate distinguished itself as a place of 

conspicuous insanitary notoriety~ By the eighteen thirties the yards 

in Kirkgate had become the subject of public complaint, and were amongst 

the first properties to be demolished by the council~ 

In contrast to these piecemeal developments, the last two decades 

of the eighteenth century witnessed the annexation of wholly' new urban 

territory with the laying out of new streets on both the east and the 

west sides of the town. In the east this took the form of streets lined 

with a new type of working class housing, namely the back to back house. 

After making its local debut in the seventeen eighties, this persisted 

as the commonest type of housing in Leeds until the twentieth century~ 

The first examples of this kind of development occurred immediately 

north of Kirkgate, in Union, Ebeneezer and Georges streets, and in the 

following decades the Leylands to the north, the Quarry hill area to the 

east of Sheepscar beck, and the Near and Far Bank area in the east ward 

were colonised by the back to back. These newly annexed areas of 

building ground became the battle ground of the sanitary reformers in 

the eighteen thirties and forties and of the housing reformers of the 

eighteen nineties. Two important facts relating to the development of 

the eastern area of the town need to be noticed. In the first place, 

there is the speed at which building took place~ and secondly that when 

public health critics launched their attack on the east end in the 

eighteen thirties they were criticising the condition of a recently-

created environment. Although the Boot and Shoe yard was mostly the 

lSee below p.43. 

2See below, Chapter 2. 

3M•W• Beresford in S.D. Chapmartop~cit., p. 97 and p.117. 

4See tab Ie 1. 2. 
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product of speculative enterprise in the seventeen sixties! and the 

first back to backs in Union, Ebeneezer and George streets date from 

2 twenty years later, much of the property singled out for criticism in 

the thirties was of more recent origin. In the Leylands, building had 

begun in the first decade of the century and was still the scene of 

building activity in the eighteen twenties. Similarly, none of,the 

streets in the district east of Marsh lane was more than twenty five 

years old when it achieved notoriety in the report of the statistical 

committee of the council in 1839. The following table gives the 

statistics of house building in the township between 1801 and 1831. 

Unfortunately, it is not possible to compare these figures with subse

quent decades because of changes in the ward boundaries in l837~ As 

one authority observed, 

'whole streets of houses have arisen in Leeds, in an 
inconceivably short space of time, and in many instances 
evidently for the sole end of speculation, without regard 
to the absolute wants of the tenants'.4 

The sanitary problems created by the speculative builders' disregard for 

the environment will be discussed later in the chapter. 

At first the back to back was to be found almost exclusively on 

the eastern side of the town, whilst the west end was the district 

'to be preferred as a residence by those who have it in their 
power to make the se1ection'.S 

The growth of Leeds, like many other towns, involved a 

lw.G.Rimmer, 'Working men's cottages in Leeds, 1770-1840', Thoresby 
Society, Miscellany, vol. 13 part 2, 1960, p.169. 

2M•W• Beresford in S.D. Chapman ~.cit., p. 102. 

3Reports of the Commissioners upon the boundaries and wards of certain 
boroughs and corporate towns, Part II, ParI. Papers 1837, vol. XXVII. 
Report ••• upon Leeds. (i'{o pagination). 

4R• Baker, 1842 Report, p. 11. 

SE. Baines, Directory General and Commercial of the town and borough 
of Leeds for 1817, p.l. 
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Table 1.2 

HouseS in LeedS towrtship~1801~1831 

WARD .. l80l. .. . .1811 .. . .. .1821 1831 

Middle and 866 901 1,045 1,117 
Kirkgate 

Mi11hiU 522 529 572 594 

North East 

} 1,952 

1,582 2,315 3,451 
(Lower) 

North East 1,013 1,501 2,134 
(Upper) 

North West 

} 
834 2,034 

(Lower) 
910 1,261 

North West 1,103 1,714 
(upper) 

South 649 828 1,139 1,145 

East 1,214 1,346 2,011 3,006 

Upper 769 723(sic) 671(sic) 680 

TOTAL 6,882 8,183. 11,191 15,875 

Source: printed Census. 
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polarisation of social classes, with the east-end emerging as the 

working class and manufacturing area and the west as the middle class 

'residential' enclave. But this simple social dichotomy had been con-

siderably modified by the eighteen thirties. Some years before the 

first back to backs were being built in the east, the Wilson family, 

as the owners of the Park estate on the western edge of the town were 

promoting the development of elegant and expensive squares and terraces 

1 there. But for several reasons the attempt to maintain the exclusive-

ness of the venture failed. By the seventeen nineties the estate had 

been inherited by absentee owners who were interested in the develop-

ment in purely commercial terms, and moreover some of the residents 

were adding commercial premises, tenter grounds, dressing shops and 

warehouses to their property. But the greatest single factor in the 

decline of the west end arose from the problem of smoke pollution. 

Under ordinary circumstances the natural advantage of such west end 

sites is that prevailing westerly winds keep them free from the smoke 

of industry in the east. In this case, however, the Wilsons were 

unfortunate in that beyond the western boundary of their property a 

variety of industrial enterprises began to appear. These events 

culminated in the establishment of the factory complex of Wormold and 

Gott, woollen manufacturers at Bean lng, who compounded the nuisance 

value of their steam engine by constructing a private gas works. The 

results were fatal to the Wilsons' project. Legal actions to secure 

smoke abatement were unavailing, and the wealthy residents, harassed by 

smoke and rightly apprehensive of alling property values moved out to 

lR.G. Wilson, Gentlemen Merchants, pp. 198-203. 
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1 take up residence in the unpolluted suburbs. The remaining empty 

building lots of the west end were abandoned to the only type of build-

ers who were prepared to exploit them, namely the builders of working 

class dwellings. 

A detailed examination of the social structure and environmental 

condition of Leeds in the eighteen thirties is possible only because 

of the contemporary research undertaken by Dr. Robert Baker; 

Unfortunately, his survey did not extend beyond Leeds township, and 

so no comparable data are available for the industrial suburbs of 

Hunslet and Holbeck. But nevertheless as a result of his investiga-

tions we are able to analyse the effects of urban growth as represented 

by the major part of the urban area. By far the greatest percentage of 

housing growth was accounted for by the increase in working class 

housing (or 'cottage property' to use the contemporary term), that is 

domestic property with rentals of below £10 a year. In 1839, nearly 

seventy five percent of houses in the township fell into this category, 

and of these perhaps the majority had annual rentals of between £4 

and £7~ At the lower end of the scale, houses with yearly rents of 

about £4 consisted of only two rooms, 'a kitchen and chamber', those 

renting at £5 were usually three roomed, with 'cellar, house, and chamber', 

l'There is a house in which I once lived at the west end of the town 
a house belonging to my father in 1803 my father refused £2,500 for it -
I should be very glad now to take if I wanted to sell the place and I 
should not be able to get half the money for it; and that in consequence 
of the smoke coming to it - it now being surrounded by smoke, and formerly 
a pure clear situation.' The house was at Eyebright place, south of 
the coloured cloth hall. H.L.RO., House of Commons Select Committees, 
Evidence 1842, vol 7, L.2, Committee on Leeds Improvements, 2 June 1842. 

2See below, pp. 48-57. 

3As might be expected in an 'industrial suburb', there was a higher 
percentage of cottage property and a smaller percentage of the most 
valuable housing in Holbeck than there was in Leeds township. In 1845, 
houses with a gross estimated rental of under £10 was 88.00% in the 
former (75.00% in Leeds in 1839) and 4.17% in the class £20 and above, 
compared to 11% in Leeds in 1839. Source: ~, 30 May 1846. 
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and dwellings in the £6 to £8 class generally contained a second 

chamber, or upstairs room. Not every house of course consisted of a 

single family unit, for the poorer the area the greater was the preva-

lence of sub-letting, and the more likely it was that the cellar of a 

house would be occupied as a separate dwelling, letting for about 

1 £2.l0s per annum. If we examine the distribution of classes and the 

quality of housing on the basis of municipal wards, a working class 

presence can be found in all areas. No ward was exclusively working 

class in composition, but in all except the two smallest wards, better 

quality housing was in a minority. Taking the township as a whole, 

seventy five percent of houses could be classed as cottage property, 

and using the overall figure as a basis for comparison, the three 

wards in the east (the north, the east and the north east) and the 

south ward can be defined as overwhelmingly working class areas, with 

the proportion of low-rental houses on and above the general average. 

The west and north west ward presented a more even social distribution, 

while in the two distinctlY smaller central wards, Kirkgate and Millhill, 

more expensive properties predominated. The latter had traditionally 

been a district favoured by the wealthier Leeds residents, and after the 

boundary changes in 1837 also included the most expensive properties 

built on the Park estate. Moreover, both wards contained the 

developing central business district of the town. 2 

Not only was the greatest percentage of cottage property to be 

found in the east end, but more over the largest proportion of the 

cheapest quality housing was located there also. Hence the east end 

lR. Baker, 1842 "Report, p.ll, p.13 

2Rimmer, art.cit.,p.l70. There were many yards in the town centre which 
had developed along the lines of the Kirkgate yards, (eg. the Headrow 
and Briggate yards), but significantly none of the latter were a cause 
of complaint by Baker. Perhaps the buildings there had become purely 
commercial premises, whereas the Kirkgate yards, on the eastern 
periphery of the business district were too far from the commercial 
areato be affected. 
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contained both the majority of the working class in the town, and also 

the vast majority of its poorest members. The following table 

summarises the statistics. 

In his Report of 1842, Baker made a stark contrast between the 

mortality rates experienced in different parts of the town. He ob-

served that, 

'by drawing a line through the centre of the map from north 
to south the deaths in proportion to population on the east 
side of the map were, in 1839, as to 1 every 24 (ie. 41.7 
per 1,000); while on the other hand, in those parts of the 
town where the streets are spacious and wide, and the drain
age sufficient, the deaths were only as 1 to 36 (ie. 27.7 
per 1,000); both ratios being exceedingly high, but the 
difference remarkab1e'l 

Thus we must now attempt to isolate those factors responsible for the 

differences in urban pathology. It is first necessary to clarify the 

statistical basis of Baker's statement. The town was in fact divided 

not into two, but into three registration districts. District number 

one comprised the north and north east wards; number two, the east, 

south and Kirkgate wards, and the west, Mil1hill and north west wards 

were contained in the third. In the year in question, the death 

rate in each district was 42.4, 35.0, and 27.7 per 1,000 

respectively. Part of this difference can be accounted for by the 

variations in birth rates between the districts, for since infant 

mortality was a major component of the crude death rate in the 

nineteenth century, the level of the birth rate would significantly 

influence the level of the death rate. But there is no simple corre1a-

tion here. The first district, which had the highest death rate also 

had the highest birth rate (45.5 per 1,000 living), but the disparity 

in mortality rates between the other two districts was not a reflection 

1 R. Baker, 1842 Report, p.19. 
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o Table 01.3 

Number andPercerttageoofoHousesatDifferent 

Rertta1sirtLeedS °Townshipirt°1839 

Total Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
WARD Number £5 and £5 and under under £20 and £20 and 

under ° o ° under 0 flO 00 £10 0 over 0 over 

East 3,361 1,662 49 2,947 88 73 2.0 

North East 3,813 1,546 40 3,422 90 45 1.2 

North West 2,141 700 33 1,465 68 240 11.0 

West 3,305 340 10 2,104 64 370 11.0 

North 2,794 540 19 2,100 75 110 4.0 

Kirkgate 645 82 13 274 42 237 37.0 

Mill Hill 984 102 10 348 35 444 45.0 

South 1,236 300 24 943 76 77 6.0 

Total 18,279 5,272 - 13,603 - 1,596 -

(2,640 houses, in the £10-£20 range have been omitted) 

Source: 'Report upon the condition of the town of Leeds and its 

inhabitants', J.S.S., vol ii, 1840, p.408, Table 111. 
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of birth rate differentials, for in both instances the rate was 35.7. 

Clearly, the birth rate cannot be used to account for an important 

proportion of the differences in mortality rates which existed in the 

town. 

One factor which has usually been regarded as an important influence 

upon vital statistics is the question of the density of habitation, 

measured by the ratio of the number of people to each inhabited house. 

If we take the statistics provided by the 1841 census, there appears to 

be little difference between the wards except that the houses in 

Kirkgate and Mil1hi1l have a higher density than the others. 

Table 1.4 

Number of Persons per inhabited house 

in Leeds in 1841 

East 4.5 

North East 4.5 

North 4.7 

North West 4.7 

West 4.7 

South 4.8 

Mi11hi11 5.2 

Kirkgate 5.4 

But these figures require interpretation in terms of the size of 

the houses in different wards, and here we can make use of the tables 

derived from Baker's report of 1839. As we have observed, every ward 

except Kirkgate and Mi1lhi1l contained more than sixty percent of 

working class houses, but more significant still is the sharper contrast 
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which emerges from a comparison of the percentage of houses in each 

ward with rentals of £5 and under. 1 In this case, marked differences emerge. 

At one extreme, the Mi1lhi11 and west wards have only ten percent of 

houses rated in this category, whilst at the other, the north east 

possessed forty percent and the east, forty nine percent. Hence a far 

greater percentage of families were living in relatively over-crowded 

conditions - four or five people in two-roomed houses - in the eastern 

area of the town than in the west. On the other hand, Baker doubted the 

importance of the density of h~bitation as a contributory cause of high 

mortality rates, and Professor Rimmer has done so as well: But this 

influence cannot be ~holly~ 't discounted. Neither Baker nor Rimmer take 

the question of differing house sizes fully into account, although on 

several occasions Baker vividly illustrated the degree of congestion in 

which many families were living, especially where the house had the 

double function of a home, and a workshop for a domestic trade~ Baker 

believed that the major cause of mortality 'exist{ed) in ratio of ventila

tion and drainage',4 and in working class areas both of these were at a 

premium. If we can accept that current levels of working class incomes 

made high-density and overcrowded conditions inevitable under the 

circumstances, it is less easy to accept the other features of the 

environment created by the speculative builders of the early nineteenth 

'century whose aim was 'to build the largest number of cottages on the 

smallest available space'~ Before the local improvement act of 1842, 

lSee table 1.3 
2 . • t 177 RUlImer, !!!.~., p. 

3R• Baker, 1842 Report, p 12, pp. 18-19 

4R• Baker, 1842 Report, p.20 

5~., p.4 
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there was no legal restraint upon property developers, and so their 

desire to maximise profits led to the creation of narrow streets, culs 

de sac, and closed courts which reduced both light and ve~tilation. 

Some builders also failed to provide adequate (and in some cases, any) 

means of disposing of human and household refuse. For example, in 

three streets in the east ward, one hundred houses with 452 inhabitants 

were provided with only two privies 'neither of which is fit for human 

use', and in the north west ward a group of thirty houses with fifty 

inhabitants had only onepriVY~ These were certainly not isolated 

instances, for in 1852 there were very many houses which were without 

what the town council regarded as 'suitable necessary houses and 

middensteads'~ But in any case the problem of refuse disposal was 

exacerbated by the failure of local government, (in this case the 

improvement commission) to provide any refuse disposal service. As a 

result, 'the adult population use the offices of their respective 

places of employment, and that all the refuse of their dwellings is 

thrown into the street, where pools of water accumulate and stagnate'~ 

The streets themselves were often in an insanitary condition, 

because there was no legal obligation upon either the owner nor the 

local authority (the surveyors of the highways) to have them paved and 

surfaced. This was not always the fault of the landlord, for in many 

instances the difficulty of getting agreement amongst the many owner-

occupiers of a street prevented any improvement being made. But it is 

not surprising to discover that in the poorest areas of the town the 

1LM , 2 NoV 1839 

2CMIA, 11 Feb 1852, 12 May 1852, 9 Nov 1852, 9 Feb 1853 .. 11 May 1853, 
10 Aug 1853, 16 Jan 1854 

3;Report on'the condition.of1 the town of Leeds and of its,inhabitants', 
J. S • S. vo L ii 1840;-p. 404. 
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majority of streets were at best half paved and at worst could be 

characterised as 'broken and undulating surfaces ••• which are at the 

same time a street, a pond and a midden, never swept, never cleansed, 

nor drained ••• ,~ Similarly, sewerage was also a question of private 

initiative except in a few cases where rudimentary provisions had 

been made by the highway surveyors, but in general, it was 'exceed-

ingly deficient, and altogether inapplicable to the wants of so large 

a population' ~ 

Finally, we must mention three sources of disquiet for the public 

health reformers of the period, namely the question of the water 

supply, the extent of smoke pollution, and the state of burial 

grounds. The least important source of water, in terms of the number 

of consumers it supplied was the piped supply provided by the water 

works. Up to this period the water was drawn from the river Aire, 

which by the eighteen thirties was seriously polluted. In 1837 the 

ownership of the works passed from the improvement commission to a 

semi-public company which sought its source of supply elsewhere. But 

the services of the water works were available to very few of the 

inhabitants, for in 1842 only 3,000 houses were receiving water from 

the company, representing about sixteen percent of the houses in the 

town~ Most householders drew their water from pumps and wells, and we 

can expect that given the state of the environment, there would be a 

considerable amount of impurity present in these sources. 

Contemporaries frequently referred, in very critical terms, to 

the 'smoke nuisance' but it must be emphasised that in this context 

lart.cit.,. p~ 900 .. 

zibid., p.403 

3RBIA , 6 Aug 1851. A decade later 22,732 houses were being supplied 
(ibid.). 
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the term 'nuisance' is euphemistic. The degree of air-pollution 

seems to have been considerable for unfortunately two major industries 

of Leeds, woollen cloth dyeing and iron and engineering were not~rious 

for the volume of smoke they produced. We have already noted the 

effect which smoke pollution had upon the embryonic west end of 

Leeds, and the fact that there was apparently no legal redress. 

Although smoke abatement provisions were obtained in the local 

improvement act of 1842, the dyers gained exemption from their opera

tion, and in 1866 the iron trades were successful in opposing the 

extension of these clauses to cover their own works. 

By the eighteen thirties, the problem of the local burial 

grounds was also creating some concern. The cemetery attached to the 

parish church was, despite successive extensions, inadequate to cope 

with the rising number of burials, and in any case, sanitary reformers 

had serious objections to the presence of burial grounds within towns, 

wishing them to be provided outside densely-populated areas. 

Two conclusions can be drawn from this review of the urban condi

tion of Leeds in the eighteen thirties. In the first place, major 

changes were necessary to improve the quality of the urban environment. 

The construction of a sewerage system, the enactment of building and 

street regulations to ensure minimum standards of construction, the 

provision of new burial grounds, and the control of smoke pollution 

were the most important items on the agenda of public health reform. 

Secondly, there were clearly remarkable deficiencies in the existing 

local government institutions of the town. The remainder of this 

chapter examines the powers and functions of the three local government 

institutions of the town, (the municipal corporation, the improve~ent 

commission and the surveyors of the highways), and describes the history 

of the local movement for sanitary reform. 
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(2) 

The municipal corporation of Leeds was first created, by royal 

charter, in 1626 and reconstituted in l66l~ It continued to function 

under the terms· of the second charter until it was abolished in the 

reform of 1835. The evidence provided by the earliest extant records 

of the corporation, the court books which begin in 1662, show that in 

its early years it was undertaking a wide variety of functions. If 

we examine its activities in the first two decades, it appears that 

it was issuing regulations for the common bakehouse, the markets, the 

assize of corn, bread and ale, the charities of the town, the provi

sion for the poor, and the creation of gi1ds~ But in the following 

years many of these activities lapsed. Gild regulation never became 

an established feature of the town's trades, charities were adminis

tered by the independent Trustees of Pious uses~ and apart from 

sporadic and minor incursions into the affairs of the community, by 

the nineteenth century the corporation was performing a very restricted 

role in the government of the town. But although it had only two major 

public duties, both of them were of importance. These were the admin

istration of justice and the organisation of the police force~ The 

1 J. Wardell ,Municipal History of the Borough of Leeds, pp .1..0'" j 

2Thoresby Society, The Court Books of the Leeds Corporation First Book, 
1662 to 1705. Volume 35, 1933. See entries for 20 Jan 16~2, 20 March 
1662, 13 Sept 1662, 8 Nov 1662, 21 Sept 1669, 29 Sept 1670, 11 March 
1674; and Sand B Webb, The Manor and the Borough, vol.2, pp 414-423. 

3The committee of pious uses was created on 5 July 1620, and consisted 
of the vicar of Leeds and twelve other members, Further Report of the 
Commissioners for Inquiring Concerning Charities, volume 15, pp 660-
677. Parl.Papers, 1826 (383) XIII. 

4Unless a specific reference is made, all the details of the functions of 
the unreformed corporation have been drawn from tbeFirstReportof the 
Commissioners appointed to Enquire into the Municipal Corporations in 
England and Wales ••• Part III (Northern and North Midland circuits), 
ParI.Papers, 1835 (116)xxvI. pp. 1617-1624. 
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mayor and aldermen composed ex officio the bench of magistrates of 

the borough. One magistrate sat daily in the court house to transact 

routine business, twice a week the maYor and one or two aldermen 

presided over petty sessions, and at quarter sessions sat with the 

borough recorder, and brewster sessions sat annually to grant beer

house licences. The police force was appointed and managed by the 

mayor and aldermen in their capacity as magistrates under the sanction 

of the local act of 1815. The force was financed out of the court house 

rate fund, which was levied as the need arose in accordance with the 

1809 local act. It consisted of a 'day police' a body of only nine 

men which at night was supplemented by a 'nightly watch'. This co~ 

prised two permanent officers and, during the winter months, eighty 

three watchmen and inspectors, reduced during the summer to a strength 

of fifty eight. The annual budget of the corporation was about £160, 

from which was paid the salaries of the few corporation officials, the 

cost of suits of clothes for its employees, and the rent of pews 

reserved for the use of the corporation in the town's churches. It 

seems that the corporation carried out its restricted obligations with 

efficiency, and no criticism on the grounds of corruption or inepti

tude is evident either from local sources or from the report of the 

investigation made by the municipal corporations commission. Indeed, 

its efficiency was maintained despite the increasing pressure of work 

in the courts which rose as a consequence of the growth of the popula

tion of the borough. The office of mayor was 'the contrary of a 

lucrative office', and the growing volume of public business which 

fell upon the magistrates made it increasingly difficult to persuade" 

members of the corporation to take up office. Many were prepared to 

pay the large fines imposed for declining to become aldermen or mayor. 
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and between 1803 and 1833, the corporation accumulated £4,800 in 

fines from recalcitrant members~ 

These fines were a major source of income for the corporation, 

for it levied no rates (apart from the occasional rate necessary to 

finance the police), owned no corporate estate, and had incurred no 

debts. From the funds accumulated from fines and fees it had invested 

£6,000 in three percent consols, and £500 in the Leeds and Wakefield 

turnpike trust, which together gave the corporation an annual income 

of £220. Neither financial dishonesty nor administrative inefficiency 

could be levelled as charges against it, but one aspect of its organis-

ation was not without its critics. The corporation was 'self elect', 

vacancies were filled by nominations made by the existing members, 

and as a result, 'family influence is predominant. Fathers, and sons 

and sons-in-law, brothers brothers-in-law succeed to the offices of the 

corporation, like matters of family settlement. ,2 Moreover, all the 

families involved were tories in politics, and this feature of the 

corporation gained increasing significance with the growth of the non-

conformist community in the town. The corporation helped to promote the 

improvement act of 1755, and paid £50 towards its cost, and it also 

voted in favour of the 1809 act~ Its members were ex officio commis-

sioners, and attended meetings of the commission until the eighteen 

twenties. But by this time the liberal nonconformists were taking 

effective action to break the tory monopoly over the institutions of 

local government. It was impossible for the former to gain entry to 

the corporation, and so this group concentrated its efforts to secure 

15• and B. Webb~ ~~~ •• p.423 fn.2. 

2Municipa1 corporations Report, p.1620. 

35 • and B. Webb~. ~., p.42l. 
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control of the vestry, and especially through the vestry elections, 

the control of the improvement conmdssion. By the mid eighteen thir-

ties the governing bodies of Leeds had become politically polarised, 

where, 

'In cases where the election is popular, as in the choice 
of conmdssioners under the local acts, the persons selec
ted are all of one political party, professing the 
opposite opinions to those entertained by the majority of 
the corporation; which is accounted for by the necessity 
of balancing the influence of the corporation.'l 

The reform of the municipalities undertaken in 1835 was conceived 

solely as a political measure, as a counterpart of the parliamentary 

reform achieved three years before. As the Times stated in a leading 

article, 

'the fact is the parliamentary reform, if it were not to 
include corporation reform likewise, would have been 
literally a dead letter, exce~t in so far as the county 
representation be concerned,' 

and although Leeds corporation exerted no electoral influence, it was 

abolished along with one hundred and seventy seven others. Although 

we are interested in local government as the agent of urban 

improvement, this possible role for the new municipal corporations thus 

constituted neither the motivation nor inspired the enthusiasm of those 

promoting or supporting the measure. For this reason, the Municipal 

Corporations Act contained little which extended the powers of the 

councils of the reformed boroughs, least of all in this direction. Its one 

hundred and forty three clauses relate mainly to the provision of police, 

gaols, the administration of justice, local elections, questions of rep-

resentation, council procedure, financial accountability and the 

regulation of trusts in corporate administration. Indeed, it has been 

argued that one aim of the act was to reduce local government expenditure 

lMunicipal Corporations Report, p. 1620. 

2Quoted in B. Keith-Lucas, Franchise. 
p.47. See also G.B.A.M. ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~es, 
pp. 23-31. 
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rather than to increase it, and in some boroughs the new councils 

inaugurated their regimes with acts of ostentatious parsimony: But 

nevertheless the act anticipated the major change in the structure of 

local government which was to come about in the following years, 

namely the demise of improvement commissions and the transfer of their 

authority to the new corporations. An immediate effect of the act was 

to remove the jurisdiction over the police which any local act may 

have granted to commissioners (as we have seen, this did not apply in 

Leeds, as the police force was controlled by the corporation), and 

gave councils the authority to ensure that whatever the provisions of 

the local acts, all parts of the borough could, where necessary, be 

provided with street lighting. A more important portent of future 

developments were the clauses which allowed the powers of improvement 

commissions to be transferred to corporate bodies~ 

The first municipal elections in Leeds were held in November 1835, 

and the new council met for the first time on 31 December. It was 

overwhelmingly liberal in composition, and indeed remained so until 

3 the last decade of the century. But there was little difference in 

social and occupational status between the members of the old and the 

new corporations. Nonconformists of all hues had replaced the tory-

Anglican oligarchy of the closed corporation, but tory cloth merchants 

were succeeded by liberal ones, and liberal bankers, doctors and lawyers 

replaced their tory counterparts. 

lSee the remarks of R. Evans in H.J. Dyos ed., TheStudlof'Urban Ristor;, 
p.338; W.L. Burn, 'Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the early nlneteenth century, 
Archaeologia Aeliana, vol. xxxiv, pp 1-12, and R. Newten; Victorian 
Exeter, p.32. 

2Municipal Corporations Act, 5 and 6 WID. IV c.LXXVI, clauses 74, 75. 
84, 87 and 88. 

3E•P • Hennock, 'The Social Composition of Borough Councils in Two Large 
Cities, 1835-1914', in H.J. Dyos ed.~ '~.cit. pp. 326-336. 
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As we have noticed, the powers of the newly-instituted council 

were relatively circumscribed, and in the first seven years of its 

existence it had little more executive power than its predecessor. 

The first major decision made in this period was the reorganisation of 

the police force. As directed by the act, the council appointed a 

watch committee, and in April 1836 the committee submitted a report on 

the current state of the police force and proposals for its reorganisa

tion. Considerable discussion had taken place in the committee on the 

nature of the reconstitution of the force and in the course of this 

review enquiries had been made to Liverpool and Manchester. The 

council was recommended to adopt the metropolitan system, based on the 

concept of a preventive force so that 'both crime and expense' (a 

significant conjunction) might be reduced! This involved maintaining 

the existing night watch and augmenting the day police from nine to 

twenty officers and men. 

Several minor but interesting problems of social history arise 

from a study of the origins of the police. For example~ how were they 

recruited, what was their income relative to other occupations, what 

educational standards and what standards of conduct were expected from 

them? Constables were paid 18s. a week in the eighteen thirties, and 

when the reformed corporation discontinued the practice of reducing the 

night watch in the summer season, they were guaranteed employment through

out the year. When compared to the contemporary rates prevailing for 

trades in Leeds, this emerges as a good rate of wages. In Baker's 

statistics for the late eighteen thirties, out of a total of thirty 

seven trades, twenty five of these were paying more than l8s. a week, 

but of these, in only ten trades could the worker expect to be employed, 

lCM, 6 April, 1836. 
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like the policeman, for the full twelve months of the year~ Simi-

1ar1y, out of a sample of one hundred and fifty male Irish weavers, 

only one third received this wage for the period in which they had 

2 employment, and a majority of the male employees of Benjamin Gott and 

3 Sons in 1830 were receiving less. Furthermore, the police received an 

indirect subsidy through the uniforms with which they were provided 

whilst on duty. 

To qualify for employment, the applicant was expected to be able 

to 'read and write with facility'. The evidence for working-class 

literacy in this period is both fragmentary and difficult to interpret. 

Baker was not optimistic about the state of education in Leeds, but 

R.K. Webb suggests that literacy was widespread amongst working 

peoP1e~ But certainly if all the constables could indeed fulfil this 

condition, they could be said to have come from the upper strata of 

their class. But in Leeds as elsewhere, the most frequent cause of 

dismissal was for drunkenness on duty~ Discovering the sources of 

recruitment depends upon occasional references, and it is possible to 

be explicit about the senior members of the force only. In the upper 

ranks, an early trend towards the professionalisation of policemen can 

be discerned. Edward Reid, the chief constable under both the 

unreformed and reformed corporation had been an officer in the Hatton 

Garden police office before his appointment in Leeds in 1823, where his 

l'RePort upon the town of Leeds and of its inhabitants', J.S.S.,vol ii, 
1840, p.422. 

2R• Baker, 1842 Report, p.16. 

3W.B• Crump, The Leeds Woollen Industryj 1780-1820, Thoresby Society, 
vol. 32, 1929. 

4 J •S•S., 1840 art.cit. pp. 416-418; R.K. Webb, 'The Victorian Readina 
Public', in Boris Ford ed., The Pelican Guide 'to 'English Literature, 
vo1.6, pp. 205-226. 

SW.L. Burn; The Age of Equipoise, pp. 172-174. 
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father was chief officer~ On his retirement in 1859, his place was 

taken by the former chief constable of Norwich: Nine years before, an 

inspector and sub inspector had joined the force from the Manchester 

police and the Lancashire county constabulary, where both men had been 

inspectors; and there was a like movement from Leeds to other towns. 

In 1844, one member became superintendent of Market Weighton police, 

and in 1859 a superintendent resigned to become chief constable of 

Bradford~ 

It is impossible, except in the most general terms, to assess the 

efficiency of the police force in this period. There appear to have 

been no complaints received either by the councilor by the press, and 

the watch committee appears to have undertaken its duties conscien-

tiously. Although the reformed corporation increased its expenditure 

on the police force considerably in comparison with its predecessor, 

in terms of both numbers and cost the Leeds force was far smaller 

than those in Liverpool and Manchester, for example. In the last seven 

years of the unreformed corporation, an annual average of £3,495 was 

spent on the police, compared to an average of £6,404 spent annually 

by the new regime in the period 1838 to 1844~ In 1838 the Leeds force 

numbered 105, compared to a strength of 328 in Manchester and 413 in 

Liverpool, and the respective ratio of police to population was 1 to 

845, 1 to 716, and 1 to 65l~ This takes into account the fact that the 

1J • Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vo1.l, p.732. 

2ibid ., p.733. -3 LM , 13 July 1850. 

4-;: Mayhall, ,££.cit., p.733. 

5Finance Committee minutes, 21 April 1836; Report on the Answers to 
~ueries Addressed to the respective authorities entrusted with the 
distribution of the local funds (1850), Appendix, Table 1. 

6C•M• 29 Sept 1838; A. Redford, The History of Local Government in 
Manchester vol. 2, p.67; W.R. Cockroft, "The Rise and Growth of the 
Liverpool Police Force in the Nineteenth Century" (unpublished MA thesis. 
Univ. of Wales, 1969), Appendix 1, p.276. 
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Leeds police patrolled only the town itself, and not the semi-rural 

townships. This was not inequitable, in so far as the latter were 

not rated for a service which they did not enjoy. But, at least in 

the case of Headingley, this was felt to be little consolation, as 

there were fears that the improved efficiency of police patrols would 

lead to an increase in crime in unpatrolled districts, as criminals 

would look for less well-protected victims~ But on the whole it 

appears that the arrangements were sufficient to satisfy most of the 

"b" 2 1nha 1tants. 

None of the other business with which the council concerned 

itself in this early period requires more than incidental reference 

here. Its role in the creation of the committee on statistics, and 

the statistical report of 1839, and its part in the promotion of the 

local improvement act of 1842 are dealt with in full later in this 

chapter. There remain three issues which need to be outlined here, 

namely, the chancery action between the council and members of the old 

corporation, the issue of the borough gaol, and the reform of the water-

works administration. Much of the energy of the council at this time 

was absorbed by a lengthy legal action in Chancery to recover the funds 

of the unreformed corporation. As we noted above, the old corporation 

possessed no real estate, but did own investments in consolidated stock, 

and shares in the Leeds and Wakefield turnpike trust which was invested 

1Watch committee minutes, 15 April 1836. 

2'We understand that no less than nine men are just about to leave this 
force to fill appointments in the rural police located in the neigh
bourhood of York. This, together with many other applications which 
have recently been made for policemen from this borough, is a gratifying 
proof of the general efficiency of our police force.' Leeds Mercury, 
14 Oct 1843, and a brief reference in the Second Report of the Select 
Committee on Police, Parle Papers, 1853 (715) XXXVI, Qu. 2961. Evidence 
of E. Denison, 'There is a good police in the town of Leeds •••• '. ' 
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from funds obtained from the fines levied upon its nembers for the non-

acceptance of office. When the old corporation realised that it was to 

be legislated out of existence, it alienated these resources, distri

buting them amongst local churches and charities~ The attempt by its 

successor (which was ultimately successful) to reclaim these investments 

generated much political acrimony, and has significance only as a 

political issue. The question of building a borough gaol was mooted 

in this period, as a result of the actions of the West Riding Justices. 

A small gaol had been incorporated in the Borough Court House, and was 

clained to be the worst in the country; but it was not used to house 

prisoners after conviction. Those convicted were interned at the 

House of Correction in Wakefield, and in return the council was 

naturally obliged to make contributions to the maintenance of the 

institution. In 1837 the West Riding justices decided to rebuild the 

female section of the prison, and began negotiations with the council 

over the size of its contribution towards the capital cost~ Thereupon, 

the council decided that it might be preferable to exercise its 

authority under the 1835 Act, and erect a borough gaol in Leeds. But, 

as a result of fluctuating local political pressures, the question was 

subjected to regular review as opinions as to the cost of construction 

lSee D. Fraser, 'Politics in Leeds, 1830-1852', (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 
Univ. of Leeds 1970), pp. 187-190. Judgment was given in favour of the 
council in 1841 (CM, 29 Oct 1841, Final Report of the Chancery Suit 
committee). The Leeds Improvement Amendment Act, 1856, section XXIII, 
authorised the council to dispose of two sums, totalling £6,206.l2.9d in 
3 per cent conso1s., to payoff mortgage aebts. As it is known that 
the old corporation possessed a reserve of £6,500 (D. Fraser, thesis., 
p. 187), this sum mentioned in the 1856 act presumably represents the 
net amount recouped. 

2W. White, History, Gazetteer, and Directory of the West Riding of 
Yorkshire ••• (1837), vol. 1, p. 508. 

3CM, 20 March 1837, 25 Aug 1837. 
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versus the cost of future contributions to the West Riding changed 

so that no final decision to build was taken until 1842: 

Finally, the reconstitution of the waterworks authority in 1837 

was of far greater importance in the long-term for the development 

of the corporation as the administrator of urban services. Prior to 

this time, the administration of the waterworks was the responsi-

bi1ity of the improvement commission, but (for reasons considered in 

full below) its role was taken over by a curious executive hybrid. The 

new company was owned by shareholders in the normal way but the 

governing body was comprised of directors elected by the shareholders 

and members nominated by the council, each group providing half of the 

members of the board~ Furthermore the council had the option of 

purchasing the works from the shareholders, but did not exercise this 

right until 1852. Although the improvement commission had lost its 

control of the water supply, it still retained many other important 

functions, and we must now attempt an assessment of its role. 

1CM , 4 May 1842. 

2CM, 16 Sept 1836, 13 Jan 1837, 23 Jan 1837, 1 Feb 1837, 25 Aug 1837. 
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(3) 

The Leeds improvement commission was created by the local act of 

1755, which was amended by acts in 1790, 1809 and 1824. The commission 

operated under the terms of this latter act until its dissolution in 

1842. Both the text of the improvement acts and the proceedings of the 

commissioners make it obvious that it operated on a narrowly conceived 

concept of public welfare, although it must be remembered that in 

doing so it was little different from similar institutions elsewhere! 

As S. and B. Webb observed in their history of improvement commissions, 

'From 1748 to 1832 the long series of local acts were 
obtained, and all the expenditure on town improvement was 
incurred, not from any motives of sanitation, but in 
order to secure, incidentally, greater protection for life 
and property, and primarily and invariably greater comfort 
and convenience in passing along the streets.,2 

It is apparent from an analysis of the urban condition of Leeds 

in the eighteen thirties that the institutions of local government 

were doing little to ameliorate the state of the environment. As we 

have seen, such an aim was not the responsibility of the unreformed 

corporation, nor, at first, of the town council created by the munici-

pal corporations act. In this section we shall show that the 

improvement cOnmUssion was not endowed with the legal authority to 

undertake the reforms necessary to improve public health conditions. 

To substantiate ~his claim about its functions, and to investigate its 

methods of operation we must investigate the details of its business. 

Its affairs can be grouped under six heads: street improvements, 

street cleansing, public lighting, the management of .the public market, 

1 S. and B. Webb, Statutory Authorities for Special Purposes, Ch.4. 

2~, p. 274. 
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the water supply, and finally, the exercise of its miscellaneous 

regulatory pPwers. 

The street improvements which the co~ssion made were all 

designed to relieve traffic congestion in major thoroughfares, 

especially in the town centre. The 1824 act had given both compulsory 

1 and permissive powers in relation to property purchases. Although at 

one stage in the drafting of the bill, it had been proposed that any 

property in the area of the commission's jurisdiction could be bought 

by compulsion if necessary, it was believed that parliament would 

. h 2 refuse to sanct~on suc a measure. The co~ssioners ultimately asked 

for, and obtained compulsory provisions in relation to one group of 

properties only. This was the Middle Row, which, standing in the 

centre of Briggate, was, especially on market days a major potential 

hazard to traffic. Other properties could only be purchased if the 

owners were prepared to sell voluntarily. In the eighteen thirties, 

several large scale projects (at Quebec, Mil1hi1l, Swinegate and Water 

lane), and a series of minor improvement schemes were undertaken~ The 

absence of compulsory powers was not an important inhibition upon pro-

jects of this kind. Obviously, if owners refused to treat, the 

commissioners were obliged to abandon the scheme. But the real restraint 

upon their actions, and also upon subsequent plans of a similar nature 

by the council, arose from financial considerations. For a project could 

fail to materialise if no agreement could be reached over the price of 

11824 act, 5. Geo IV.c.cxxiv, clauses xiv and xxvii. 
2 b!, 13 March 1823. 

3Improvements at Quebec 
those in Water lane in 
and 1841 cost £1,650. 
passim. 

and Millhill in 1836-37 cost £3,986"12"lld, 
1837 cost £1,500, and in Swinegate in 1837 
Figures compiled from Imp. Comm. minutes, 
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the property required. This issue was of most importance when improve-

ments were proposed in the town centre, because of the relatively high 

property values. Thus it would be incorrect to argue that, if 

endowed with the authority to force individuals to sell, the co~ssion 

might have been more ambitious. For, jUdging from the later experience 

of the corporation when it had obtained such powers, the evidence sug-

gests that the legal conventions governing compulsory purchase operated 

strongly in favour of the property owner, and so worked as a deterrent 

to the initiative of local authorities. 

But in the present context, such speculations are not of any great 

significance, as the comadssion showed itself to be cautious in such 

affairs. It undertook few major schemes, and always attempted to mini-

mise the costs involved. In this respect it was fortunate, because part 

of the charitable bequests of the town had been specifically donated 

for such purposes, and requests were often made to the Trustees of Pious 

Uses for grants to subsidise the more costly improvements~ Sometimes 

the commission interpreted its role as that of encouraging privately 

financed improvements made for public benefit, rather than to initiate 

them, by offering to defray part of the expense incurred by pub1ic

spirited individuals, as in the cases of Wade 1ane'and Water 1ane~ 

Scavenging, that is to say, street cleansing was also the province 

of the commission. It was organised in conjunction with the workhouse 

board which improved on the principle of less-eligibility by hiring out 

its paupers on contract for this purpose. The arrangenent was never very 

lImp. Comm. minutes, 2 Nov 1836, 31 May 1837, 11 Oct 1837, 7 Feb 1838, 
7 Aug 1839, 7 July 1841. The trustees of the pious uses committee 
were themselves responsible for many street improvements both large 
and small. Between 1827 and 1842 a total of £l5,018"9s"Od was spent 
on street improvements, notably in the Calls, (1828-1842) £2,279"18"3d; 
in Upper Headrow, (1829-1836) £3,382"9"6d; and Wade lane, (1834-1842) 
£2,516"4"6d. Figures compiled from the Highway Estate minutes, 1826-1858, 
passim. 

2Imp • Comm. minutes, 11 Oct. 1837, 1 Nov 1837. 
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satisfactory as the labour provided by the board was insufficient, 

and not surprisingly, consisted of the ',aged and infirm and ••• lame 

1 and lazy' and there were regular discussions upon how to improve the 

efficiency of the service. In this sphere also, the commission were 

primarily conerned with providing a service which aimed at maintaining 

civic convenience rather than public health. Street cleansing was 

undoubtedly an important function in the age of horse-drawn traffic but 

the disposal of private refuse of either the human or household type was 

not provided for. Under the terms of the 1824 act it was empowered to 

remove refuse from private premises only when it was deemed offensive; 

and it operated not on a preventive principle but only upon specific 

complaints. The most extreme, although not in essence an atypical 

instance is the case of the Boot and Shoe yard in Kirkgate from which 

'during the period of the cholera (sc. 1832) 75 cart loads 
of soil were removed by order of the commissioners.,3 

But furthermore when the yard was revisited in the course of the 

enquiry conducted by the council's committee on statistics in 1839, it 

was 'reported not to have been cleaned out since,4. 

1ibid .,21 Feb, 1838. 
2-

1824 act, clause 70. 

3'RePort on the condition of the town of Leeds and of its inhabitants', 
J.S.S.vo!. ii, 1840, p.400. In this context 'soil' means excrement. -

4loc.cit.This is confirmed by the fOllowing: 'That from the 
representations made to this meeting by Dr. Hunter and a deputation 
from the workhouse board it is indispensib1e that some steps should 
be immediately taken for cleansing and preventing and removing 
nuisances and obstructions in the Boot and Shoe yard in order to 
prevent a recurrence of disease and contagion which have already 
taken place to an alarming extent.' A drastic improvement was 
obviously necessary, as £50 was voted for the purpose. Improvement 
Commission minutes, 1 July 1840. 
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Certainly, the statement of duties made by the superintendent of 

scavengers in 1841 refers exclusively to the maintenance of the con-

dition of the streets, and not to the collection of domestic refuse. 

For two years the commission let the scavenging work out on tender, 

1 but reverted to the old system. Although in 1842 there was renewed 

discussion of the possibility of employing independent.rather than 

pauper labour, the council inherited the scavenging service based on 

the old arrangements. 

Street lighting also gave the commissioners some difficulty, for 

the 1824 act limited the lamp rate to 4d in the pound, and experience 

showed this to be an insufficient amount to provide and maintain gas 

lighting in any but the main streets. It was remarked in 1857 that 

lighting was 

'very inefficiently done; the back streets, where there are 
few shops, are not lighted at all.,2 

The reformed corporation viewed this failure as a threat to public 

safety, 'a good lamp being equal to a policeman' as the press observed~ 

Hence in 1837 the council used its powers under the municipal corpora-

tions act to order the commission to extend its street lighting 

"1" " H 1 4 fac1 lt1es to uns et. 

A more satisfactory feature of the commission's regime was the 

provision and administration of the public market. Before 1823 there 

was no exclusive market area in the town, and public markets were 

held in the streets, especially in Briggate and the Headrow~ Not 

libid., 3 June 1840; 17 June 1841; 7 Feb 1842; 6 April 1842. 

2Re ort of the commissioners u on the boundaries and wards of certain 
. boroughs and corporate towns, Part II, Report ••• upon Leeds ao 

pagination) ParI. Papers, 1837, XXVII. 

3LM , 22 Oct,1842. 

4CM , 11 March, 1837; 5 April, 1837; 5 July, 1837; 2 Aug, 1837. 
5 

A street market continued to be held in Briggate until the council 
obtained powers to discontinue it in the 1856 improvement act. 
1856 Act, 19 and 20 Viet. c. cxv, clause 33. 
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surprisingly this was a major source of inconvenience as it added 

considerably to the congestion in the connnercial centre of the town. 

Thus in 1823 the commissioners purchased the vicarage and its gardens 

at the junction of Vicar lane and Kirkgate, and on this site laid out 

an open-air public market covering about one thousand square yards. 

Besides providing a valuable public service, the new market also 

benefitted the finances of the commission, for the market tolls were 

leased to a contractor, and so provided a valuable source of supple

. 1 mentary lncome. 

But it was far less successful in the management of the water 

supply. Until 1790 the water works were controlled by a private 

concern, and in the improvement act of that year arrangements were 

f h • h • . • 2 made to trans er t elr management to t e lmprovement conmaSSlon. The 

water supply was drawn from the river Aire, at a point near to Leeds 

bridge, and by the eighteen thirties this was not the most alubrious 

of sources. The growing frequency of complaints over both the quality 

and quantity available led in 1834 to a decision by the conmdssion to 

locate a more copious and less suspect source of supply. But dissen-

sion amongst the commissioners and their consulting engineers caused 

considerable delay and greatly damaged the credibility of the 

commission to undertake the project satisfactorily. The merits of 

rival executive schemes were aired by the various interested parties. 

The vestry proposed a compromise between public and private control, 

the tory Leeds Intelligencer advocated a joint stock waterworks 

lThe tolls were leased for £1,310 in 1838; £1,405 in 1839, £1,530 in 
1840; £1,575 in 1841; and £1,720 in 1842. Imp. Commission minutes, 
24 May 1838, 16 May 1839, 13 }1ay 1840, 10 May 1841 and 4 June 1842. 

2Leeds Improvement Act, 1790 30 Geo III, c.l xviii, clause 11. 
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company and the council recommended a board of management consisting 

of magistrates, councillors and commissioners. Finally agreement was 

achieved in 1837 when the commission relinquished its control of the 

water supply to a joint stock company which was controlled by nine 

members nominated by the council and nine representatives of the share-

holders. The act also contained provisions which would enable the 

1 council to buyout the shareholders after twelve years. 

The other provisions of the improvement acts included powers to 

inspect meat offered for sale to prevent the sale of diseased carcasses, 

the licencing and regulation of hackney coaches, and the authority to 

order the removal of minor obstructions in the streets, such as 

projecting doorsteps, windows and shop signs. 

It should be clear from this survey of the activities of the 

improvement commissioners that their operations were unlikely to have any 

major impact upon the environment, and in particular upon those aspects 

of urban growth which were creating increasingly severe public health 

problems. They possessed no powers for regulating the construction of 

new streets and houses nor authority to provide sewers, let alone 

plan a general sewerage system, to cite only two of the most important 

improvements necessary. The work of the commission, viewed in the 

context of the needs of the new urban society, was at best of marginal 

importance, and at worst, irrelevant. But by the later eighteen 

thirties, the need for a major extension of local government services 

was accepted by the commission, and the planning of a new improvement 

act to incorporate these provisions began. We shall deal with the 

genesis of this new act later in the chapter, but first we must make 

1The waterworks issue is treated in full in D. Fraser, 'The politics 
of Leeds water', Publications of the Thoresby'Society.Miscellany, 
vol. 15, part 1, 1970, pp. 50-70. 
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some remarks upon another institution of local government which was 

concerned with the environment, namely the surveyors of the highways. 

This body was responsible for the maintenance of those streets in 

the town which were legally recognised as public highways, and the 

issue of the legal definition of a highway placed a major restriction 

upon the value of the work of the surveyors. In addition to the 

maintenance of those streets which immemorial usage had adopted as 

public thoroughfares, they could adopt new ones for repair at public 

expense. But this could only be done if a street was already in an 

acceptable condition before it was offered for adoption! and they had 

no legal right to oblige the builders of new property to level, pave 

and surface the streets which they created. The report of the council's 

committee on statistics speculated 

'whether streets, which have long been used by the public, have 
not become highways, and are liable to the acts of parliament 
under which highways are regulated,,2 

but the law was not so flexible. No matter how offensive or dangerous 

these streets might be, their legal status as private rights of way 

preserved them from the attentions of the surveyors. This situation 

continued until the 1842 improvement act provided the means of removing 

3 
this anomaly. 

Thus in 1839, only sixty eight of the 586 streets in the town were 

repaired by the surveyors~ and according to one judgement, 

'both the materials and execution are very bad, and constant 
repairs are required,.5 

lSurveyors of Highways, Townships of Leeds, minutes, 21 Oct 1839. 

2'Report upon the condition of the town of Leeds and of its inhabitants', 
J.S.S., vol. ii, 1840, p. 399. 

3 See below, p. 65. 

4 J • S • S., !!!. ci t. p. 406. 

5Municipal Corporations (Boundaries) Act (see fn. 2 p. 44). 
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Similarly, there were only thirty eight common sewers for which they 

had responsibility, and it seems that the purpose of some of these 

1 was merely to enable surface water to drain from the streets. Further-

more, the surveyors believed that they had no obligation to clean the 

2 common sewers. Hence in these two important aspects, private initia-

tive was paramount, and because there was no legal compulsion to 

make these improvements, public duty could be disregarded with impunity. 

The statistical committee of the council found that, 

'in many instances, where the property of a street is 
in many hands, one half of them or more have originally 
completed their respective parts, as regards paving and 
sewering: but the cupidity, obstinacy, or poverty, or 
all combined, ~f other owners, has prevented the improvement 
of the whole'. 

Clearly, in this situation the financial resources of inhabitants were 

a major consideration, and it is not surprising to discover that the 

condition of the streets in the western area of the town was, as we 

have seen, markedly better than those in the east. 

(4) 

As we have seen, the deterioration of public health conditions 

had not gone unnoticed or unexamined by contemporaries, and indeed it 

is well known that there is abundant evidence of the growing concern 

of the medical profession for the conditions which were being produced 

by rapid urbanisation. In Leeds, the local exemplar in this field of 

enquiry was Dr. Robert Baker, who during the eighteen thirties and early 

forties was the most active and influential advocate of sanitary 

ISurveyors of Highways, minutes, 5 March 1838; 21 May 1838. 

2~., 6 Jan 1840. 

3J •s .s., loco cit. 
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reform~ The history of this period of his career can be seen as 

typical of a pattern which may be discerned in the careers of many 

other leading and supporting figures of the public health movement, 

from famous metropolitan figures like Southwood Smith, to obscure 

provincial medical officers, like Dr. Stephen Piper of Darlington7 

Baker's intellectual development is characteristic of this class of 

doctors whose frequent contact with all kinds of social casualties 

(he was appointed poor law medical officer for Leeds in 1825), deve1-

oped in them a comprehensive and sympathetic knowledge of the liVes of 

the urban poor when many of their contemporaries were largely ignorant 

of such problems, and this experience frequently inspired them to 

become the vanguard of the demand for reform~ 

The cholera epidemic of 1832 brought the twenty-nine year old 

Baker to local prominence with the writing of his report for the 

Leeds board of hea1th~ This study sets out both the methods and 

the themes which he was to return in his two other important 

essays on public health matters. The method was that 

lW.R. Lee, 'Robert Baker: The first doctor in the Factory Department. 
Part I. 1803-1858', and 'Part II. 1858 onwards', British Journal of 
Industrial Medicine, vol. 21 1964, pp 85-93 and pp. 167-179. 

2M•W• Flinn, ed., Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring 
population of Great Britain in 1842. By Edwin Chadwick, Introduction 
pp. 18-26, and C.F. Brockington, Medical Officers of Health, 1848 to 
1855: an essay in local history. 

3G•M• Young and W.D. Handcock, Select Historical Documents, vol. XII(i), 
p. 769. 

4Report of the Leeds Board of Health, (Leeds 1833). 
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of detailed investigation into the intra-urban differences in sanitary 

conditions to attempt to isolate the localised factors which generated 

disease. A comment which he made a decade later, in his report of 

1842 defines concisely the analytical assumptions he had evolved when 

examining the history of the cholera epidemic: 

'although condemned as a town in its entire locality at 
the first glance (it) may.really have only peculiar points 
of local influence from whence the gross results are 
derived,.l . 

Thus in the report of 1833 the general comments upon the correlation 

between the incidence of cholera cases and the state of the environment 

was supplemented by a thirteen-page schedule of all the streets and 

courts which had housed cholera victims, with brief impressionistic 

notes on their condition. But far more striking was the 'Cholera Map' , 

which was a plan of the town with the locales of cholera cases inked-in, 

giving a stark impression of the relationship between dirt and disease. 

Two themes given prominence in this report appeared regularly in his 

writings thereafter. In the first place, there was the imperative need 

to regulate and improve urban conditions by means of comprehensive 

legislation, and secondly that general liability to be assessed for 

local rates should entail a general distribution of the benefits of 

local government services. That is to say, scavenging, paving, 

sewerage and drainage should be facilities provided in all parts of the 

town, and not simply in the central streets. 

Unfortunately, with the abatement of the cholera, public concern 

over sanitary conditions fell into abeyance, and no practical progress 

was made in the cause of reform until the planning of the new improve-

ment act began in 1840. But in the meanwhile, Baker was not content 

to let matters rest. As a councillor on the reformed council, he made 

11842 Report. p.23. 
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several fruitless efforts to induce the council to intervene in public 

health affairs, by methods of tenuous legality. He attempted to per-

suade it to widen the scope of the bye-laws to include rules to 

improve 

'the offensive condition of certain parts of the borough 
particularly as to some of the streets and houses' .1 

••• J 

He was also active on the watch committee, and was largely responsible 

for planning the reorganisation of the police force. But these activi-

ties were of less importance than the project which he undertook in the 

late eighteen thirties. This was the creation of an investigation the 

purpose of which was to give a stimulus to public opinion in favour of 

urgent and large-scale sanitary reform. 

In May 1837 he persuaded the council to appoint a committee to 

consider sanctioning a statistical survey of the borough 

~to ascertain whether any and what steps are necessary 
to render more happy, or improve the moral or intellectual 
condition of the people'~ 

The committee was appointed, and decided in favour of the proposal, 

and the council agreed to finance the enquiry. It is clear that Baker 

was the designer and superviser of the project from the beginning, and 

managed it through all its stages. It was he who 'made a great variety 

of forms for the returns', he who was 'requested to take the superin-

tendence of the collection of the information required' and was 

'empowered to employ such other persons ••• as he thinks requisite to 

obtain the information wanted'. Baker apparently wrote the report, and 

on the completion of the enquiry, was thanked for his 'unwearied zeal' 

by his fellow committee members~ The report was presented to the 

lCM, 3 May, 1837, 12 Feb 1838. 

2CM , 3 May, 1837. 

3commattee on Statistics, minutes, Sept 1837, 16 Oct 1838, 13 Dec 

1838, 19 and 22 Oct 1839. 



council in October 1839, after two years of research and preparation~ 

It was received with considerable enthusiasm, and Baker made a long 

speech which united considerable statistical analysis with moral and 

practical exhortations to action. Dissenting voices came only from 

the tories, with one of them claiming that 'after all the information 

they could get, they would remain just as they were' while another 

objected that: 

'it was contrary to the feelings of Englishmen that their 
family affairs should be dragged unnecessarily before the 
public ••••• It was a species of the French police system 
which he should always set his face against'~ 

There is no need to recapitulate the evidence contained in Baker's 

enquiry since we have drawn heavily upon it in a previous section of 

this chapter, but we can indicate the form of the enquiry and enumerate 

the points which he found of interest and concern. The content of the 

report may be divided into three parts: the condition of the streets 

(in relation to the provision of sewerage, paving, cleansing, lighting 

and the existence of nuisances), the condition of working class housing 

(which is concerned with details of size, density of occupation, rents, 

ventilation, water supply and refuse disposal), and finally, the condi-

tion of the population. This third topic was dealt with under five 
.. 

heads, the "social econoIiIy" (to use Baker's terminology) which comprised 

family size, place of origin and employment structure, the "moral 

economy", an analysis of the criminal statistics, the "religious state" 

lThe text of the report as Baker wrote it has apparently not survived. 
The article published in the J.S.S. (see footnote 2, p. 47) is a 
precis prepared by Dr. Williamson, who was a member of the council. A 
very long article on the presentation of the report to the council 
appeared in the Leeds Mercury, 2 Nov. 1839, which contains some details 
absent from the J.S.S. article. 

2LM , 2 Nov. 1839. cf. Lord Melbourne's definition of bureaucracy for the 
benefit of Queen Victoria: 'Bureaucracy, m'am, is something they 
have in France'. 
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of the population, as deduced from the number and seating capacity of 

churches and chapels of the various sects and denominations, the 

"intellectual state", as given by the number and location of schools, 

libraries and other educational institutions, and finally, the 

"physical state" of the inhabitants, an investigation into births, 

marriages and deaths, and the structure of wages and the seasonality of 

employment. 

The comprehensiveness of his statistical curiosity can be 

illustrated from the variety of tables which the report contains. 

There are tabulations of the numbers of beershops, brothels, gaming 

houses, and places of worship, mortality statistics interpreted in terms 

of districts and occupations, streets paved cleansed and sewered by 

the public authorities, wage rates, house rents in each of the 

electoral wards, literacy figures and criminal statistics grouped by 

the trades and place of origin of the offenders. But we have not done 

great violence to his practical intentions by mentioning such a diversity 

of social statistics only in passing. For it is clear that although he 

recognised the importance of such data for comparative purposes 

(either with other towns or with future surveys of a similar nature 

for Leeds), it is equally apparent that his major concern was the 

practical relevance which his evidence possessed to substantiate his 

proposals for public health reform~ 

lIt seems, however, worthy of consideration whether. streets, which 
have been long used by the public, have not become highways, and are 
liable to the Acts of Parliament under which highways are regulated: 
otherwise your committee are not aware of any remedy; but they hope 
that it will form a subject of grave inquiry in the future delibera
tions of the town council, based on the statistical facts now 
presented.' and, 'One thing is certain, that the greater part of the 
town is in a most filthy condition, which demands an immediate remedy; 
a remedy which does not seem attainable under any local act now existing; 
but calls for an especial enactment, which is doubtless required not 
only for Leeds, but, more or less, for every town in the empire'. J.S.S. 
~.cit., p. 339 and p. 406. 



It is difficult to assess the influence which the report may have 

had in quickening the demand that action should be taken and more 

particularly, that a new and more comprehensive local improvement act 

was required. It is indisputable that it demonstrated the magnitude 

of the public health problems of Leeds to an extent which appears to 

have been hitherto unknown, judging from the reaction of council 

members to some of its revelations, and it provided a convenient 

source which could be appealed to by those urging reform~ But any 

sense of urgency engendered does not appear to have had any immediate 

tangible result. Although the council sent petitions to the Home 

Secretary asking the government to take legislative action, it was not 

until 1841 that the process of promoting a new local act was set in 

motion, and as we shall demonstrate later, the direct catalyst in this 

case was the prospect of intervention by the central government. 

Furthermore, although the council authorised the publication and 

circulation of an abstract of the report, it refused to sanction the 

extension of the committee's enquiries to cover the out-townships and 

2 in August 1841 the committee was allowed to lapse. 

Equally problematical is Baker's role in the creation of the 1842 

improvement act. The improvement commission was responsible for its 

inception, although shortly after its decision was taken, the commis-

sioners agreed to create a joint committee with the council and 

magistrates to produce a draft of the bill. Baker was one of the six 

council delegates on the committee, but as no record survives of its 

lReferences to the report of the committee on statistics appear 
frequently in the speeches made at public meetings held to promote 
the improvement bill in 1842. See Leeds Mercury 19 Feb, 26 Feb, 
16 April 1842. 

2CM , 9 Nov 1839, 16 Nov 1840; there are no entries in the committee's 
minute book after 4 Aug 1841. 
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deliberations, it is impossible to define what part he played in its 

business. As we know from other sources, the text of the bill owes 

much to clauses abstracted from government-promoted bills; but from 

what we know of Baker it seems reasonable to infer that he would have 

used his expertise to exert considerable influence on the committee. 

Subsequently, he was called as one of the witnesses in support of the 

bill during the select comndttee hearings; and significantly it was 

he who explained the provisions of the new act to the council at the 

first meeting convened for "improvement act" business~ But Baker was 

not solely preoccupied with superintending the progress of reform in 

Leeds at this time, for by December 1840 he was in correspondence with 

Chadwick who was then preparing the materials for his Report of 1842~ 

Chadwick had originally approached Dr. Williamson, who had given 

evidence to the 1840 Select Committee on the Health of Towns, to ask 

him to submit a report on Leeds. But he was intrigued by Baker's 

'Sanatory Map of Leeds', and apparently impressed by Baker's detailed 

local knowledge. On his part, Baker seemingly refused to be cast in 

the role of mere collaborator, no doubt being determined to establish 

his reputation as the originator of a novel way of presenting social 

statistics. Chadwick, faced with the conditions demanded by Baker, 

decided to adopt him rather than Williamson since, as he wrote to the 

latter, 

'the Commissioners (ie. Chadwick) were informed that Mr. Baker's 
peculiar means of observation in respect to the manufacturing 
population, as superintendent of factories and in other 
public capacities had given him peculiar information which 

lSee below p.71 

2HLRO , House of Commons Select Comndttees, Evidence 1842, volume 7, 
L.2, Committee on Leeds Improvements, 30 May, 1842. 

3CM1A, 3 Aug 1842. 

4M•W• Flinn, ~.cit., Introduction pp. 50-51. 
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they were desirous of obtaining. They were informed that 
he had declined to communicate the information to you or 
to any other person and that he could only communicate it 
in an independent form.,l 

Once the council was endowed with the powers of the 1842 improvement 

act, Baker became chairman of the streets committee, so taking 

responsibility for the committee which would carry into effect the 

most important of the reforms which he had advocated for a decade. As 

chairman he received praise for his "ability, zeal and perseverance,,2 

as might have been expected, but ironically, he was not to preside 

for long over the carrying out of the reforms which for a decade he had 

envisaged only on paper. The trade depression of the early eighteen 

forties created a highly-vocal opposition to any increase in local 

government expenditure, and Baker, as a leading exponent of the 

improvement schemes, found himself exposed to considerable hostility 

from the electors. In March 1843 several ward meetings were convened 

at the request of the ratepayers, for the purpose of protesting against, 

'the extravagance which had been displayed by the town council 
(which) had caused such an addition to the rates' 

and to instruct the councillors for the ward to, 

'convey the decision of the meeting to the council, and give 
its views the best support,.3 

In the south ward, for which Baker was a councillor, the opponents of 

increased expenditure, roused him to an uncompromising defense of his 

views but nevertheless, because of the strength of the opposition he 

did not stand for re-election later in the year. It seems clear that 

the cause of the abrupt termination of his career in local government 

Ip •R•O• M.H. 12j15225, 31 Dec. 1840. See also E.W. Gilbert, 'Pioneer 
maps of health and disease in England' Geog~ Jn1. vol 124, 1958, 
pp 172-183. 

2Street committee minutes, 30 Oct 1843. 

3~, 18 March, 25 March 1843. 
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resulted from a lack of the tact, flexibility and conciliatory manner 

which are necessary qualities in the successful politician. The very 

absence of these qualities probably did much to make him a successful 

publicist in the cause of reform, and like Chadwick, whom he resembles 

in character, he probably failed to see the need to change his manner 

when changing roles. Fortunately, unlike Chadwick he still had a long 

and useful public career ahead of him: In 1834 he had become a sub-

inspector of factories, and in 1858 was appointed inspector of factories 

for the northern division, a post which he retained until his retire-

ment in 1878. 

0) 

Six years of debate, at first hesitant, and later intense and 

frequently acrimonious preceded the enactment of the Leeds improvement 

act of 1842. The political aspects of these discussions have been 

outlined elsewhere, and so will not be a major preoccupation here. But 

in order to elucidate the questions of motivation and inspiration which 

lay behind the bill which ultimately became the largest act of the 

parliamentary session2 it is necessary to trace the history of the bill 

from its conception to the royal assent. At first, initiative was 

evenly divided between the corporation and the improvement commission. 

Dr. Baker obtained the approval and financial support of the council 

for the preparation of the Statistical'Repor2which was to give 

lSee W.R. Lee ~.cit., J. Prest, The Industrial Revolution in Coventry 
pp 133-135, and R. McC1eod, 'Social Policy and the 'floating population'. 
The administration of the Canal Boats Acts, 1877-1899', Past and 
Present, Number 35, 1966 pp. 107-108. 

2LM , 16 July 1842. 

3CM , May 3 1837, June 5 1837, February 18 1838 
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considerable impetus to the reformers' case for legislative action, 

but his precipitate attempts to involve the council in regulating 

1 public health conditions proved unsuccessful. The improvement 

cOnmUssion was equally aware of the deficiencies in the local acts, 

and created a committee to consider the possibility of obtaining a 

2 new one. But if its deliberations were ever recorded, they have not 

survived, and it was not until 1840 that the pace of active concern 

quickened perceptively. The major event of 1839 had of course been 

the presentation of the statistical report to the council, and although 

it refused to extend the survey to include the out-townships, it 

instructed the statistical committee to prepare an abstract of the 

research for circulation, and to consider what action could be taken, 

'as to the best mode of improving the town'~ Similar concern was being 

expressed by the improvement conmdssion, and both bodies sent memorials 

to the Home Secretary, asking for, 

'such remedial measures as are practicable and consistent 
with the just rights of proprietors in the form of a 
general sewe4age and building act applicable to all 
towns ••••• , 

The petitioners were quickly answered, but the proposed solution was 

1 h • • f . 5 not great y to t e1r sat1s act1on. 

Lord Normanby, the Home Secretary, acting upon the recommendations 

made by the Select Committee on the Health of Towns, introduced three 

lSee above p.5l. 

2rmprovement Commission minutes 4 October 1837. 

3C•M., 20 January 1840, 12 August 1840, 16 November 1840. 

4C•M., 1 January 1841, and .Imp. C.M. 16 December 1839. 

5Imp • C.M., 17 February 1841. 
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bills to parliament. These bills, dealing with drainage, borough 

improvement and building regulation will be considered later. They were 

opposed by petition by the i~rovement commission, but the action of 

the Home Secretary had the effect of galvanising the commissioners into 

action, for opposition to the general bills was accompanied by the 

decision to promote a local act, with the purpose of obtaining exemp-

1 
tion from the government's proposals. By this time, the council was 

equally interested in taking measures to improve the sanitary conditio~ 

2 of the borough, and the prospect of intervention by the council 

strengthened the resolve of the commission to produce its own bill as 

quickly as possible~ The council proposed co-operation between itself 

and the commission and in October 1841 a joint committee of eighteen, 

consisting of six representatives from the council, the commission, and 

the magistrates (who had ex officio membership of the commission) was 

4 formed. 

The reasons which led the council, cOnmUssion and vestry to prefer 

local rather than national legislation are not wholely apparent. One 

motive, no doubt a strong one as later events suggest, but never made 

wholely explicit was a general dislike of central government interven-

tion in local affairs. A second and recurring theme was the question 

of finance. We have already referred to the urban geography of Leeds 

in this period, and remarked on the distinction between the 'urbanised' 

central townships and the semi-rural out-townships. Clearly, if local 

government was going to incur the expense necessary to improve the urban 

area in the borough, it would be necessary for the authority to possess 

lImp. CM,,21 May, 2 June 1841. 
2 C.M. 4 August 1841. 
3 ' Imp. C.M., 4 August 1841. 

4C•M., 12 November l84l~ and I~. C.M. 6 October 1841. 
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the power to rate the townships separately. Otherwise, it would be 

inequitable for the whole borough to have to contribute to the 

aleviation of problems which were to be found mostly in Leeds, Hunslet 

and Holbeck townships~ But this argument in itself was no overwhelndng 

reason for seeking a local act. An appropriate rating clause could have 

been submitted for inclusion into the government bills. It is possible 

that the vestry and the co~ssioners wished to obtain legislation in 

order to safeguard its continued existence, for while the bill was in 

preparation, the question of the future executive power, and the 

possible candidacy of the council for that role, had already been raised~ 

By February 1842, the bill was in its final draft form, and was 

submitted to the first of a series of vestry meetings~ The politics 

of the vestry at this time may be studied elsewhere, and it is 

sufficient to say here that the cOnmUssioners were faced with a dual 

challenge. On the one hand, the vest~y, dominated by the Chartists, 

was attempting to ensure that the comndssioners under the new act 

would be susceptable to popular pressure exerted in the vestry 

meetings, and on the other hand, there was opposition from the council. 

The council rejected the offer of a cOnmUssion of ndxed membership 

(comprising comndssioners elected by the vestry, sixteen councillors 

and sixteen justices)4 and claimed the right to possess sole executive 

power under the new act~ The internal dissentions in the vestry almost 

l~, 5 February 1842, 26 February 1842. 

2~, 11 December 1841. 

3ibid • 19 February 1842. 

4~ C.M., 6 April 1842. 

5c.M., 11 April 1842. 
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obliged the commissioners to give up the promotion of the bill, and 

finally decided them to entrust the parliamentary progress of the bill 

to a committee of councillors and justices~ It was also agreed that 

the constitution of the executive body should be decided by the House 

of Commons select committee. Meanwhile, the improvement bill was 

proceeding through its parliamentary stages, and by May came before the 

select committee, where it was joined by the hurriedly-promoted burial 

2 
bill, to provide Leeds with a new cemetery. 

The preamble of the bill was proved with little difficulty and 

the only issue which was seriously contested was the formulation of the 

smoke abatement clauses. These were strenuously opposed by the woollen 

dyers on the ground that no smoke-consuming apparatus had at that time 

been used successfully to control the smoke produced in the process 

of dyeing. Although no-one contested that it was impossible to control 

the smoke produced by stea~engine finances, the dyers' case was that 

such methods were inapplicable to dyeing vats. The counsel for the 

bill, Edward Baines, called seven witnesses to give evidence in favour 

of the clause, but under cross-examination none of them were able to 

affirm that the apparatus they themselves used, or had seen in opera-

tion, would be applicable to the particular processes performed by the 

cloth dyers of Leeds. In contrast the dyers' witnesses gave a lengthy 

and cogent exposition of the processes and problems of the local trade~ 

lImp. C.M., 25 April 1842. 

2Journa1 of the House of Commons vol. 97, 18 February 1842, and H.L.R.O., 
House of Commons Select Comndttees, Evidence 1842, volume 7, L.2. 

3H•L•R•O., ~, 2 and 3 June 1842. 



62 

Finally, a compromise solution was agreed upon. A clause was inserted 

into the bill to the effect that the practicability of smoke consump-

tion in dyeing had to be proved to the satisfaction of a magistrate 

before legal proceedings could be undertaken. With this difficulty 

surmounted, the bill proceeded through its parliamentary stages and 

became law on the 16 July l842~ 

According to the historian of private bill legislation the Leeds 

improvement act of 1842 was, 

'one of the most comprehensive and complete which had 
then been obtained by local authorities'.2 

In the following pages we shall summarise the contents of the act, to 

demonstrate the extent of the powers which the council had obtained, 

and then attempt to explain the significance of the act both in its 

local and national context. Briefly, the council, (which inherited 

from the improvement coumdssion the power to execute the act) was 

authorised to create a sewerage and drainage system, regulate the 

construction of streets and buildings, cleanse the streets, provide 

public lighting, regulate smoke pollution and other nuisances, clean 

the becks (that is, the natural watercourses flowing into the river 

Aire) , provide, enlarge and administer public markets, widen some 

bridges and free other private ones from tolls, build a town hall, 

create a fire brigade, licence and supervise hackney carriages, and 

enforce a variety of provisions which affected public safety, in both 

the physical and moral senses. 

To achieve these aims the council could appoint officers to assist 

it, and could levy rates and borrow money by means of mortgages on the 

rate fund. 

the 

HistorYQ of Private Bill Legislit i91.h Vo!.l, p.493 • ... 
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Under the provisions of the improvement act there were three 

separate rates for particular purposes. A general rate could be coll-

ected from the whole borough to pay for sewerage and drainage. These 

sections of the act were later modified by the local amendment act of 

1848. A special improvement rate could be levied on individual town-

ships for the provision of services which were of benefit only to that 

particular locality. This applied especially to the costs of implement

ing the sections relating to markets, bridges and those street 

improvements specified in the act which were to be defrayed from the 

funds of the Leeds township rate alone. This is understandable if we 

bear in mind the particular features of the borough which were mentioned 

earlier. That is to say, the major urban area of the borough was 

contained with Leeds township, and that with the exception of Hunslet 

and Holbeck, the other townships were still largely rural communities. 

Thus Leeds township had needs peculiar to itself and moreover the 

financial resources (in terms of rateable values) to provide them. 

But it could be argued that the services mentioned above would also 

benefit those who, while living in the borough, were not residents (and 

ratepayers) in Leeds township. and hence the inhabitants of the borough 

as a whole might contribute to the cost of these improvements. This 

question was of some importance in the discussion of both the 1848 and 

the 1856 improvement acts. A separate rate was to be levied for street 

lighting. The general rate was not to exceed 4d. in the pound in any 

one year, the special rate was not to exceed 3d., and the lamp rate 8d~ 

The relatively high maximum figure for the lamp rate was on account of 

the serious deficiency of street lighting. A total sum of £100,000 

could be borrowed in the form of mortgages and annuities on the credit 

11842 Act, clauses 334 to 336. 
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f h 
. 1 o t e lmprovement rate. 

Several improvements involved the purchase of real property. some 

of which could be obtained by compulsion and some only by agreement 

with the owners. The properties specifically enumerated in the sche-

dules (D) and (E) to the act, which were required, 

'for enlarging widening or improving Leeds bridge, 
Bishopsgate bridge, and the approaches thereto respectively, 
and for widening and improving streets, and enlarging 
providing and establishing markets'2 

could be acquired by compulsory powers which were to expire after five 

years, that is on 16 July l847~ The exercise of compulsory powers 

involved adherence to a meticulously defined code of practice, which 

was not peculiar to this act, but was an incorporation of the general 

law relating to the sUbject~ It is necessary to explain the procedure 

involved in some detail, as the operation of the law in compulsory 

property purchases is an important factor in explaining certain 

features of the activities of the council, particularly in relation to 

slum clearance with which we shall be concerned later. If, after the 

offer to treat, the owner accepted the price suggested by the council, 

the latter paid the cost of the conveyance and the transaction was 

completed without complication. But where the two parties disagreed 

over the price, or the owner refused to negotiate, the council had the 

option to submit the case to arbitration. In claims which did not 

exceed £50 the issue could be decided by two magistrates, but when a 

larger sum was in question, adjudication was the responsibility of a 

jury of twelve summoned and presided over by the country sheriff. In 

lclause 18. 

2clause 38. 

3clause 119. 

4The general law was codified in 1845, in the Lands Clauses Consolida~ 
tion Act (8 and 9 Vict. c.18), and its subsequent amendments. See 
Halsbury's Laws of England (1959 ed.) vol. 10, pp 16-17 and 92-95 • 
. 1842 act, clauses 38 to 124. 
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the presence of this court, expert witnesses from both parties submit

ted valuations. If the award of the jury was less than the sum 

offered by the council, half the costs of the action were to be paid by 

the owner and half by the council, but where the jury decided in 

favour of the owner, the whole of the costs were the responsibility of 

the council. Property could be bought to make any street improvement at 

any time, providing this could be done by agreement, but in cases 

where buildings which projected from the general building line were 

demolished by their owners, the council could in this event, buy the 

site, by compulsion if necessary. In all instances conveyancing costs 

were to be borne by the council. To prevent inconvenience to the 

owner, there was an obligation to purchase the whole of the building 

in question, and not simply any part necessary to an improvement 

scheme, and all surplus land remaining after the improvement had been 

made was to be sold within ten years. The planning and formation of 

streets became the responsibility of the council. It could order the 

owners of existing streets to drain and surface them. If they failed to 

do this, the council could have the work performed, and charge the 

cost to the owners. Plans for new streets, which specified their 

'situation, length, breadth and boundaries' had to be submitted at 

least two months prior to construction. In general, streets were 

required to be at least thirty feet wide if they were a 'carriage way' 

(that is, open to traffic) and at least twenty feet wide as a 'foot 

passage'. Closed courts were not to be allowed in future. If streets 

were made contrary to the design which had been approved, they could be 

altered at the expense of the owners. Once a street was known to be in 

a suitable condition, an order of council might declare it a highway, 

and its future maintenance became the responsibility of the highway 
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1 surveyors. Under the act, the cleansing, watering and lighting of 

the streets came under the aegis of the council. 

Forty one clauses in the act regulated the internal and external 

2 construction of houses. Building sites had to be laid by their owners 

with covered drains, so that each house could be connected with an 

artery of the sewerage system. In relation to external features, 

cellars were to have areas, doors must open inwards, roofs and chi~ 

neys constructed so as to avoid the risk of fire, rain water spouts and 

gutters were to be provided, and all potentially dangerous projections 

(such as porches, windows, steps, and signs) could be removed on both 

existing and new buildings. Internally, cellars occupied as separate 

dwellings were in future required to have a window and fireplace to 

ensure adequate ventilation, and all rooms in a house were to be 

eight feet high, except in the upper storey (of which there was to be 

no more than one in the roof), where the minimum height was fixed at 

seven feet six inches. Proposals to reconstruct existing buildings also 

required approval. Where a house was demolished to ground floor level, 

the foundations, if necessary, were to be raised so that the level 

of the lowest floor could be made to communicate with a main drain, 

and no building was to be increased in height unless the borough 

surveyor judged that the walls were strong enough. When building con-

struction was going on, hoardings must be erected, and the position of 

potential hazards indicated by lights at night. Buildings and 

chimneys regarded as ruinous could be demolished at the expense of the 

owners, as could buildings constructed contrary to regulations. 

Ic1auses 133 to 152, and 163 to 165. 

2c1auses 167 to 208. 
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One of the briefest sections of the act was perhaps the most 

important. Ten clauses only were concerned with provisions for the 

1 construction of sewers. Many less impor~ant subjects received more 

attention in the act, and indeed when the council came to put its plans 

for a sewerage system into effect an expansion and redefinition of this 

part of the act was necessary by means of a second local act in 1848. 

It may be assumed that given the inexperience of the promoters of the 

1842 aet in this sphere they could hardly be expected to foresee the 

practical difficulties involved. One of the provisions of the act which 

had aroused very considerable opposition was the clause which regulated 

smoke pollution. We have already described the effective opposition made 

to this section by the cloth dyers before the parliamentary select 

committee, and we shall discuss the consequences of their successful 

battle for exemption in the next chapter. But with the exception of 

the dyers, it was now incumbent upon all manufacturers to make provision 

to consume the smoke emitted by their furnaces~ 

The free market, which the council inherited as part of the 

property of the improvement commission, was to be enlarged by the demo1i-

tion of adjacent property, and other markets could be provided at the 

'1' d' ,3 counCl s lscretlon. The act also contained a variety of miscellaneous 

provisions. Hackney carriages could only ply for hire if they possessed 

a licence, to be renewed annually, and which could be revoked for the 

infringement of the bye-laws. The building of a town hall, premises for 

drying clothes, and public lavatories could be financed out of the rates. 

Finally, public safety in the streets was to be promoted by the existence 

of penalties for numerous anti-social activities, and by the same means, 

1c1auses 153 to 162. 

2c1auses 249 to 251. 

3clauses 284 to 316. 
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public morality was to be safeguarded from visible evidences of 

, 1 V1ce. 

To assess the full significance of this important act we must 

examine it in both a local and a national perspective. That is, as one 

of a series of Leeds local acts, and then as a major improvement act 

promoted in a period of increasing legislative concern for public health. 

The subjects in the act which are related to public improvement in the 

traditional sense consist of a revision or extension of powers contained 

in earlier local acts. Public lighting, which increased public security, 

fa gpod lamp being equal to a policeman'~ street cleansing,' street 

widening, and the provisions for supervising hackney carriages, for 

example were all subjects contained in the local act of l824~ and the 

1842 act merely amended these provisions as experience had found desir-

able. The compulsory purchase powers similarly were an enlargement of 

a principle already present in the previous act. As we have noted in 

the discussion of the activities of the improvement comndssion, very 

wide powers of purchase had been proposed in the course of the drafting 

of the 1824 Act, even if these were not finally implemented. Thus the 

intentions expressed in the 1842 Act had their inspiration twenty years 

before. The clauses dealing with public morality were a new feature, 

but these had" begun to appear in improvement acts generally in the 

, h h' t' 4 e1g teen t 1r 1es. 

The new subjects of legislation were sewerage, the power to order 

the making-up of streets, and building regulations, and these reflect 

the major preoccupations of contemporary sanitary reformers, more closely 

lclauses 227 to 266. 

21M, 22 Oct 1842. 

31824 Act, 5 Geo. IV cap. cxxiv, clauses 27-41; 42-55; 64-69; and 
88-93. 

4 
F.R. Spencer, Municipal Origins p. 216. 
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indeed than is apparent from a study of the act alone. It is in charac-

ter with the improvement act tradition that the external features of 

buildings should have been controlled to some extent, for the existence 

of projecting windows, signs and steps could be a public hazard. But the 

new act also regulated the internal structure of houses for the first 

time, to improve their healthiness by ensuring minimum standards of 

space, ventilation and light. The new power of the council to order 

streets to be made-up, and to declare them public highways also assis-

ted the improvement of public health. As we have observed, the highway 

surveyors had authority to repair streets only if they were in a satis-

factory condition when put forward for adoption, and their condition 

hence depended initially on the initiative of the owners. Middle-class 

districts might be expected to have well-maintained streets, but in the 

new working class areas streets were frequently ill-made or wholely 

unmade, and so contributed to the degeneration of the environment. 

Sindlarly, the construction of a comprehensive sewerage system would 

benefit the whole town, but would be of especial value to the inhabi-

tants of the working class districts. For as with streets, so with 

sewers: where the initiative was individual rather than collective, the 

middle class could afford to install drainage and the poor could not. 

Expressed in social and spatial terms, the transition from public 

improvement to public health as the motivation of local government in 

this period was a transfer of attention from the town centre and the 

middle class residential areas to the new working class enclaves of the 

1 large towns. 

When the act is interpreted in a national context, it can be 

demonstrated that there was a relationship between the inspiration of 

the authors of the local act, and the dominant interests of the national 

lE.P. Hennock, 'Urb'an sanitary reform • b f Ch d . k?' 
Ec. H.R. 2nd ser., vol X 1957-58, p. Il,:nerat10n e ore a W1C 
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public health movement which was even closer than we have suggested 

already. It has been argued by Professor Keith-Lucas l that despite 

the importance traditionally attached to metropolitan and parliamentary 

figures such as Chadwick, Kay, Southwood Smith, and Lord Morpeth, much 

of the initiative in public health reform in the eighteen forties came 

from the provincial towns, which in this period were obtaining 'new and 

2 remarkable powers' in their local improvement acts. Indeed, after 

giving a list of the innovations to be found in a selection of these 

local acts, he claimed that the Public Health Act of 1848, 

'was composed essentially of a collection of clauses from 
the local acts of the previous years'.3 

The significance of much of his local evidence was effectively contes

ted by Dr. Hennock~ but the important question of the relationship 

between local and national sanitary legislation has not yet been 

examined. We shall suggest here that Keith-Lucas is mistaken in 

ascribing an indiscriminate priority to these local acts, on the ground 

that his version of the legislative history of the public health move-

ment in this period is oversimplified and as a result, inaccurate. 

In our outline of the genesis of the Leeds act of 1842, we mentioned 

that the improvement commission had decided to promote a local bill to 

avoid being forestalled by the government's proposals for general legis-

lation. The measures in question were the three ultimately abortive 

lB. Keith-Lucas, 'Some influences affecting the development of sanitary 
legislation in England', Ec. H.R. 2nd. Ser., vol. VI 1953-4, pp. 290-296. 

2'b'd 295 1 1 • p. • 

3ibid • p. 296. 
4-
E • P. Hennock, .!E!.. ci t • 
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bills introduced by the Home Secretary, Lord Normanby, in 1841. These 

bills, for the ImprovementofCertain'Boroughsj 'for 'regulating Buildings 

in Large Towns, and 'for better Drainage of Large Towns and Villages! 

were abandoned after the decision to appoint the Comndssion on the 

Health of Large Towns. As we have seen, the improvement commission 

had obtained copies of them in May 1841, and petitioned against them~ 

But it is clear that in drafting the Leeds bill, its authors transferred 

many of the clauses of these general bills into it. Of the twenty five 

clauses dealing with building regulations in the 1842 act, twenty of 

them originated in the building regulations bill, and of the ten 

clauses relating to sewers, five were translated from the government's 

drainage bill. Thus in the case of Leeds, the seemingly original pro-

visions in the 1842 Act were, in several important instances, drawn from 

government proposals, and so Leeds was following in the footsteps of 

London, and not providing new locally inspired solutions for national 

problems, as Keith-Lucas would argue. Without detailed research into 

the history of other local acts of this period it is of course impossible 

to claim that their origins were identical to those of the Leeds act, but 

at least a strong suspicion may be entertained that this was so. If we 

examine the list of new provisions in those acts given by Keith.Lucas, 

six of the fourteen correspond to clauses present in Normanby's three 

bills, and with one exception, all the acts were obtained after 

lparliamentary Papers, 1841, volume I pp. 29-52 and (amended) 55-89, 
and 119-142, and 145-169; Volume I pp. 93-110; and Volume II 
pp. 221-236. 

2Improvement Comndssion Minutes, May 21 and June 2 1841. 
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1841~ Although the public health movement achieved its major practical 

triumph in the Public Health Act of 1848, the act had been preceded by 

at least eight years of investigation and debate, and it seems unlikely 

that local authorities would have remained unaware of the views and 

suggestions being voiced in London. 

Nevertheless, in the context of local government in Leeds, as in 

other large towns, the history of the national public health legisla-

tion is of little relevance in this period. Leeds, like Liverpool, 

Manchester and Birmingham, was governed by the provisions of its local 

acts. The 1842 act as we have seen, gave the council many opportuni-

ties to ameliorate the conditions of urban life, and we must now 

examine how these opportunities were put into effect. 

I . h L . 295 Kelt - ucas, art. Clt. p. • 
(1) The prohibition-Df the building of new houses without drains, which 

had to be approved by the local authority, corresponds to clause 
one of the Drainage Bill. 

(2) Power for the local authority to order the owners of existing houses 
to provide drains connecting with the main sewers, corresponds to 
clause two of the Drainage Bill. 

(3) The prohibition of building houses without privies corresponds to 
clause twenty three of the Buildings Bill. 

(4) Prohibition of the letting as dwellings of cellars in courts, or 
of any cellar of less than a specified height and window area, 
corresponds to clause fourteen in the Buildings Bill. 

(5) Prohibition of building houses in close courts, corresponds to 
clause nineteen in the Buildings Bill, and 

(6) Minimum height of rooms in new houses 8 feet, corresponds to clause 
twenty one in the Buildings Bill. 
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In this chapter we examine the development of the council's 

policies of social administration from 1842, when it adopted the 

authority of the new improvement act, up to 1865, when the occurrence 

of a local crisis in public health provoked both local dissatisfaction 

with the corporation and severe criticism of its services by the 

Medical Department of the Privy Council~ Some of the functions for 

which the council was responsible were those which it inherited from 

the improvement commissioners, namely street lighting and cleansing 

and the administration of the public market. All three were extended 

in scope under the new regime. By 1848, the number of street lamps, 

which had long been a cause of complaint, was more than doubled; ten 

miles of streets had been added to the street cleansing district, 

increasing expenditure from £650 to £2000 a year; and, as we shall see, 

market facilities were improved at considerable expense~ Of more 

importance to the quality of the environment were the new services 

which were inaugurated under the sanction of ,the improvement acts. 

During the period under review, the council promoted two further acts. 

The first, obtained in 18483 amended and extended its powers to create 

a sewerage system for the central 'urban area. The second amending act 

in 18564 dealt with a variety of topics. It enabled the council to 

carry out further street improvements, to provide places of recreation, 

to ratify arrangements made for the new town hall, to change the smoke 

control regulations, and to regulate slaughterhouses. 

But more than two decades after 'Mr. Baines vacated the chair and 

the meeting then closed ad infinitum,5 at the last session of the 

lSee chapter three. 

2RB , 25 Feb 1848. 

311 and 12 Viet., cap cii. 

419 and 20 Viet., cap cxv. 

5Leeds l~rovement Act, Proceedings of Commissioners, 1 Aug 1842. 
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improvement commission, the extent of public concern with the 

sanitary condition of the town indicated that there were severe 

deficiencies in the policies which the council had pursued. The 

reasons which restrained the council from acting more efficiently will 

be examined at length in a subsequent chapter, although some of the 

causes of public disquiet will be implicit in the discussion which 

follows here. 

The various aspects of corporate activity in these years may be 

divided into six sections. These are: 

(1) public services, namely the sewerage system and public cleansing; 

(2) public utilities, which comprises the municipal purchase of the 

waterworks; 

(3) public buildings and amenities, which are the town hall, the 

purchase of the first public open space, the new markets, the 

burial grounds, the borough prison, and the abolition of tolls 

on bridgesj 

(4) the regulation of private enterprise, by the regulation of new 

buildings, and of smoke pollution and the inspection of meat 

sales, slaughterhouses and common lodging houses; 

(5) the purchase of property for public improvements; and, 

(6) four services which the council did not provide, namely, municipal 

lodging houses, libraries, and baths and washhouses, and the 

contemplated, although unachieved, public ownership of the gas 

companies. 
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(1) 

The major obligation which the council inherited when it took over 

the administration of the improvement act was the provision of a co~ 

prehensive sewerage system to serve the urbanised area of the borough, 

which lay in the townships of Leeds, Hunslet and Holbeck. The council 

clearly recognised the importance of this, for it received immediate 

attention. The committee of the council wlich went to LondQl to super-

vise the parliamentary progress of the improvement bill spent part of 

its time there in consultation with the various metropolitan sanitary 

authorities, the commissioners of sewers, and at the first meeting of 

the council to conduct business under the authority of the new act, the 

town clerk was instructed to obtain written advice from these bodies 

and from the Poor Law Commissioners, 

'who have lately been making very extensive enquiries on 
the subject', 

so that the council could proceed with its sewerage scheme 'on the best 

modern plans and regulation'~ After the appointment of a borough 

surveyor in September 1842; it was decided that the services of a 

London engineer or surveyor should be retained and the design of a 

general plan commissioned from him. Captain James Vetch of the Royal 

Engineers and a Mr. Dawley of the Westminster Commission of Sewers were 

contacted to ask if either would be prepared to act in this capacity~ 

Vetch was selected and he first visited Leeds in October 1842~ He 

lRBIA 3 August, 1842. The 'extensive enquiries' being made by the 
Poor Law Commissioners were of course, those being conducted by 
Chadwick to provide material for his Report of 1842. 

2CMIA, 21 Sept 1842. 

3CMIA, 30 Sept 1842; Imp. Act. General Committee, 7 Oct 1842. 

4IAGC , 21 Oct, 28 Oct 1842. For Vetch's career, see the 
Dictionary of National Biography, vol. 58 (1899), pp. 292-293. 
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submitted his report threeinonths later, and this was followed in 

February 1843, by a special report on the Marsh lane district~ This 

was an area in the east ward of Leeds township, buH t during the eighteen 

twenties, where, 

'case after case of the most malignant typhus springs up 
among the inhabitants ••• seizing the houses in rotation,.2 

As we have seen, its grossly insanitary condition had been one of the 

most striking revelations of the report made by the statistical com-

mittee. For this reason the streets conmdttee had decided that this 

district required, and could be given, immediate attention. Since the 

site of these streets sloped westward to Sheepscar beck, its contour 

provided an adequate natural gradient for sewers, which could 

temporarily drain into the stream until later assimilated into the gen-

eral sewerage system. An existing sewer had been laid only a few years 

before by the highway surveyors, but it was regarded as inefficient, 

and so Vetch was asked to provide a separate plan for the area~ But 

the first stage, the construction of the principal sewer in Marsh 

lane, was an inauspicious beginning to the work of the streets commit-

tee, for an error in the levels made the sewer little better than the 

one which it had replaced. In the ensuing recriminations the compe-

tence of both Vetch, and Child, the borough surveyor was called in to 

question. The committee finally decided that no blame attached to 

4 Vetch, and the borough surveyor resigned in protest. The sewer was 

subsequently relaid, and although afterwards it gave intermittent 

trouble the scheme could continue as planned. A second main sewer in 

lStreets and Sewerage Cttee. minutes, 9 Jan, 16 Feb, 1843. 

21M, 29 Oct 1842. 

3SSC , 3 Nov 1842. 

4IAGC , 15 March 1843; ·LM, 18 March 1843; 2 Aug 1845. 
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Saxton lane, to serve brancn sewers in adjacent streets, was completed 

in 1846, and tne sewering of York street, and tnose joining onto it, in 

1
. 1 the fol oW1ng year. 

Meanwhile the concurrent preparations for tne main sewerage 

system were encountering serious delays. Altnough Vetcn had forwarded 

his report to the streets committee in January 1843, it was more than 

six years later, in October 1849, before the council authorised work 

to begin on a main sewerage system. The local press, of both liberal 

and tory affiliation, commented adversely on the delay, and the evidence 

of a Royal Commission produced an extensive critique of the concil's 

supposed mismanagement of public health reform~ The reasons for this 

lengthy delay have never been defined~ and it will be argued here that 

for the greater part of the period in question, up to January 1849, the 

council was obliged to negotiate technical and legal difficulties which 

conspired to prevent its intentions from being realised at any earlier 

date. Although both the council and its critics deplored the delay, 

this long period of gestation has its advantages, for it provides a 

detailed case study of the various problems which could be encountered 

in pioneering attempts at major sanitary improvements. 

The primary difficulties were those which arose from the problems 

of obtaining a suitably-designed general plan. In its search for a 

technically viable scheme, the council commissioned four reports: that 

lSSC, 15 Jan 1844; C.M.I.A. 30 March 1846; SSC, 9 Feb, 27 April, 
15 Sept 1846, 16 Aug 1847. 

2For example, 'in Leeds we have to deplore both want of science and want 
of promptitude. The delay that has taken place in the drainage of this 
town is very generally complained of by those who regard the public . 
health', L.M. 23 Aug 1845, and see also 31 Jan 1846, and the Leeds 
Intelligencer, 11 March 1848. The report to the Royal conmdssion is 
considered below. 

3There is no explanation in Toft, ~.cit., ch. VI. 
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by James Vetch in 1842, another by its borough surveyor, T. Walker in 

1844, a third by a prominent local engineer, J.W. Leather in the same 

year, and finally a report by Thomas Wickstead of the Eas~ London 

Water Works company in 1848~ In this context, a detailed exposition of 

the engineering technicalities involved is unnecessary, but a brief 

outline of the principles embodied in the various plans is essential 

to understand the reasons for the decisions which the council and its 

streets committee made. But first we need to know the basic facts about 

the natural features of the area which any plan would have to take into 

2 
account. The geography of the area to the north and the south of the 

river Aire in which the three townships were situated presented a 

marked contrast, and posed several problems for the civil engineer. 

On the north the land had an 'undulating, ridgy, character ••• in the 

3 direction of the river from west to east'. The western half of the 

town was built upon land which rose from the river bank ascending 

continuously for about one and a half miles, to reach a summit of 

two hundred and thirty feet on Woodhouse moor at the north western edge 

of Leeds township. On the east, Richmond Hill rose abruptly from the 

river side to a height of ninety feet. Between the lower reaches of 

the slowly-rising land on the west and the more rapid ascent of the 

terrain in the east and north on the east ran Sheepscar beck. This was 

an important tributary of the river, and on its course from north to 

south through the east end was lined by houses, workshops, dyehouses 

and factories, with the result that it had become an 'open sewer of 

d .. ,4 the worst escr1pt10n. In addition, the river itself was severely 

lSee Bibliography for the titles of these works. 

2This explanation is a synthesis of the observations to be found in the 
reports by Vetch and Leather. 

3 J • W. Le a the r, op. cit., p. 64. 

4J • Vetch, op.cit., p. 19. 
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polluted both by towns upstream and by the refuse discharged into it 

by the tributaries which ran through. the urban area of Leeds. This 

situation was exacerbated by the presence of mill weirs on both its 

banks as it passed through. the central townships. These dams impeded 

the flow of the natural current and so caused much of the water-borne 

refuse to accumulate on the river bed. The geography of the land to 

the south of the river was completely different from that of the north. 

It was, 

'so exceedingly low and flat for some distance back from 
the river that the watershed lines of ••• (the five southern 
tributaries of the Aire which flowed through Hunslet and 
Holbeck) can scarcely be defined'! 

Both Vetch and Leather realised that the basic tenet of any 

proposed scheme ought to be the planning of sewers which prevented 

refuse from flowing into the natural watercourse; as Vetch wrote, 

'it is in vain to suppose that the condition of the town of 
Leeds can ever be materially improved until the rivers 
and becks are saved from their present pollution'~ 

But if this was to be done, difficulties arose over the siting of sewers 

in the northern district. For Vetch proposed, and Leather concurred, 

that the sewers should run parallel to the river to a point downstream 

from the town, which meant that they must run from west to east. But 

the northern built-up area was indented by 'valley and watershed lines', 

of which the most pronounced was that created by Sheepscar beck. Thus 

a dilemma was created by the actual north-to-south rather than an ideal 

west-to-east orientation of the natural contour. It was therefore 

necessary to discover courses for the sewers which would, over the 

whole distance, reconcile the need for a sufficient west-to-east 

1 h . J.W. Leat er, ~.~., p. 63. 
2 . J. Vetch, ££.~., p. 16. 
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gradient to achieve a gravity flow,·with the practicable limits on the 

depth at which sewers could be laid, so that they could drain buildings 

on the highest and the lowest points of every minor valley. The con-

verse problem existed to the south of the river. The low-lying and level 

nature of the land made it very difficult to plot a path which would 

provide sewers with a natural incline. 

Vetch's scheme had three important features. The first, as we 

have already noted, was his proposal to have sewers running parallel 

to the river on each side and so relieving the river and its principal 

urban tributaries of their role as common sewers. But it was not his 

intention merely to syphon away the sewerage of the town in order to 

pollute the river further downstream, but to make his sewerage system 

produce a profit through the utilisation of sewage to irrigate agricu1-

tural land. By means of sewage works to process the effluent, he 

believed that after ten years, the sewage of the northern district alone 

1 
would produce an annual income of £10,000. Perhaps he believed that 

this would create a strong inducement to a cost-conscious local 

authority: if so he was, as we shall see, radically mistaken. The 

third major aspect of his plans was his design for Sheepscar beck. On 

account of its natural suitability as a drainage artery he intended to 

divert it in order to straighten its course, and make it into a main 

trunk sewer for the eastern area. Vetch estimated that the to~a1 cost 

would be £22,639, exc~uding the cost of sewage works, which we know 

from other sources, he calculated at about £8,000, and also excluding 

compensation to property owners for damage to buildings, wayleaves and 

other items. 

IFirst Report of·the Commissioners for Inquiring into the State of Large 
Towns and Populous Districts, (1844), Qu. 5775. 
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Although the streets committee, under the chairmanship of 

Robert Baker, was anxious to commence upon the project, they under-

standably decided, since, 

'the plan of drainage recommended by Captain Vetch 
involves a large expenditure of money,l 

to subject it to detailed examination. The town clerk was instructed 

to review the legal difficulties which the scheme might involve, and 

2 the borough surveyor was to consider its engineering aspects. These 

preliminaries took some time to complete, and the streets committee 

were not satisfied that their investigations had been exhaustive until 

February 1844, when it presented its findings to the council. The 

council met on the 28 February to consider the plan, the report of the 

committee, and an alternative plan prepared at the request of the com-

mittee by the borough surveyor. His scheme proposed a solution to the 

drainage of the northern area only, and even in this was less than 

perfect. He had no scheme to sewer the east of the township, presumr 

ably regarding the arrangements which centred on Sheepscar beck as 

sufficient. Furthermore, although his sewers drained the other parts 

of the town, they were designed to discharge into the river at the 

nearest possible points. After lengthy debate, the council rejected 

Vetch's plans and directed the streets committee to reconsider the 

question. These discussions attracted more than local interest, for 

amongst the members of the public then present was James Smith of 

Deanston, an acknowledged expert on drainage. In the Second Report of 

the Royal Commission on the State of Large Towns, published in the 

following year, he publicly castigated the conduct of the council on 

this occasion: 

1 SSC, 9 Jan 1843. 

2ssc , 5 June 1843, 22 Jan 1844. 
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'I was present on one occasion for nearly six hours 
listening to a debate on this important subject, and 
much was said to satisfy me that such Court acting alone 
was most incompetent for jUdging and determining on such 
matters. The chief theme of the speakers, in opposition 
to the adoption of the plan of Captain Vetch, related to 
what they very erroneously supposed to be the means of 
saving the pockets of the rate-payers, with very little 
regard to sanatary results. The mover and seconder 
were the only parties who supported the motion for 
adopting Captain Vetch's plans. A counter motion was 
made and carried to consider a plan by their own surveyor, 
which plan was more calculated to save outlay than to 
insure efficiency. The main sewers by this plan were 
intended to discharge their waters into the river at 
several points as heretofore, thereby continuing the 
pollution and losing the benefit of the sewer-water for 
agricultural purposes. ,I 

In several respects Smith's comments are inaccurate, and the overall tone 

of his observations distorts the nature of the debate. Several important 

reasons were adduced to question the viability of Vetch's intentions, and 

the report of the streets committee enumerated five aspects which it 

regarded as dubious~ It was divided over the issue of the technical 

adequacy of the scheme, but had decided to give no opinion to the council, 

as it regarded this as a question which the committee were not competent 

to consider. Its other comments related only to the problems which would 

arise in the construction of the northern sewer network, as this was to be 

the first to be constructed on account of the greater population and area 

involved. The proposed main sewer outfall was, it believed, incorrectly 

sited as five feet of fall would be lost. Bu~even if this location was to 

be adopted for the position of the sewage works, the council would have to 

negotiate with Mr. Meyna11 Ingram, the owner of the Temple Newsam estate. 

It had no statutory power to purchase land in this area by compulsion, and 

so the possibility of implementing this aspect of the scheme was wholely 

dependent upon his willingness to sell or lease land to the coUncil. 

lJ.Smith 'Report on the condition of the town of Leeds', Second Report of 
the Commissioners on the State of Large Towns, vol. II, (1845), p. 148. 

2RBIA , 14 Feb 1844. 
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The diversion of Sheepscar beck would also create 'insurmountable 

difficulties'. In the first place, the Aire and Caider Navigation Com

pany had informed the town clerk that this proposal was detrimental to 

their interests, and the Navigation trustees were prepared to oppose 

it at law, and would in any case demand financial compensation. Simi

larly the owners of property adjacent to the beck, many of whom used 

its water for industrial purposes, and those with property on its 

intended new route, would require compensation. An additional compli

cation was that the council, having no compulsory powers to treat with 

these property owners, would have to rely upon voluntary negotiations. 

Finally, there were two financial questions to be considered. Members 

of the committee differed in opinion over the financial returns which 

might derive from the utilisation of sewage. Some believed that the 

dyestuff wastes it would contain would make it valueless as manure, and 

while other members disagreed, the whole committee regarded Vetch's 

estimates as over-optimistic. The committee was also united in believ

ing that the costs of construction estimated in the report were 'con

siderably.to9 low'. Despite these reservations, the chairman of the 

streets committee moved that the council should agree to the construc

tion of the northern sewer network, that is, the system draining the 

township of Leeds. Smith's assertion that the council as a whole was 

simply concerned with 'saving the pockets of the ratepayers' is not 

accurate. The remark that the 'people were more solicitous about 

draining rates from their pockets than draining the streets' was made 

by one of the tory minority, and did not have general approval~ 

11M , 2 March 1844. 
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The principal opponent of the scheme at the council meeting did 

not oppose it on the grounds of expense alone, although its cost was 

one reason for his dissatisfaction. Alderman Luccock had by private 

enquiry come to the same conclusions as the streets committee, and 

advanced objections based on similar engineering questions~ Other 

councillors concentrated their criticisms upon Vetch's proposals for 

the treatment of sewage, claiming that the acidic properties of dye-

Aouse wastes would prevent its application for agricultural purposes. 

It seems reasonable to conclude that the issues raised in the discus

sion of Vetch's scheme were more complicated than James Smith claimed~ 

Naturally, the question of cost was important. The construction of a 

comprehensive sewerage system was to a public authority in the eighteen 

forties an unprecedented enterprise involving an expenditure of 

unprecedented magnitude. In retrospect, it appears as only one of the 

major schemes of urban improvement which local government was obliged 

to adopt, but when compared to previous concepts of the functions of 

municipalities and traditional items in municipal budgets, the hesita-

tion of the council is hardly incomprehensible. It is of course, 

impossible to, decide whether the scheme would have been adopted had 

expense been the only drawback, but as we have seen, there were legal 

, d f db' • 'b'l' 3 . and techn1ca1 groun s or ou t1ng 1tS V1a 1 1ty. One other 1ssue 

appeared in the debate, the significance of which it is not possible 

to assess. In his report, Smith also wrote of the need to constitute 

1 ' loco C1t. --
2After Smith's report had been published, his criticisms of the council 

debate were reviewed at length in a letter to the Leeds Mercury by one 
of the councillors, and this substantiates my own view of the motives 
of the council in rejecting Vetch's scheme. See LM, 2 Aug 1845. 

3The council later approved of Leather's plans, and rejected the cheaper 
scheme of their borough surveyor which suggests that finance was not 
the primary criterion. 
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local government authorities which would be 'independent of immediate 

popular clamour', for perhaps he was aware of the political under

currents present in the council discussions, created by the wariness 

of the liberals to tory and chartist opposition. One liberal member as-

serted that many of the tories had purposefully absented themselves from 

the meeting. By this means they could make political capital out of 

what would then be unequivocally a liberal decision to embark upon an 

expensive project~ The chartists were also opposed to increased 

corporate expenditure. On the day before the debate they had organised 

a public meeting which approved a motion to 

'stop the supplies required by the town council, until the 
council shall comply with the demand of the ratepayers in 
the borough, and not expend any more of their money in an 
expensive police force, drainage, buildings, and what are 
termed by them improvements, until the people are better 
able to pay for them. ,2 

A deputation from that meeting was present at the council debate. By 

a majority of thirty one to two, the council rejected Vetch's scheme 

and instructed the streets committee to reconsider the possibility of 

a new plan for sewering the area north of the river. 

The committee decided to appoint J.W. Leather, a prominent local 

engineer to examine the scheme proposed by the borough surveyor, and 

to make proposals of his own 'at his earliest convenience'~ But 

unfortunately his rate of progress, at least on this project, appears 

to have been remarkably dilatory. By December 1844, nine months after 

his appointment, the conmdttee were asking him to say how soon his 

4 review would be completed, and he then adopted evasive tactics. 

lLM 2 March 1844. 

2LM 2 March 1844. 

3ssC , 4 March 1844. For details of Leather's career, see Minutes of 
Proceedings of the 'Institution of Civil Engineers, vol. LXXXIX, (1887), 
pp. 473-479. 

4ssc , 2 Dec 1844. 
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These were successful, and despite considerable protests from the 

committee, which culminated in a threat of dismissal, he managed by 

some means to retain his commission. It was not until May1846 that he 

finally presented his report to the committee~ Leather's report falls 

into three parts, the first two containing an analysis of the proposals 

of Vetch and Walker,and the third being an exposition of his own scheme. 

Leather raised both technical and financial objections to Vetch's plans. 

It is unnecessary to repeat them here, but if the thoroughness of 

Leather's inspection of his predecessor's designs is equalled by his 

accuracy, it seems incontestable that the doubts which many members of 

the council had entertained were wholely vindicated. Leather believed 

that parts of these sewers would have to be laid at an excessive depth, 

but that elsewhere they would often be unable to allow for adequate 

drainage, especially of rooms below ground level. The gradients of 

the sewers were furthermore insufficient to allow for future extensions 

in some places, and in others the necessary raising of street levels to 

accommodate the proposed sewer gradients would involve considerable 

claims for compensation. The expedients to which Vetch was reduced in 

devising his plan were the result, so Leather claimed, of his insistence 

that the sewers on both sides of the river should run from east to west. 

On the north, this led to a conflict with the natural contours of the 

district, for reasons we have explained above. On the south, the 

flatness of the land created the problem of discovering a means of 

providing a sufficient gradient to ensure that the sewers were constantly 

self-scouring. 

Leather proposed that most of these difficulties would disappear, 

if instead of treating the two sides of the river as separate districts, 

lsse, 4 May 1846. 
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they were regarded as one. On the north side of the river, the 

western district was to be drained by two main sewers, which instead 

of running eastward, were to be laid from north to south. At their 

southern extremities they were to be joined into one. and this single 

sewer then passed under the river by a dipping culvert. This sewer 

then crossed the southern area from east to west, so providing a main 

sewer for Holbeck and Hunslet. It then crossed the river on the east 

to join with the sewers from the Sheepscar beck district on the north 

east side of the river Aire. Instead of using the beck itself as a sewer, 

as Vetch had proposed, Leather's intention was to build two sewers, 

one on each side of it. These then joined into one, and connected with 

the other main sewer, from where a final length of sewer ran to a 

point where the land was sufficiently low-lying to provide an·adequate 

uninterrupted fall. 

envisaged by Vetch. 

This scheme had two advantages over that 

In the first place. the main sewer in the north 

western district, by taking a north to south course, did not pass across 

the undulating terrain which Vetch's east to west sewer was obliged to 

do. This avoided the problem of the latter's varying levels. It had 

an uninterrupted natural gradient down to the river, where it crossed 

to the south bank. Here its second advantage became apparent. As it 

passed through the flat southern district, the relatively steep gradients 

provided by the northern area gave the whole length of the sewer a 

'constant self-acting scour'. which was Obviously not possible in 

Vetch's design. Finally, Leather dismissed the optimism of Vetch's 

claims for revenue-producing utilisation of sewage. But since the 

council discussions had already shown a consensus of disbelief on this 

subject, it was unnecessary for him to discuss the matter at length. He 

estimated that the cost of constructing the northern network of sewers 

would be £25,545, and at a council meeting in June 1846 the council voted 
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£30,000 to the streets conmdttee to carry this part of the plan into 

effect~ On this occasion, the favourable verdict of the council was 

clearly demonstrated by the fact that only two votes out of twenty 

seven were cast against the motion, giving further evidence against the 

contention of James Smith that the council was more concerned with 

expense than with public health. 

At this meeting,two important issues had been raised in the course 

of debate. Alderman Shaw, who was also the solicitor to the Aire and 

Calder Navigation Company, spoke in favour of prior consultation with 

his clients, 'to avoid annoyance and probably litigation'. Another 

member, councillor Yewdall, in opposition then as he had been in 1844, 

mentioned that the council had already borrowed £50,000 and that the 

2 borrowing limit imposed by the improvement act was only £100,000. Thus 

once the council had adopted Leather's plan, three further problems 

remained. It was clearly necessary to reach an agreement with the 

Navigation Company, and since Leather had adopted a site for the sewer 

outflow at Thwaites Mill Pool, it would be necessary to negotiate a 

settlement with Mr. Meynall Ingram, the proprietor of the land. 

Finally, the council decided that it was essential to promote a new 

improvement bill to solve the various financial and administrative 

problems which had emerged in the course of planning. As we have noted, 

the Navigation Company had already declared an interest in any sewerage 

scheme which might affect its legal rights over the river Aire and its 

tributaries within the borough boundaries. Hence it was an important 

interested party which required placation before the council could 

1CMIA , 17 June 1846. 

2~, 20 June 1846. 
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proceed. In June 1846 the streets committee created a subcommittee on 

sewerage to negotiate with all parties 

'interested in the waters of the river in passing through the 
town with a view to ascertain whether they consider the 
proposed plan of sewerage in any way objectionable~l 

Thus began a protracted discussion with the company. Consultation 

centred upon the need to avoid any diversion of the streams which 

flowed into the river, and the directors were extremely cautious in 

their dealings with the corporation. In October they presented their 

terms to the subcommittee, and insisted that the contract between the 

company and the council was to be ratified by legislation 

'to be obtained for that purpose by the town council in the 
first practicable session'~ 

This condition was a serious setback to the subcommittee, for a local 

act 

'could not be obtained without considerable loss of time 
and at great cost to the ratepayers'~ 

The directors were then asked to accept an agreement ratified by an 

order of council. They initially refused, but several weeks later 

recanted, and agreed on the understanding that the contract would 

receive parliamentary sanction when next the council promoted a local 

bill~ The company showed no inclination to hurry in defining the 

streams over which it claimed tributary rights, and negotiations dragged 

5 on until October 1847, sixteen months after they had begun. 

The subcomncittee was also obliged to negotiate with Meynall Ingram, 

the owner of the land upon which the council proposed to site the main 

l SSC , 22 June 1846. 

2Sub Streets Committee on Sewerage, minutes, 10 Oct 1846. 

3loc • cit. 

4sub S~ 23 Nov 1846. 

5Sub SSC, 21 Oct 1847. 
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sewer outlet. In October 1846 he informed the sub committee that, sub-

ject to adequate compensation, he had no objection to the sewers crossing 

his estate, but he also asked for the right to take as much sewage as 

1 he wished to manure his land. When in May 1848, the new improvement 

bill came before the select committee of the House of Lords, Ingram's 

counsel was successful in securing for him a priority over the council 

in the disposal of the sewage for his own use~ This stratagem almost 

caused the bill to be withdrawn, as the council were deter~ned that 

any agreement was to be 'founded on a money compensation for land 

. d,3 requlre , and that the bill should lapse if this could not be achieved. 

The progress of the bill was delayed by more than a month while a 

council deputation worked to reach a settlement with Ingram, who 

finally accepted an annuity of £300. 

The bill itself was promoted to remove several difficulties which 

had become apparent, which had not been foreseen at the time when the 

1842 improvement act was drafted. By December 1847, the council had 

already borrowed £52,000, and under the provisions of the 1842 act the 

borrowing limit was fixed at £100,000. In addition to the insufficiency 

of the borrowing powers, the fixed upper li~t for rating would prevent 

the raising of a sufficient sum to pay the interest upon the necessary 

loans. These problems were to be solved by creating a Drainage District 

comprising the townships of Leeds, Hunslet and Holbeck, upon which 

could be levied a Main Sewer Rate, not exceeding l il 6d in the pound, 

with the power to raise not more than £200,000 on loan~ Finally, the 

lSub sse, 10 Oct 1846. 

2HLRO , Minutes of Evidence, House of Lords, Session 1848, vol. 1, 
19 May 1848. 

3CM , 26 May 1848. 

4~, 4 Dec 1847. 
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bill dealt with a technical, but most important issue. Where it was 

necessary to construct sewers of greater capacity than was necessary 

for the needs of the streets and houses adjoining it, because of the 

need for the sewer to carry the refuse of adjacent areas also, the 

extra cost would be defrayed from the rate fund, and not from rates 

levied upon these properties alone. This provision was necessary to 

remove the potential opposition of the ratepayers of Hunslet to the 

sewerage scheme, since they feared that the construction costs would 

fall inequitably upon the three townships. The bill became law in 

July l848! and there now appeared to be no reason why the plans should 

not be put into operation. Up to this time, the delay which had taken 

place was the result of difficulties over which the council had little 

or no control. Because of apparently well-founded doubts over the 

viability of Vetch's proposals, and the leisurely pace at which Leather 

conducted his investigations, no satisfactory plan existed until 1846. 

The following two years were taken up with negotiations with interested 

parties, and the promotion of an improvement act. Although the streets 

comadttee had tried to force the pace of planning, it was wholely 

dependent upon the decisions of others. 

One further, although minor, delay occurred before the council 

considered giving its approval to begin the work of sewering the 

drainage district. The streets committee appear to have had second 

thoughts on some aspects of Leather's plan, and decided to commission 

an independent engineer, Thomas Wicks teed to reconsider the 

'propriety of carrying the sewerage to an outlet on the 
north or south side of the river Aire'~ 

IThe Leeds Improvement Amendment Act, 11 and 12 Viet., cap. cii, 1848. 

2SSC , 28 Aug 1848. 
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His report concerned itself with purely technical matters, mainly rel-

ated to the optimal size and gradient of sewers, and the relative 

costs of sewer construction. Leather produced a supplemental report 

to deal with his criticisms, and apparently the committee decided not 

to alter its sewerage plans any further. But by the time the streets 

committee was satisfied that no further obstacles remained to delay the 

implementation of the sewerage scheme, considerable public pressure was 

being exerted in an attempt to prevent the council from going ahead. 

The trade depression of the late eighteen forties was causing a rapid 

increase in local government expenditure, as a result of the activity 

of the poor law guardians. In 1848 the cost of the poor law had climbed 

to £41,000. This was a far greater amount than had been spent in any of 

the previous fifteen years! for the cost of an unprecedented volume of 

poor relief was supplemented by the exceptional expenditure on medical 

services. Meetings of electors in several wards expressed their host-

ility to any proposal to levy a sewerage rate 

'until commercial prosperity and confidence are again 
restored'~ 

Nevertheless, in January 1849 the chairman of the streets committee 

proposed that the council should proceed with the construction of the 

main trunk sewers for Leeds, Hunslet and Holbeck, and the motion was 

lost by only twenty votes to nineteen~ But in the following month, the 

1Re ort on the Answers to ueries Addressed to 
ties entrusted with the distribution of Local 
Table 8, part 1 and part 2. Between 1833 and 1847, the annual expendi
ture by the overseers and guardians varied from £18,638 to £27,928. 
The cost of the poor law medical department in 1848 (a sub-total of 
the annual expenditure mentioned) was £2,488. The highest sum 
previously spent by the medical department (in 1847) was £545. 

2LM 20 Jan 1849 • 
...... 

3CM1A , 26 Jan 1849. 
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~tion was reintroduced and lost by a more decisive vote of twenty seven 

. h 1 to elg teen. No attempt was made to raise the issue ,again until 

October, and by this time, the reappearance of cholera seems to have 

provided a cogent reason to persuade all but two members of the Council 

to change their attitude, and the streets committee was given authority 

2 to let the contracts. The first contract was let in 1850, and Leather's 

scheme was completed in l855~ 

Leather had originally estimated that the cost of sewering 30l 

miles of streets, out of the total of thirty four nd1es of public streets 

in the drainage district would be £80,001, but by 1853 it was apparent 

that this sum would be exceeded by a considerable margin. By 13 October 

of that year, £67,877 had already been paid on account of sixteen miles 

of main sewers, and the streets and sewerage committee believed that to 

complete the plan would probably cost £119,936. Moreover, a decision 

made by the council in 1851 would entail a 'very large further expendi

ture'~ On 1 September the council had approved a suggestion of the 

committee to finance the sewering of all streets, both highways and 

private streets, out of the main sewer rate fund~ This decision had 

arisen from the problems associated with the council's powers to order 

the sewering and making-up of streets under the 1842 improvement act. 

Before the council could order a street to be put into a suitable state 

SO that it could be declared a highway, it was obliged to provide a 

sewer outlet to which the street's branch sewer could connect. Only then 

could the order be issued, and the owners were allowed a three month 

lCMIA, 14 Feb 1849. 

2CMIA, 29 Sept 1849 

3LM , 27 July 1850; A.W.W. Morant, Description of the Leedssewase works, 
Slrid of the various processes which have been tried for the purification 
of sewage, (1876), p.4. 

4 sse, 21 Oct 1853. 

SCMIA, 1 Sept 1851. 



94 

period before the borough surveyor could undertake the work on their 

behalf and at. their expense. Moreover, the council were unable to 

order that a sewer should be built in a non-thoroughfare, but had to 

make an order for paving levelling and flagging also. Thus in 

'cases of private streets communicating with, and forming 
the outlet for, each other, ••• several.separate orders 
might be necessary; and, as three months' notice in each 
case would be required, and some time further would be 
required to advertise for contracts, etc., and then an 
additional time in which to execute the work, that the 
attempt to drain in any systematic manner, rnd within 
any reasonable period, would be impossible'. 

In the event, the cost of the sewerage system up to the end of 

1855 was £137,000, and even if this sum includes all the council's 

financial obligations to the contractors for Leather's plan, which is 

not certain but unfortunately not ascertainable, the council had 

exceeded its intended expenditure by £57,000, over what had been 

intended in 1849. We should not overlook the fact that this sum 

includes items other than payments for the actual works. A total of 

£65,000, representing 30 per cent of the final cost was made up of 

payments for wayleaves, compensation, legal expenses, salaries, interest 

payments on loans and the like. These details are set out in table 2.1. 

By May 1865, the council had spent £177,100 on sewerage, and it was 

~stimated that a further £23,000 would be necessary to complete the 

2 sewerage of thoroughfares and of new streets. 

Unfortunately, the expense which the council had incurred provides 

little indication of the efficiency of the sewerage system in promoting 

house drainage. In December 1854 the streets committee noted that the 

contractor was receiving very few applications for house drains to be 

1~, 6 Sept 1851. 

21M , 11 May 1865. This sum presumably refers to 'works' alone. 



Engineering and Surveying 

Wayleave and Compensation 

Works 

Printing, Stationery & Advertising 

Rates Expenses 

Law Expenses 

Miscellaneous Expenses 

Proportion of Salaries and Office 
Expenses 

Interest on Loans 

TABLE 2.1. Expenditure on the Main Sewerage System, 1850-1862 

1850 1851 .. 1852 1853 1854 1855 1856 1857 1858 1859 

1,295 206 820 1,439 702 173 281 - - -
1,545 28 2,049 1,127 641 368 27 351 667 509 

1,035 14,821 36,672 25,267 10,949 19,857 3,831 2,635 3,010 3,351 

336 132 68 80 51 62 2 3 24 13 

86 153 82 124 130 195 137 208 256 218 

433 165 329 218 133 145 63 59 - -

102 75 230 211 46 38 137 42 88 122 

- - 245 323 340 321 - 356 344 389 

59 1,047 1,358 2,768 3,171 4,621 2,281 4,519 4,398 4,417 

1860 1861 1862 Totals 

- - 852 5,768 

410 300 300 8,322 

8,504 8,611 8,117 146,660 

15 8 11 805 

207 219 226 2,241 

- - - 1,545 

200 89 270 1,650 
I 

342 338 330 3,328 

4,296 3,965 3,936 40,836 

4,891 16,627 41,853 31,557 16,163 25,780 6,759 8,173 8,787 9,019 13,974 13,530 14,042 211,155 , 

Source: (1) 1850-1853, Streets and Sewerage Committee Minutes, 26 Oct 1854, (2) 1854-62, Annual Expenditure on Main Sewer Rate 
Account in Report Books, Improvement Act. 

Notes: (1) 1850-1855, accounting year ends 31 Dec; 1856-62, accounting year ends 31 Aug. 
(2) Figures have been rounded to nearest E. 
(3) There are no accounts extant after 1862. 
(4) J. Toft, thesis, p. l85a, includes balancing items and loans repaid in her annual totals. These have been 

excluded here. 

I 

1.0 
\.n 
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installed; and three years later the inspection sub-commdttee reported 

that after a two day tour through the drainage district, it 

'regretted to observe the very large number of streets, either 
wholely or inefficiently drained, notwithstanding the 
excellent outlet which has in almost every instance been 
brought close to them by your main sewers; the owners of 
property having but in few instances been at pains to drain 
their side streets into the new sewers'~ 

The committee had already decided in the previous month that it 

would not sewer any more streets unless at least two thirds of the 

property owners agreed to connect their property with the sewer, and 

in September it decided to advertise this resolution in the newspapers~ 

Two years later, in May 1859, it rescinded this resolution, but the 

council thereupon directed the committee to revert to its former 

practice~ One member of the committee objected that, 

'as the cost of connecting was nearly as great as of 
constructing the main sewers, the committee would only 
b. able to drain two and a half miles of drainage (sic) 
yearly, instead of five' , 

to which one councillor understandably retorted that there was little 

purpose in building sewers which went unused~ The policy of the 

committee is, in this respect, difficult to understand. The council 

had explicitly adopted in the 1848 improvement act, all the provisions 

of the Towns' Improvement Clauses act of 1847, which related to public 

sewers and the drainage of houses~ Under these circumstances, it had, 

under section thirty five of the 1847 act, the power to order house 

drainage at the expense of the owners~ and thus it is not clear why it 

l SSC , 1 Dec 1854. 

2SSC , 22 May 1857 

3sSC , 24 April, 4 Sept 1857. 

4SSC , 27 May 1859; CM, 31 May 1859 

5LM , 2 June 1859. 

6~48 act, clause three. 
7 

Town Improvement Clauses Act, 10 and 11 Viet, c.34, 1847. 
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failed to implement its authority from the beginning. Nevertheless, 

in December 1859, the committee instructed its visiting sub-committee 

to inspect all undrained yards courts and alleys and report when 

necessary to recommend places to be sewered at the owners' expense~ 

In the following three years the conmdttee began to order the instal-

lation of house drainage: in eighty four streets in 1860, in eighty 

nine streets in 1861, and in sixty four streets in January 1862: In 

that month the committee decided to apply this policy generally, and 

resolved that, 

'the owners of property in every street in the Drainage 
District where the main drains are laid, be forthwith 
ordered to connect their several tenements with such 
main drains'~ 

It would appear that this policy proved to be inoperative. 

James Hole, in his detailed criticism of the activities of the council 

observed that despite the large sums spent on the sewerage system, 

many houses in drained streets remained isolated as the council had 

not 'or fancies it has not' power to compel the owners to install house 

drains~ Similarly. the Leeds Mercury remarked in 1864 that 

'the local Act is so defective that it is often impossible 
for the occupiers of cottage dwellings to get the benefit 
of its provisions, since owners cannot be compelled to 
connect the drains with sinks in the houses'~ 

and it was not until the council promoted the improvement act of 1866 

that it obtained the power to order the provision of water closets. It 

is ironic, to say the least, that twenty years after the 1842 act, the 

intention of improving the sanitary condition of the town, gave least 

benefits to the type of property which had been, and still remained, 

l SSC , 9 Dec 1859. 

2SSC , 3, 24 Feb, 27 July, 31 Aug 1860; 28 March, 25 July 1861; 1 Jan 1862. 

3SSC , 31 Jan 1862. 
4 J. Hole, The Homes of the Working Cl 129 ______________________ ~ __ ~a~s~s~e~s., p. • 

5~, 4 May 1864. 
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most in need of them. 

But in another respect, the scope of the streets committee's 

activities were extended when in April 18631 it turned its attention 

to the sewering and surfacing of 

'all closed streets, courts alleys and squares, in 
a condition dangerous to health', 

and in the subsequent two years spent a total of £6,179 in carrying 

its intentions into effect~ Then in May 1865 the council agreed 

that the resolution of September 1851, which charged the expense of 

sewering all thoroughfares, whether highways or not, to the main sewer 

account, should be extended to all places in the drainage district 

which could legitimately be defined as a 'street' under the 1842 act~ 

One question of recurring interest to the committee was that of 

the utilisation of the sewage. In June 1853, a sub committee was 

appointed to investigate the experiments made in other towns, 

'with a view of turning the fertilising matters con
tained in sewage water to profitable account'1 

and it reported its findings three years later. Leeds sewage was 

found to have comparatively little fertilising substance, and its 

utilisation would not be commercially viable, especially as the 

experience of other towns which had attempted to take advantage of a 

relatively high organic constituent in their sewage had been shown to 

be unencouraging~ In 1863 the committee decided to reconsider, and 

6 comndssioned a chemical analysis of the sewage, but no further action 

was taken for seven years, when the council was forced, by legal 

proceedings to take action. 

lsse, 10 April 1863. 

2sse , 29 April to 25 Nov, 1864; 24 Feb to 24 NOV, 1865. 

3CM, 10 May 1865. 

4sse , 10 June 1853. 
5 sse, 27 June 1856. 

6sse , 27 March 1863. 
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Although the completion of the main sewerage system in 1855, and the 

subsequent sewering of other streets in the drainage district lead to 

an increase in the number of water closets in use, the majority of the 

population continued to rely upon the privy and the ashpit for the 

1 disposal of both human and household refuse. It was not until the late 

eighteen fifties that the removal of domestic wastes became a municipal 

responsibility, and prior to the council's adoption of this as a 'free' 

service, refuse was removed at the householders' expense either by the 

councilor by private contractors. But in many instances it was 

simply left to accumulate, and only at times of local crises in public 

health did the council and its scavenging and nuisance committee exert 

itself to ensure that private yards and streets were cleansed to 

minimise the danger of infection. Even at such times of emergency the 

committee did not abandon its sense of financial rectitude. Thus in 

1847, the 

'influx of Irish poor, and the destitution and sickness 
Which prevails within the borough' 

prompted the committee to undertake extensive cleansing operations. 

Refuse was ordered to be removed from the areas inhabited by the 

'destitute poor', but 

'in all cases where a quantity of manure ••• is deposited in 
middensteads or other places, in the occupation of persons 
able to pay the expense of removing the same, the 
necessary steps be ~aken forthwith to compel them to 
remove such manure'. 

Throughout the eighteen forties and fifties, private courts and 

streets claimed special attention, and exceptional votes of money for 

'sanitary purposes' only when it was felt that they might become a 

lThe number of water closets supplied by the 
1856 and 3,221 in 1865, R.B. 11 Sept. 1867. 

2 . d' • • Scavenging an NUisance committee, m1nutes, 

water works was 1,005 in 

28 April 1847. 
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health risk. Thus a grant of £1,000 to the corrmdttee in August 1846 

" ,1, , db th f f 'd' was a precaut~onary measure ~nsp~re y e ear 0 an ep~ em~c, 

and further grants, one of £600 in October l853~ and of £500 in March 

18543 was obviously motivated by fear of the cholera. When the com-

mittee made its request to the council, 

'some conversation took place upon the advisability of 
taking every sanitary precaution before the arrival of 
the cholera in Leeds, and then the sum asked for was 
granted~. ~.'~ 

Finally, in 1858 the committee successfully recommended to the 

council that it should take on the responsibility of the systematic 

cleansing of the whole of the drainage district at the expense of the 

rates~ Initially it decided on a policy of direct labour, renting 

only horses carts and drivers from private sources, until it could 

decide whether to continue this sytem permanently or to lease it to 

private contractors? But three years later, the work was farmed out 

to three contractors. They were paid a fixed sum for each ton of 'night 

soil ashes and rubbish removed' which was transported to municipa11y-

owned depots for removal by boat and rail. The contractors paid to 

the council all sums obtained by the sale of manure, so defraying the 

cost of the service. The committee obviously viewed refuse'removal as 

a commercial proposition, and judged its success by ordinary business 

criteria. The cost of the service was regularly set against the sales 

revenue in simple profit-and-loss terms (although of course, there was 

always a loss). Typical of this attitude is the report of the super-

intendent inspector of scavengers, who observed in February 1862, 

lLM, 15 Aug 1846, CMIA, 12 Aug 1846. 
2-

CMIA, 5 Oct 1853. 

3CM1A, 31 March 1854. 

4LM, 8 Oct 1853. 

5SNC , 24 Nov 1858 , 22 Dec 1858; CMIA, 1 Jan 1859. 
6SNC , 22 Dec 1858. 
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'The loss of this department depends a good deal upon the 
demand we may have for manure, during the former part of 
the year we have had a good demand, as a great deal of 
attention was paid to the sorting of the rubbish from the 
manure, and mi ing the ashes, thus the farmers have been 
disposed to use more of it. I regret to say however that 
for the latter part of the year there has been a good deal 
of fault found with the quality of the manure, the rubbish 
not being sorted ••• and I hope there will be some improve
ment in future'l 

The committee was not prepared to encourage an increase in the 

number of water closets because of the 'waste of water that would be 

thereby caused', and sought instead to perfect some method which 

would make ashpit cleansing less offensive, and to separate the 

disposal of 'house ashes' from 'night soil' so that the traditional 

'deep and wet middenstead' could be abolished: It believed that it 

had found a solution to its first aim in 1863, when a Dr. Bishop of 

Leeds established a company to make practical use of his patent 

deodorising and disinfecting powder. The comnattee proposed to the 

council that the Leeds Economic Sanitary Company should be awarded one 

of the contracts for cleansing the drainage district, and in October 

1863, the company were allowed to take over the north and north east 

3 wards for one year. After its apparent success in a limited area, the 

council agreed to dispense with its regular contractor, and accepted 

the company's tender for the whole district in September l864~ But it 

seems that the company had underestimated the magnitude of the opera-

tion, and dissatisfaction was being voiced by the end of the year. 

Cleansing had never been organised on a systematic house-to-house 

basis, but was done either at the request of householders or on infor~ 

ation received from the committee's inspectors. Thus the problem would 

have been even more serious than is immediately apparent, and the 

lSNC, 5 Feb 1862. 

2SNC , 12 June 1863. 

3CM, 30 Sept 1863. 
4CM, 30 Sept 1864. 
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situation was clearly desperate when the inspector reported that in 

December there had been '329, 2nd, 3rd and 4th applications for ash

pits to be cleansed from the inhabitants themselves'~ As a result, 

the co~ttee resolved that unless the company immediately employed 

additional horses and carts, it would supply them at the company's 

expense, and in the following month it put its threat into action~ 

In fact, the company was on the verge of bankruptcy, for on 

15 February 1865 it informed the co~ttee that its bankers had refused 

,to give any further advances, and so the committee was obliged to 

reassume the responsibility until a new contractor could be found~ 

The timing of this crisis was, in a narrow sense, very 

unfortunate for the council, for at the height of its temporary 

difficulties, the town was inspected by one of the visiting inspectors 

of the medical department of the Privy Council~ But if the crisis was 

temporary it was also severe, for in the five months following the 

lapse of the company's contract, the inspector of night soil superin-

tended the cleansing of 7,403 ashpits, only two thousand fewer than he 

had had cleansed in the whole of l859~ Yet, despite the magnitude of 

the problem the number of horses and carts used were steadily cut down: 

sixty men and forty two horses and carts were at work in March, and 

this had been reduced to twenty nine, and 'the requisite number of men' 

by the beginning of June ~ The connnittee decided to lease the work as 

soon as possible, and in September the council sealed an agreement with 

.' 7 its previous contractors. 

lSNC, 6 Jan 1865. 

2SNC, 7 Feb 1865. 

3SNC , 15 Feb 1865. 

4See chapter three. 

5 SNC, 3 March, 7 April,S May, 2 June, 7 July 1865. The number of 
, ashpits cleansed in 1859 was 9,608, SNC, 4 Jan 1860. 

6SNC , 3 March 1865, 2 June 1865. 
7 eM, 30 Sept 1865. 
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(2) 

After the sewerage system, the waterworks was the next major 

undertaking in which the council became involved. Much has already 

been written about the history of the water supply~ and it is 

unnecessary here to provide yet another narrative of events, but for 

our purposes two issues are of importance in the period under review: 

namely the decision by the council to purchase the works, and the 

debate over the extension of the source of supply. In our discussion 

of the activities of the improvement commission, we noticed that the 

control of the water supply, which had been a public responsibility 

until the mid-eighteen thirties, passed into the ownership of a joint 

stock company in 1837 because the comndssioners were unable to decide 

upon a solution to the problem of providing an adequate and unpolluted 

source of water. The question of whether the ownership of the water-

works should belong to a private or a public body was not finally decided 

by the 1837 act, but only deferred. For the act instituted an adminis-

trative compromise by creating a company which, while wholly owned by 

shareholders was controlled by a board on which half of its eighteen 

members were appointed by the council. Under the terms of the act, the 

council also had the right to purchase the company at any time after 

twelve years, that is after July l849~ The ownership issue was finally 

decided in 1852, when the council exercised its option under, the 

waterworks acts of 1837 and 18473 and bought out the shareholders, so 

lSee: J. Toft, chapter nine; D. Fraser, 'The politics of Leeds water', 
.:.P.::u:;b,.::::l;.::i;.;:c;.;:a;.;:t;.;:i;.;:o-=n;.;:s~o;.;:f~t.;.;h;.;.e~Th.;.;;.;.o.;;r.;;e.;;s.;;b.!l.y.....::S;.;:o..;:c;.::i;.::e..;:t;L.y, Mi s ce 11 any, vo 1 ume 15, par t 1, 
1970, pp. 50-70. 

2An act for better supplying with water the town and neighbourhood of 
Leeds in the West Riding of the County of York. 1 Vict., cap. lxxxiii, 
clauses 50 and 51, and clause 157. 

310 and 11 Viet., cap. cclxii, clause 23 and clause 75. 
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converting the water supply into a municipal enterprise. This came 

about in circumstances which closely paralleled the situation which had 

lead to the creation of the hybrid company in 1837, namely a disagree-

ment amongst both administrators and engineers over the most suitable 

source of supply for future needs. Indeed, as we shall see, this 

problem was a recurring theme in the history of the Leeds water supply 

throughout this period. 

During the years of semi-private control, the company extended 

its operations considerably. In May 1842 it was supplying piped water 

to 3,000 houses, and by a decade later the number of houses connected 

1 to its mains was 22,732. This rapid increase in customers was, by the 

mid forties, obliging the directors to consider extending the water 

catchment area to cope with future demand. Thus in 1846 they decided 

to apply for an act to enable the company to draw water from a source 

at Bramhope, which had been discovered in the course of the building 

of a railway tunnel there. The supply promised to be plentiful and it 

could be relatively cheaply fed into the company's existing reservoir 

at Eccup. This decision involved the company in a conflict both with 

the Leeds and Thirsk railway company, which, having discovered this 

source, proposed to seek parliamentary powers to exploit it itself, and 

with various property owners in the Bramhope area~ Nevertheless, the 

company was successful in its aim, and by the act of 1847 obtained the 

necessary authority to take water from Bramhope, build new works, and 

3 increase its share capital from £91,500 to £250,000. But it did not 

take advantage of the Bramhope supply, for subsequent investigation 

revealed that the cost of doing so was greater than had been anticipated, 

lLM, 16 Aug 1851. 
2-
~, 23 Jan 1847. 

310 and 11 Viet., cap. cclxii, clause 13. 
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1 and so the plan was abandoned. But the problem created by growing 

demand remained, and in 1851 was exacerbated by a severe drought, 

which both reduced the quantity and purity of the water supplied to 

the town. The company thus found itself in a situation analagous to 

the situation of fifteen years before, and it commissioned various 

professional opinions as to the course it should take. J.W. Leather 

recommended the company to adopt the River Washburn- as its new source 
but.the plan was strongly opposed by a landowner 
whose acquiescence was essential. The directors had only approved 

Leather's proposals by a majority of one, and in May 1852 they were 

decisively rejected by a meeting of the shareholders~ Instead, the 

directors made an agreement with Lord Harewood to draw further quanti-

ties of water from the river Wharfe for a seven year period.- This 

contract was ratified by the Leeds Waterworks (Wharfe Supply) Act of 

l852~ 

Meanwhile, the corporation had been considering the possibility of 

exercising its option to purchase the works. The question of the 

municipal ownership of public utilities, namely the water works and 

the two gas companies had first been raised by Edward Eddison in 

December l847~ This proposal lay dormant until in January 1850 the 

council created a committee to consider purchasing these three 

. . 5 h . enterpr1ses as part of a plan for a new 1mprovement act. T e comm1ttee 

reported at great length on the waterworks proposal in August of the 

following year. The report, drawn up by the town clerk, is an 

interesting document on account of the wide range of policy issues it 

lHLRO, House of Lords Select Committee, Minutes of Evidence, vol.2, 
Session 1856. Leeds Waterworks bill, 17 April 1856. 

2LM , 12 Aug 1854. 
3--- . . . 
15 V1Ct., cap. C11. 

4CM , 1 Jan 1848; 1M 1 Jan 1848. 

1 Jan 1850. 
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considered! 

There were three choices available to provide the means of 

providing an adequate supply of water. Firstly, the necessary new 

works could be undertaken by the existing company; secondly the council, 

or a group of private individuals could apply to parliament for the 

formation of a second company; or, finally, the council could 

implement the provisions of the existing acts of parliament and purchase 

the present works. The objection to the first proposal was that the 

works could be carried out more cheaply by the council than by private 

enterprise, since the council could raise the necessary loans, on 

the evidence of past experience, at four percent, which was a lower 

level than that at which any private concern could borrow from the 

public. In the second place, the creation of another company was both 

unlikely and undesirable. In tactical terms, the council would be in 

a difficult position if it made such an application to parliament. 

The terms of purchase in the 1837 act had been reinserted in the act 

of 1847 without opposition, and because of the composition of the board 

of directors, a complaint by the council against the management of the 

company would be self-incriminating. In economic terms also, the 

creation of a second company under any ownership was undesirable. 

Resources would be needlessly duplicated, and in any case the second 

company could not achieve an extension of supply any more cheaply than 

the first. Furthermore, competition did not in. this case result in 

an improved service to the consumer, but in costly competition between 

the rival companies. Or, equally undesirable, the result was co11u-

sion between them to benefit shareholders at the expense of the public. 

1RBlA , 6 Aug 1851. E.P. Hennock, Fit and Proper Persons, p.20S, 
states that the report was written by alderman Hope Shaw, but Shaw 
himself remarked that the report 'came substantially' from the town 
clerk: 1M, 16 Aug 1851. The following paragraphs are a precis of 
its contents. 
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Conversely, it could be argued that, 

'if there must be a monopoly, and no doubt there must, 
let it be placed in the hands of the government, or some 
public body responsible to the consumers'. 

If this were to happen, in addition to the advantages already mentioned, 

the public ownership of the works would supplement the council's 

acknowledged policy of improving public health conditions. When the 

sewerage system was completed, the sewers would require regular 

cleansing, and the supply of water to an increasing number of houses 

could only lead to improved standards of personal hygiene. As 

alderman Hope Shaw observed, 

'Tastes and habits of cleanliness in houses and persons 
did not grow up in men's minds, but must be created, 
fostered and encouraged, as most essential in a sanitary 
and moral point of view. Striking proofs had been given 
in official documents of the evils arising from want of 
water. Cholera had been traced directly to the want of 
good water in the dwellings of the poor. Well, then, was 
it not the duty of the municipal body to look to the 
welfare of the people they represented?'! 

The discussion incidentally touched upon the question of the proper 

sphere of municipal enterprise. Although enthusiastic for the 

purchase and the benefit which it would entail for the community, 

Shaw did not advocate it as a 'welfare benefit' in the modern sense. 

He pointed out that, 

'he would not wish the council to take the water supply, 
if it should prove a loss; but if it would only bear its 
own expenses, and pay its own way, then upon the grounds 
of policy and public duty the council ought to undertake 
it' • 

The opposite view was expressed by another alderman, who distinguished 

clearly the roles of public and private initiative: 

1LM , 16 Aug 1851. 
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'there was a broad distinction to be drawn between the 
supply of water to a town, and administering the ordinary 
duties of a town council, such as sewerage, police matters, 
lighting, paving, etc. A parallel had been attempted 
between the water supply and the sewerage; but there was 
this wide distinction - that the idea of profit had never 
been entertained as derivable from the construction of 
town sewers'l 

In September 1851, the council voted by twenty to eleven, in 

favour of purchase, and this was completed in November 1852, at a 

2 cost of £227,417. 

The second half of the resolution which the council had approved 

in September was that the council should in addition, 

'join with the ••• company in an app1icatio~ to parliament 
for powers to obtain the Washburn supply' , 

but as we have seen, subsequent events prevented this aim from being 

realised. Leather's advocacy of the Washburn received support from 

J.F. Bateman, who was the engineer responsible for the extensive 

water scheme which Manchester corporation were then undertaking, and 

4 C. Ti1ney, the Leeds borough surveyor. Hope Shaw, who had proposed 

the motion for purchase in 1851, agreed with the engineers over the 

Washburn proposal, was still in favour of it three years later when 

the council was obliged to consider what course it should take to 

5 increase its sources of supply. 

On this occasion there was a lengthy debate over the relative 

merits of the Washburn and Skirfare schemes, which would be gravita

tional, and the extension of the existing Wharfe pumping scheme~ In 

1LM , 16 Aug 1851. 

2J • Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire vo1.1, 25 April 1852. 

3LM , 25 Oct 1851. 

4LM , loc.cit. For Bateman's role in the planning and execution of the 
waterworks of Manchester corporation, see: A.Redford, The History of 
Local Government in Manchester, vo1.2, chapter 20, pp. 184-204. 

~The debat: was reported at great length in~, 12 Aug 1854. 
The quest10n was further complicated in discussion by the suggestion 
~de by fh~ chairm~ of ~he waterworks.committee that vo- one C9u1d con
sider a little lnslgnlflcant scheme llke the Washburn , and hl~ 
concentration upon toe rival merits of the rivers Wharfe and Sklrfare, 
upon'which all the financial calculations·werebased. 



109 

his report of 1865, Dr. Hunter of the medical department of the Privy 

Council, stated flatly that, the town's water 

'is obtained by pumping at Arthington, about ten miles 
north of Leeds, and was chosen as being the cheapest source, 
although it was generally admitted that the quality of the 
water at the Washburn and Skirfare was better'! 

The finances of a new source of supply figured prominently in the 

report of the waterworks committee when the chairman presented it to 

the council. The report calculated that an extension of pumping from 

the Wharfe would produce a profit, whereas a gravitational scheme, 

because of the land purchase and reservoir construction costs 

entailed, would produce considerable losses for at least the first 

decade of its operation. But other issues were also involved. 

Pumping ensured that supply could be regulated according to demand, 

but of towns where the alternative method was employed, such as 

Manchester, Bolton, Sheffield, Derby and Nottingham, there was, 

'not one where a gravitation scheme furnished an ample 
supply of water at all seasons'~ 

Moreover, gravitational projects involved the large scale storage of 

water, which resulted in fermentation taking place in warm weather. 

The relative purity of the water in the three rivers was also impor-

tant, and the committee had commissioned an analysis which suggested 

that the Wharfe had no greater degree of impurity than the other 

sources. For the opposition, Hope Shaw reiterated his claim that the 

Washburn was a preferable source, claiming the authority of Bateman and 

Leather in his support. He also contested the validity of the chemical 

analysis of the rivers, on the common sense grounds that the growth of 

lLM, 1 Dec 1865. 
2-

LM, 12 Aug 1854. On the difficulties experienced in Manchester, 
see: Redford, loc.cit. 
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small towns and industry in Wharfeda1e were causing noticab1e 

pollution already, and would do so increasingly in the future. The 

discussion was further complicated by the question of future demand. 

Shaw contended that the cost of pumping from the Wharfe would rise 

at a far greater rate than the cost of gravitational supply as the 

demand for water increased over time. 

The council divided by twenty eight votes to seventeen in favour 

of the Wharfe supply, and it would seem that, overall, the financial 

advantages of this scheme created the majority in its support. In 

1856 the council promoted an act to authoise the pumping of 2.5 million 

gallons a day from the river, and in 1862 a further act enabled the 

waterworks to take six million gallons dai1y~ By this time, there 

were growing complaints over the quality of the supply, for the 

reasons which Shaw had predicted eight years before, and as we shall 

see, the remedy which the council was obliged to adopt was that which 

he had proposed from the beginning. 

(3) 

The history of the town hall is not a subject which requires 

detailed attention here, since it is well known as a 'study in civic 

pride': But two aspects of its planning are of importance in the 

present context: the financial significance of the decision, and the 

fact that the building was the product of public rather tpan private 

lThe Leeds Waterworks (Wharfe Supply) Act,19 and 20 Viet., cap lxxx, 
clause three, and Leeds Waterworks Act, 25 Viet, cap. lii, clause 
two. 

2 A. Briggs, 'Leeds, a Study in Civic Pride', Victorian Cities, 
chapter 4. 
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enterprise. Council meetings took place in the Court House which had 

been built in 1811-13 under the provisions of the local act of l809~ 

The question of enlarging the building was first raised by the council 

in 1845. After the improvement act had been passed the council had 

set up an office called the Board of Works which occupied rented 

premises in Park Square, and in 1845, after a change of ownership the 

council was required to pay a 'considerably advanced rent'. One 

councillor then suggested that the council should provide its own 

accommodation for its offices, and suggested that the court house 

should be extended to house not only the board of works, but the town 

clerk, the chief constable and the overseers as well. It was estima-

2 ted that the total cost would not exceed £9,000. Another councillor 

proposed that they should take advantage of the power to build a town 

hall contained in the improvement act, and erect a building 'befitting 

3 the present size and importance of the borough'. The issue was recon-

sidered in August, but a decision was deferred until the estimates for 

the cost of Leather's sewerage scheme were ready, otherwise, 

'by involving (sic) the burden of this present measure upon 
the borough, they might hereafter be unable to carry out 
the drainage without applying to parliament to make (sic) 
further loans'~ 

But two months later, the council discovered that it had no legal 

authority to alter the court house, as its ownership was vested in the 

magistrates, and in any case, the 1842 act did not sanction the use of 

5 the improvement rate for enlarging the courthouse. The magistrates 

were in control of the building because when the local act of 1809 had 

been promoted during the regime of the unreformed corporation, the 

149 Geo III, cap cxxii. 

2LM , 17 May 1845. 

3CMIA, 13 Aug 1845. 

4LM, 16 Aug 1845. 

5CMIA, 29 Sept 1845; LM 4 Oct 1845. 
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office of justice and alderman were synonymous, and the separation 

of the council from the bench which came about under the Municipal 

Corporations act meant that the court house unambiguously became the 

property of the magistrates~ 

The matter was not considered again until 1850, and by this time 

the need for a public hall of some description had aroused the interest 

of others besides the council. If the latter had decided that its 

present accommodation was 'inconvenient and ill adapted', many 

prominent citizens had become aware of the 'insufficiency of the 

public rooms of Leeds' when they had gathered to hear Richard Cobden 

2 speak in the town during his campaign for government economy. At 

first it was proposed to build a hall by means of a joint stock 

3 company, and a public SUbscription list was opened. By August 1850, 

the private promoters had raised £2,600 out of a proposed total of 

15 000 d h f 'd d d' ,,4 £ , , an t e rate 0 response was conS1 ere 1sappo1nt1ng. 

Despite the admonitions of the Leeds Mercury, that the inhabitants 

of Bradford intended to build a public hall, and purchase land for a 

park, the private appeal fai1ed~ Less than half the required sum was 

eventually subscribed, and it appeared that the hall could only be 

built if the council adopted the scheme, and financed the building 

6 from the improvement rate. 

In September 1850, Edwin Eddison proposed that the council 

should erect a public hall at a cost of £20,000, but it was decided 

to defer the issue until after the municipal elections, to test the 

1LM, 6 Sept 1851. 

21M, 3 Aug 1850 
3- . 
loc.c1t. 

4--.-
loc.c1t. ----

51M, 17 Aug 1850 

6LM , 21 Sept 1850. 
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1 opinion of the electorate. There appears to have been no opposition 

from the electors and in January 1851 the council appointed a committee 

to consider the desirability of building a town hall and municipal 

offices~ The committee reported that this could be achieved for 

£45,000, but the council decided to delay a formal vote until the 

committee could confer with the magistrates over the sale of the court 

house and the transfer of judicial business to the proposed municipal 

'ld' 3 bu~ ~ngs. Unfortunately, at this time there was a distinct animosity 

between the council and the magistrates, which was largely the result of 

their conflicting claims over the administration of the borough prison. 

The magistrates were in a strong negotiating position, because of the 

terms of the 1809 act, and no agreement had been reached by September, 

and the council decided to erect a building for its own use only for 

4 £22,000. In May 1852, the magistrates finally decided to accept the 

council's offer, and a further £13,000 was granted to provide the 

f 'I' , 5 necessary extra ac~ ~t~es. On July 25, 1853 the council sealed a 

6 contract to build the town hall for a sum of £41,835. 

The subsequent vicissitudes of the building of the town hall in 

the years between 1853 and 1858 need not be repeated. As 

Professor Briggs has observed 'pride was having to be paid for in good 

7 hard cash', and far more indeed than had been originally envisaged. 

The scheme was at no time unanimously popular in the council, and 

lCMIA, 30 Sept 1850; LM 5 Oct 1850. 

2CM , 1 Jan 1851. 

3CM , 9 July 1851. 

4LM , 12 July, 9 Aug 1851; CM, 1 Sept 1851. 

SCM, 12 May 1852. The agreement was ratified by clauses 20 to 22, and 
Schedules (B) and (C) of the 1856 improvement act. The council obtained 
the power to sell the court house by clause 19 of the act. 

6CM, 25 July 1853. 

7B ' 't 166 r~ggs, ~.~., p. • 
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indeed voting figures reveal that at all stages of its planning there 

was a persistent and significantly large minority of council members 

1 in opposition. There were never less than a dozen opponents, and 

their case contained two themes. The most straightforward was a 

simple, and fully justified disbelief that the ultimate cost of 

building would be as little as its supporters suggested. The fact 

that the pre-construction estimates rose from £22,000 to nearly 

2 £42,000 in less than two years could only confirm such distrust, and 

in one sense it is fortunate that no-one could have contemplated that 

the final cost in 1858 would be £122,000~ But council members were 

also naturally aware that the town hall was only one project amongst 

the many for which the council had taken on responsibility, and it 

could hardly be classed as one of the most urgent. Even before the 

committee had presented its initial plans and estimates, one alderman 

thought that, 

'considering the great amount of money they were borrowing 
continually, they ought to pause. They were now owing 
£110,000, the sewerage would cost £40,000 more, and if they 
expended £40,000 in this object, the amount would be nearly 
£200,000, making it something more than a borough debt -
almost a National Debt'~ 

In fact, the debt incurred to build the town hall was liquidated, 

literally, it could be said, by the profits from the council's most 

remunerative undertaking. In 1872 the town clerk told a Commons' 

lVote to appoint a committee of enquiry, Ayes 24, Noes 12; eM, 1 Jan 1851; 
Vote to adopt the report, ~yes 23, Noes l8j eM, 29 Sept 1851; 
Vote to abandon the project, Ayes 14, Noes 28; CM, 11 Feb 1852; 
Vote to grant the comndttee a further £13,000, Ayes 21, Noes 15; 

CM, 29 May 1852; 
First vote on proposed tower, Ayes 20, Noes 27, eM, 30 Sept 1853. 

2CM, 1 Sept 1851, 25 July 1851. 

3Briggs, op.cit., p.182-3. 

4LM, 17 May 1851. 
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Select Committee tnat, 

'we have built the town hall out of the profits of the water 
within twelve years;. or at least we paid £120,000 to the 
credit of the borough.. fund out of the water'! 

We shall consider the question of finance and debt in a subsequ-

ent chapter. 

Although by the eighteen thirties there was widespread recognition 

of the need for public parks in urban districts, little was achieved in 

2 most towns until some years later. In 1845 the Royal Comndssion on the 

State of Large Towns observed that, 

'the great towns of Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and 
Leeds, and very many others, have at present no public 
walks, ,3 

and although at this very time, Manchester was acquiring several of 

them, no such initiative was taken in Leeds until the following decade. 

Upto this time, the central urban area of the borough had only those 

open spaces which were unenclosed common lands (known as 'moors') in 

the townships of Leeds, Hunslet·and Holbeck. There was also a 

privately-owned 'zoological and botanical garden' in Headingley, but it 

was of little value in any sense, since 

'perhaps in no small degree arising from the remoteness of 
their situation from the great bulk of the population (it 
has) from the first been in circumstances of exigency, which 
the public has never adequately met'~ 

The Leeds Mercury had proposed that the garden be purchased by public 

subscription, but this scheme came to nothing as the garden was sold 
. 

privately and remained as 'well worthy of the notice of all who wish a 

lHLRO, Select Comndttee of the House of Commons, Evidence 1872, L, 
volume 39, 25 April 1872, f.46. 

2A• Redford, The History of Local Government in Manchester, vol. 2, 
pp. 213-318. 

3RePort of the Royal Commission on the State of Large Towns and Populous 
Districts, (1845), vol. 2, p.68. 

4~, 2 May 1846. 
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pleasant drive or walk' until it was sold as building ground in 

1858~ 

It was the threat of a similar fate for Woodhouse Moor which 

finally caused it to be taken into public ownership. No provision was 

made in the 1842 improvement act for the municipal creation of parks, 

but a few years after, the continuing expansion of the towns began to 

raise doubts over the future of the remaining vestiges of common land. 

At a council meeting in August 1845, 

'a conversation arose incidentally relative to Woodhouse moor •• 
•• (It) had been suggested by Mr. Tottie that the council 
should purchase an interest in it, by which means they would 
be able to prevent its enclosure at any future time. Several 
members, however, thought that if the subject were suffic
iently attended to by the council, an enclosure, if it were 
eVer attempted, might be prevented without making the 
purchase alluded to'? 

After this brief and inconclusive reference, the matter was left in 

abeyance for five years. The moor was a sixty acre common on the north 

west boundary of Leeds township which had long been used for recrea-

tion, military exercises, election meetings and other public events. 

Although used without hinderance by the public, it in fact remained in 

the ownership of the lords of the manor, and in 1850 the lords offered 

a piece of land in the south east corner of the moor for sale for 

, b 'ld' 3 specu1at1ve U1 1ng. The highway surveyors called a public meeting 

to protest at the lords' claim that they possessed the right to dispose 

of the land as they wished. The attendance was 'very meagre' but con-

tained at least seven council members, and the meeting created a 

, d' h'" h h 4 comm1ttee to 1SCUSS t e s1tuat1on W1t t e lords of the manor. No 

1LM , 12 Oct 1844; K.J. Bonser and H. Nichols, Printed maps and plans 
Of Leeds, 1711-1900, Publications of the Thoresby Society, vol. XLVII, 
No.106, 1958, p. xviii. 

2LM, 23 Aug 1845. 

3LM, 5 Oct 1850. 

4-:-b 'd 11. -
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further report of the conmdttee's activities appeared in the press, and 

there is no evidence of renewed interest in the future of the moor 

until 1854. It became known that the lords were now intending to 

allow a terrace of houses to be built on the north side. A public 

meeting was again convened, and considerable opposition expressed at 

the decision. Meanwhile, the council had already created a comndttee 

to consider the purchase of the moor, and twelve months later it con-

firmed provisional agreements for the purchase of both Woodhouse and 

Holbeck moors the former for £3,000 and the latter for £1,000~ The 

council later obtained an option for the purchase of Hunslet moor for 

£1,200, and since it required parliamentary sanction to ratify these 

proposed purchases, provisions for this purpose were inserted into the 

new improvement bill~ 

But the council's proposal to charge the cost of purchasing the 

moors upon the borough was strongly opposed by the inhabitants of 

Bramley who contested the decision before the parliamentary select 

commi ttee ~ The resul t of the opposi tion was that the council ob tained 

the right of purchase of Woodhouse moor only, and the other two moors 

were to be purchased only at the request of a requisition presented 

from a public meeting of the inhabitants of the respective townships. 

Similar provisions also applied in the case of any other township 

4 which wished to acquire recreation grounds. In the event, these rights 

were not exercised, and Woodhouse moor remained the only municipal open 

space until the purchase of part of the Roundhay Park estate in 1871. 

lCM, 29 Sept 1854, 28 Sept 1855. 

2LM , 22 Dec 1855. 

3LM, 29 Dec 1855; 
Bills (Group H), 
ff 65-89. 

HLRO, House of Commons Select Conmdttees on Private 
vol. 31. Evidence 1856. Group LI, 18 April 1856, 

41856 improvement act, clauses 8-12. 

- . 



118 

When the council assumed responsibility for the markets, and 

obtained powers to create new ones, under the 1842 act, it had been 

apparent for some time that the existing facilities were inadequate. 

The Leeds Mercury had claimed in 1840 that, 

'it is notorious to all our readers,that for fair and market 
accommodation there is not a town in the kingdom in so bad 
a condition as Leeds'! 

Except for the cloth halls, there were no market places in the 

town apart from those traditionally held in the public streets until 

the eighteen twenties. But this ,decade witnessed the beginnings of, 

both private and public enterprise in this field. In 1823 the 

improvement commission provided a public market at Vicar's croft, and 

within the next few years it was complemented by several joint-stock 

company ventures. A 'Bazaar, New Shambles and Fish Market' opened in 

1826, the Central Market opened its doors in the following year, and a 

Corn Exchange began business in l828~ But by the eighteen forties 

both the new markets and the traditional ones were the cause of com-

plaint. Kirkgate market had become too small, the corn exchange, in 

3 one opinion at least, was an 'unsightly and illappropriated property', 

and the holding of street markets, for fruit and vegetables in Briggate, 

and for horses in the Upper Headrow, especially, were the cause of 

traffic congestion, 'accident, and even loss of life'~ The attention 

which the press gave to the market situation at this time was probably 

intended to influence the provisions of the new improvement bill, and 

when the council took on the role of improvement commission it quickly 

l~, 5 Sept 1840. 

2W. White, History, Gazetteer, and Directory of the West Riding of 
Yorkshire, (1837) p. 509. 

3LM , 3 Feb 1844. 

4~, 18 Dec 1841. 
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set about to remedy the worst deficiencies. In January 1843 the 

council approved its market comudttee's scheme to enlarge Kirkgate 

market by the demolition of adjacent property, to more than double the 

area avai1ab1e~ The estimated cost was £15,000 but for reasons we 

shall examine in another part of this chapter, the ultimate cost was 

considerably greater. Indeed, by May 1846, the council had borrowed 

£25,000 to improve this market alone~ In the previous year the annoy-

ance caused by the street horse and cattle markets had been removed. 

The council rented a field on the north west side of the town, on the 

edge of the built-up area to provide a site for the horse and cattle 

fairs, and forbade sales to take place elsewhere~ 

The markets were not only a public service, but a source of 

revenue to the corporation. Under the improvement comudssion, tolls and 

stall rents had been levied at the Kirkgate market, and this practice 

was sanctioned by the 1842 act. Neither the conmdssion nor the 

council operated the market directly, but let it on an annual lease 

by public auction. Thus the value of market improvements had a real 

and immediate return: in 1839 the lease was sold for £1,405 and ten 

4 years later it brought £2,500. There were, therefore, tangible reasons 

why the council should wish to protect its market franchise from 

possible competition. One minor challenge, a private market established 

an open ground in the town centre, in 1843 was easily defeated~ but a 

more serious threat came a decade later. In 1850, the council had 

considered the possibility of providing a fully-equipped cattle market, 

1CMIA, 8 Jan 1843; RBIA 18 Jan 1843. 

2LM , 30 May 1846. 

3CM1A, 8 Oct 1845. 
4LM, 16 May 1840, 12 May, 19 May 1849. 
5-

CMIA, 14 June 1843. 
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and of covering over part of Kirkgate market, but allowed both plans 

to lapse~ But then in 1852, the Central Market Company promoted a bill 

to enlarge its accommodation, and the council decided to fight the 

bill before the Select Committee~ It did not have a very strongcase, 

as the Central Market Company clearly offered superior facilities, 

and in order to frustrate the company's intentions it was necessary 

for the council to make two pledges to the Select Committee. These 

were, firstly, to build a covered market of its own, and secondly, to 

provide a proper cattle market and remove such dealings permanently 

from the Kirkgate site~ In accordance with the second of these 

promises, a cattle market site was purchased for £5,200 on 7 Juq1853, 

and a maximum of £2,500 was granted for fittings~ In January of the 

following year, the council approved a plan to build an iron and 

glass structure covering approximately four thousand square yards on 

5 part of Kirkgate market at a cost of nearly £14,000. 

The final major investment in market facilities before 1865, was 

sanctioned in March 1859 when the council decided to purchase a site 

6 for the erection of a corn exchange. Active dissatisfaction with the 

joint-stock~ market had been expressed by a number of factors 

millers and maltsters who petitioned the council in March 1856, asking 

it to provide a muncipal exchange? But nothing was done until three 

lCMIA, 13 Feb 1850. 

2CMIA, 1 Jan 1853; Parliamentary committee minutes, 27 Jan 1853; 
CMIA, 9 Feb 1853. 

3RBIA, 4 Aug 1853; HLRO, House of Lords Select Committee. Minutes of 
Evidence vol.2, Session 1856 {Leeds Improvement Bill}. f.,4; J. Mayhall, 
Annals of Yorkshire, vol.2. p.633. 

4CMIA , 7 July, 10 Aug 1853. 

5RBIA , 4 Aug 1853; CMIA, 16 Jan 1854. 

6CMIA, 31 March 1859. 

7CMIA, 31 March 1856. 
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years later, when the council decided to buyout the existing share-

holders, and build new premises on an estate which it purchased from 

1 the trustees of the grammar school. The architect chosen was Broderick, 

the designer of the town hall, and in May 1861 the first contracts for 

building were let~ The completed structure, 'a magnificent building of 
, 3 

elliptical shape' cost £32,292. 

The other amenities which the council provided in the eighteen 

forties were the prison and the new burial grounds. Little need be 

said of them here: the former has greater significance in the history 

of local politics, and the latter in the lengthy annals of conflict 

between church and dissent in the nineteenth century. The provision of 

municipal cemeteries was a well-established item on the agenda of 

public health reform in the eighteen forties. Indictments of the 

aesthetic and sanitary offence occasioned by existing parochial grave-

yards can be found in several contemporary works. The problem was 

caused partly by the increase in the number of deaths which was a 

natural result of urban growth, and partly from the financial 

difficulties caused by the rivalry between the established church and 

non conformity. Because of the inadequacy of parochial burial grounds, 

a vestry meeting was called in December 1841 to authorise the levy of 

a church rate to finance the purchase of additional land, but the non

conformists secured the rejection of the motion~ This caused 

'the two great interests in the town, churchmen and dissen
ters, to combine for the purpose of providing additional 
burial grounds on the most satisfactory terms, for all 
parties'~ 

l CM1A , 10 Aug 1859. 

2CM, 8 May 1861. 

3Royal Commission on Market Rights and Tolls, (1889), volume IV, p.433, 
1,(7) and p.434, 5,(d). 

4LM , 18 Dec 1841. 

5RB1A, 12 June 1851. 
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A burial bill was prepared, and it became law on the same date 

as the improvement act. Its administration was vested in the town 
. 1 
council. In 1843 the vicar of Leeds informed the council that acco~ 

modation in the parish grounds would be exhausted within a few months, 

and thus in August the council purchased nine and a quarter acres in 

Huns1et, and in the following month, sixteen and a half acres in 

Leeds township, to provide municipal cemeteries~ By May 1846, the 

3 council had borrowed a total of £11,000 for this purpose. 

Although the unreformed corporation, in its role as the 

ex officio magistrates had exclusive crinanal jurisdiction within the 

borough, it possessed no prison, and on cOmmQttal, offenders were 

sent to gaols in Wakefield and York~ This arrangement continued after 

1835. But when, in 1837, the West Riding justices opened negotiations 

with the council over its contribution towards the cost of rebuilding 

the female prison at Wakefield, the council decided to consider 

5 providing the borough with its own gaol. This became a subject of 

contention between the liberals and tories on the council, and the 

decision to build a prison was not finally made until May l842~ In 

March 1844, the council authorised the gaol committee to implement a 

'7 
design which would cost £40,560. It was completed in July 1847, and 

8 cost £43,000, but before it was finished, an unexpected complication 

arose. 

rovidin additional Burial Grounds in the Parish f Leeds 
Riding of the County of York, 5 and 6 Vict., c. ciil. 

2CMIA, 9 Aug, 27 Sept 1843. 

3RBIA , 25 May 1846. 

4First Be ort of the Commissioners a ointed to en uire into the 
munlclpal corporations in England and Wales, 1835 116), XXVI, p.l62l, 
paragraph 36. 

SCM, 20 March 1837. 

6CM , 4 May 1842. 
7CM, 27 March 1844. 
8~, 7 Oct 1847; J. Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vol.l, July 1847. 
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In December 1846, the justices claimed the right to appoint the 

governor, chaplain, surgeon and other prison officers, and the council 

d 1 k 1:.' 1'" 1 instructe the town c er to outa~n counse s op1n~on. On the advice 

of the borough recorder, the council decided to make the appointments, 

on the understanding that the bench, if it wished to press its claim, 

would apply for a writ quo warranto, so that the respective rights 

could be judicially determined~ The magistrates adopted this course 

of action, and in June 1847 the court of Queen's Bench decided in 

. f 3 the~r avour. This division of responsibility, where the council was 

obliged to pay for expenditure sanctioned by the magistrates, led to 

occasional frictions which did nothing to increase the harmony between 

the two bodies. This situation continued until 1877, when the 

Prisons Act transferred the ownership of the gaol, and responsibility 

4 for all its expenses to the central government. 

By the eighteen forties, six bridges had been built across the 

river Aire. The most central and most important was Leeds bridge, 

which was maintained jointly by the council and the West Riding 

magistrates. During the eighteen twenties and thirties, Wellington, 

Monk, and Victoria bridges had been built to the west, and Crown Point 

and the Leeds and Hunslet Suspension bridges built to the east of 

Leeds bridge. These five were privately owned, toll-charging bridges, 

and in the early forties hopes were being voiced that they would be 

made free. The improvement act included provisions to allow the 

council to treat with the trustees of the bridge companies in order to 

lCM, 7 Dec 1846, 10 Feb 1847. 

2~, 16 Jan, 20 March 1847. 

3CM, 8 June 1847; J. Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vol. 1, 10 June 1847. 

440 and 41 Vict., ch.21, clauses 4 and 5. 
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remove the tolls! and in March 1846 the council created a committee to 

report on the costs involved in doing this~ In the following year the 

clerk to the board of works attended the annual leasing of the 

Wellington bridge tolls, and exercising the authority of the council, 
. 3 

made an offer of £881 for the lease. Under the terms of the Wellington 

bridge act, tolls on pedestrians were to cease so long as the other 

tolls were sufficient to yield five percent upon the debt of the 

company, and the sum which the clerk bid represented this amount. 

The trustees, however, were able to let the tolls for £960 to an 

independent bidder, and so, conveniently, the council was able to 

free the bridge to pedestrians at no cost to itse1f~ The council con-

tinued to bid the minimum sum necessary for this purpose at each an-

nual leasing, and the trustees were always able to obtain a higher 

private offer, and thus the brid~ remained partially free thereafter~ 

There was notably less enthusiasm in the council when it appeared 

that the abolition of toll charges would involve actual expenditure. 

In 1851 a petition was received from the working class residents of 

the east ward, asking the council to free the Leeds and Hunslet 

suspension bridge. The toll bridge co~ttee reported that the cost 

would be about £1,200, and would be a valuable service, since about 

three quarters of the income from pedestrians was derived from the 

working class users of the bridge 

'who are thus subjected to a local and vexatious impost 
before they are at liberty to sell their labour in the best 
market'~ 

11842 act, clause 131. 

2CMIA, 30 March 1846. 

3CMIA, 11 Aug 1847,' LM 24 Ju1 1847 -' Y • 
4LM , 28 Aug 1847. 

5~IA, 26 May 1848, 9 July 1851. 

6RBIA , 31 March 1851. 
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Two east-end firms were prepared to contribute part of the cost, if 

the council were willing to provide the larger part, but the recom-

. f h . d •• 1 • d1 
mendat~on 0 t e co~ttee was ec~s~ve y reJecte • 

Another comnattee reconsidered the question of removing tolls in 

1856, but rejected the possibility on two grounds. It calculated that 

the cost of achieving free passage for all types of traffic would be 

about £28,000, which was a sufficient objection in itself. But fur-

ther more, because of the provisions of the 1842 act, despite the fact 

that general benefit would be conferred by the abolition of tolls, 

the cost would nevertheless be the responsibility of Leeds township 

alone~ No further action was taken until 1859, when the Leeds and 

Hunslet bridge company promoted a bill to allow an extension to the per-

iod during which it could levy tolls. The parliamentary committee of 

the council decided to watch the progress of the bill, and was 

successful in obtaining a clause which allowed the council to redeem 

the tolls~ The cost of redemption was to be borne by both Leeds and 

Hunslet townships, with the former contributing two thirds of the 

sum. In exchange for this payment to settle the 'debts, claims and 

demands' of the trustees the council was to become responsible for 

the repair and maintenance of the bridge, that is, in effect it 

4 became municipal property. In January 1860, the council voted the 

requisite sum of £980 and the bridge became free, and passed into 

municipal ownership. 

lWilkinson and Co. and Holdsworth and Co. were prepared to give a total 
of £300. The motion was rejected by 28 votes to seven. 

2RBIA , ibid; and 1842 act, clause 131. 
3. C' . Parl~amentary omm~ttee m~nutes, 1 March 1859. 

4The Leeds and Hunslet Turnpike Road Act, 22 and 23 Viet. cap. 
lxxxvi, clauses 31 and 32. 
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(4) 

One important feature of the 1842 improvement act was the provi-

sions which it contained to give the council power to regulate the 

construction of new streets and houses. But unfortunately, it appears 

that for twenty years the desire to oblige compliance was only inter-

mittently present. Technically, the authority to supervise the building 

regulations was delegated to the streets and sewerage commdttee, but in 

practice it gave the matter very little attention. Before it created a 

sub commdttee to deal specifically with the review of building plans in 

1862, the occasional inspection of designs was usually assigned to an 

ad hoc group of commdttee members, but even this expedient was taken only --
infrequently. For example, the commdttee considered seven building 

applications in 1854, three in 1855, none in 1856, one in 1857, none 

in 1858, 1859 and 1860, and only one in 186l~ It would seem that 

builders and property owners only approached the commdttee if they hoped 

to gain exemption from the specific provisions of the improvement act, 

2 although such exceptions were never in fact approved. Otherwise, 

property developers were presumably left to their own devices. In 1866, 

one informed observer claimed that, 

'if the cottage speculator chooses to disregard such regula
tions, he may do so with impunity. No summons has been 
issued for many years for any breach of building regulations. 
The authorities are great friends of 'moral suasion' pure and 
simple'~ 

lstreets and Sewerage commdttee minutes, 3 Feb, 17 March, 7 April, 
5 May, 19 May, 1 Dec, 15 Dec 1854; 16 Feb, 2 March 1855; 30 Jan 1857; 
30 May 1862. The minutes refer to applications to erect 'houses' or 
'buildings' and do not specify the numbers involved, naming only the 
streets where they are to be constructed. . 

2The committee refused to sanction five plans, and agreed to five after 
revisions. 

3J. Hole, The Homes of the Working Classes, p.l29. 
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If he was not strictly correct in objecting that the council had done 

little or nothing to enforce this most important aspect of environ-

mental control, it would be pedantic to allow criticism on this account. 

For prior to 1865, there are only three recorded instances of the sanc-

tions of the 1842 act being invoked. Perhaps even more significant than 

their paucity is their dating. The first case happened in February 

1843, that is, at the time when Dr. Baker was still chairman of the 

streets committee! The other two occurred in October 1863, after the 

creation of the building clauses sub-committee~ One reason for the 

council's unwillingness to act arose from the limitations of the im-

provement act. Under its provisions, 

'the surveyor might object to have a house built contrary to 
his instructions, but he could not compel obedience; and the 
only resource he had was the rather cumberous one of pulling 
down the house'~ 

Understandably, the council might wish to avoid invoking so extreme 

a penalty, but this could have been remedied by having this section of 

the act amended. Indeed, all the clauses applicable to buildings in 

the 1842 act remained unchanged until the improvement act of 1866. 

Thus nothing was done in the intervening quarter of a century to extend 

the scope of these regulations, which devised in the early years of the 

movement of public health reform, seemed increasingly inadequate with 

the passing of time. No change was made in the rules governing the 

occupancy of cellar dwe11ings~ nor in the construction of working 

class housing. If the council had obtained the necessary power 'to 

prevent houses being built on unhealthy principles' in the 1842 act, it 

lCMIA, 8 Feb 1843. 

2CM , 7 Oct 1863. The sub committee was appointed on 25 April 1862, 
(see S5 cttee of that date). 

3LM ,' 9 Feb 1865. 

4This was commented upon by Dr. Hunter in his report to the medical 

department of the Privy Council in 1865. See: LM, 5 Dec 1865. 
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nevertheless did nothing to restrain the erection of back-to-back 

houses. 

'the most unhealthy buildings which human perversity ever 
invented, with the rapidity of construction and ingenuity 
of disorder unequalled since the confusion of the tongues 
at Babel'! 

Similarly, even if it had wished, it had no control over the design of 

new streets except to ensure that they were at least thirty feet wide. 

Thus, 

'there have not been a dozen straight streets of any great 
length laid out within the last thirty years, though the 
population has increased sixty seven percent in that period~ 

This last point is of great importance. In the two decades 

which elapsed between the 1842 act and the creation of the sub committee 

in 1862, 11,982 houses had been added to the housing stock of the 

borough, an increase of 35 per cent. There is of course no reason to 

suppose that the motivation of speculative builders, and the results 

of their activities were any different in these decades than the aims 

and their consequences which had been castigated by Dr. Baker in the 

early eighteen forties. Hence in this i~ortant sphere of local 

gpvernment policy, little effective action was taken before 1866, with 

no reason other than the negligence of the council. 

One of the major deliterious influences upon the environment in 

Leeds, as in other industrial towns was the prevalence of atmospheric 

pollution caused by industrial smoke. The harmful effects produced 

by the almost universal use of coal in industrial processes in the 

'one hundred and seventy mills and manufactories in the 
different parts of the borough'3 

were made worse by the intermingling of factories with houses, offices 

1LM , 20 Nov 1859. 

2~ Hole, ~. cit, p.142. 

3LM , 13 April 1844. 
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and shops, as manufacturers had no legal restraints upon their choice 

of location. For example, in the mid eighteen sixties the smoke ins-

pector noted that, 

'one of the worst cases arises from (a firm) ••• situated 
in a yard in Briggate'~ 

and he could do no more than enter an ineffectual protest that one 

indi vidual was 

'building premises to carryon the trade ofa tobacco pipe 
maker, near to Burley street, a worse position for such a 
business could hardly be selected, as the smoke is sure to 
be a very great nuisance to the people in the vicinity'~ 

Moreover, the town was unfortunate in this sense insofar that 

two major industries, cloth dyeing and the iron trades which were prin-

cipal offenders were successful in resisting any legal attempt to control 

the volume of smoke they produced. We have already mentioned that the 

location of industry had a noticeable impact upon the residential geog-

raphy of Leeds from the eighteen twenties, and this influence did not 

diminish as the century advanced. 

A major expression of public, or at least middle-class opinion 

came in January 1842 when a public meeting on the 'smoke nuisance' was 

organised by some of the leading inhabitants~ Its purpose was to act 

as a forum at which seven patentees of smoke consuming apparatus were 

present to discuss the utility of their equipment with a number of 

4 local manufacturers. On this occasion a smoke prevention committee was 

established to examine the various methods of smoke consumption, and 

to 'report thereon from time to time to the subscribers and the public'? . 

lSub Scavenging and Nuisance (Smoke) Cttee minutes, 3 June 1864. 

2Sub SN(S)C, 5 May 1865. 
3 LM, 15 Jan 1844. 
4-
The patentees were from Leeds, Manchester (2), Cornwall, London, 

SEdinburgh and Heywood, (Lanes.). 
LM, 15 Jan 1844. 
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But the meeting had a more important short-term aim, namely, to 

influence the contents of the new improvement bill. As we have 

explained in the previous chapter, the smoke abatement clauses were 

the subject of considerable opposition from the clothdyers, with the 

result that they gained practical immunity from prosecution in the 

revised clauses. The effectiveness of the smoke clauses in the 

improvement act were further reduced when in October 1843 the magis

trates dismissed a prosecution brought by the council~ Many 

manufacturers then apparently regarded the provisions as a dead letter, 

2 and took nO further steps to control their output of smoke. 

In January of the following year the smoke committee, after 

spending two years in investigations, published its report, reco~ 

ending fifteen methods as viable Ones. At its meeting it complained 

of the dilatoriness of manufacturers, and urged the council to employ 

an inspector to ensure that the 1842 act was 'vigilantly enforced'~ 

The council agreed to the appointment of an inspector~ but his efforts 

received little sympathy from the magistrates, and when he died in 1846, 

the office lapsed. It required a further concerted effort on the part 

of Edward Eddison, a councillor and secretary to the smoke committee, 

and the committee itself before the council agreed to employ a 

5 replacement. The scavenging and nuisance committee favoured a policy of 

10n the ground that the evidence against the manufacturer was not 
'disinterested', 1M 6 Jan 1844. 

2 LM, 6 Jan 1844. 

3LM , 6 Jan 1844. 

4~IA, 14 Aug 1844. 

5CM1A, 14 Feb 1849, when a comrndttee was appointed to consider the 
appointment of a smoke inspector. On 14 Jan, a petition signed by 
423 'owners of property and inhabitants' in favour of the appointment 
was presented, but the motion lost by 19 votes to 18, (CMIA, 14 Jan 
1850), as did a second attempt in February (CMIA, 13 Feb 1850). The 
inspector was not appointed until 1853, (CMIA, 21 Feb, 31 March 1853). 
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conciliation, which was only a partial success. Firms which attrac-

ted the disapproval of the inspector were invited to attend committee 

meetings, and it seems that for a short period persuasion was effec-

tive, but by the winter of 1855 complaints were made that 'reform now 

1 decidedly flags'. In 1856 the council received a further set-back in 

its attempts to control smoke pollution, when the House of Lords select 

committee seriously modified the smoke clauses in the new improvement 

bi1l~ As in 1842, the cloth dyers mounted parliamentary opposition, 

and were again successful, having made what the chairman referred to as 

'a very strong case'~ But furthermore, the iron masters adopted the 

dyers' tactics, and gained express exemption from the smoke clauses. 

Although the council had not previously allowed prosecutions against 

the iron trade, there now existed a legal prohibition against inter-

4 ference. The result was predictable: as the smoke inspector observed 

in 1858, 

'the dense smoke complained of is principally made by those 
trades which are said to be exempt from the late amended 
act'? 

By 1861, the situation had deteriorated further, on the admission 

the inspector himself, and in 1865 the physician to the House of 

Recovery contended that 

'it is notorious that any attempts to control the smoke and 
other nuisances in Leeds are a mere pretence, and indeed, 
rather hollow even for a pretence'~ 

1LM , 10, 17 Feb 1855. 

2;ZRO, House of Lords Select Committee, Minutes of Evidence vo1.2 
session 1856 (on Leeds Improvement Bill), 16 June. 

of 

3ibid., f.153. 
4-ibid., f.24. The select committee did not think it justifiable to - .. 1IDpose restr1ct10ns upon the Leeds iron manufacturers, since the 

government 'in a general bill which they have introduced into parliament 
have excepted the whole of the manufacturers of iron in the U.K. from 

5that restriction'. ibid., f.155. 
Sub SN(S)C, 27 Oct 1858. 

6LM, 16 Sept 1865. 
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It is important to decide how far such complaints are justified. 

Certainly, if the number of prosecutions is taken as an index of 

vigilance, the conclusions can hardly be encouraging. Between August 

1857 and December 1861, nineteen firms had been fined the statutory 

forty shillings~ but taken alone, this evidence is unduly pessimistic. 

As we have observed, the justices were not favourable to prosecutions 

of this kind, and allowed the plaintiffs considerable latitude. For 

example, in November 1861 the smoke inspector informed the committee 

that the magistrates had, 

'repeatedly adjourned the cases at the reques't of the 
defendants' 

and for this reason he had not taken any proceedings in the other 

d " 2 outstan 1ng cases. Moreover, since an important sector of local 

industry was outside the operation of the smoke clauses, the conciliatory 

manner of the committee was the only possible approach~ It would how-

ever be incorrect to infer that the council itself was who1e1y in 

favour of the strict application of sanctions against delinquent 

manufacturers. The employment of a permanent smoke inspector had only 

been achieved through the persistence of one councillor, and the 

frequent application of pressure from outside the council chamber, and 

there is no evidence to suggest that attitudes changed in the following 

years. Indeed, two items of evidence confirm this interpretation. A 

clause in the 1856 improvement act prevented the inspector from 

initiating prosecutions except with permission from the counci1~ which 

was presumably intended to restrain any over-zealous official. In 

lSub SN(S)C, 14 Oct 1857, 28 April, 28 July, 27 Oct, 1858, 26 Jan, 
25 May 1859, 23 Sept 1861. 

2Sub SN(S)C, 25 Nov 1861. 

3It culminated in a 'substantial tea and desert' provided in the town 
hall for five hundred enginemen and stokers, paid for by the committee 
chairman and several others; Sub SN(S)C, 4 March 1864. 

41856 act, clause 30. 
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answer to public criticism over the prevalence of smoke pollution, the 

council argued, admittedly with some justification, that its power to 

enforce smoke consumption was inhibited by the restrictions of the 

existing improvement acts. But such protestations were clearly con-

venient excuses, for when the text of the new improvement bill became 

public in 1865, it was discovered that the council did not propose to 

1 acquire any additional powers for this purpose. But public opinion 

again reasserted itself, and in February 1866 a deputation presented 

its case to the council, 

'who were scarcely prepared for so strong an opinion in 
condemnation of their wilful inertia'. 

The reconstituted smoke committee employed legal representation to 

promote its draft clause before the House of Commons' select committee, 

and secured their insertion into the improvement bill~ This was not 

wholly successful, for again the dyers and iron manufacturers were 

able to protect their interests. But the committee was able to obtain 

approval for a regulation to enable the council to order chimneys to be 

raised to a height of ninety feet, so enabling the removal of a source 

of complaint which Robert Baker had made more than a quarter of a 

century before~ The strength of influential public opinion may indeed 

have come as a revelation to the council, for immediately after the 

bill became law its smoke sub-committee certainly proceeded more 

vigorously than before, making thirty seven successful prosecutions in 

the eight months from May to December l866~ 

lThe details of the mobilisation of the pressure group is to be found 
in 'Extracts from the journals of John Deakin Heaton', Publications of 
the Thoresby Society, Miscellany, vol.15, part 2, 1971, pp.l12-l13. 

2loc • cit. The expense of obtaining clause 70 in the 1866 act was £120. 

31866 act, clause 70, sub-secti0n D, Baker, 1842 Report, p.9. 

4Sub SN(S)C,l June, 7 Sept,S Oct, 26 Oct, 28 Nov, 28 Dec 1866. 
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The sale and consumption of unwholesome food became increasingly 

widespread as a result of increasing urbanisation! although effective 

measures to combat adulteration did not become law until the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century. Before then, the control over the 

quality of foodstuffs seems to have been exercised under local initia-

2 tives, and in relation to one commodity only, namely butchers' meat. 

3 In Leeds, prosecutions were undertaken by the court leet, but under 

the 1842 improvement act, power to seize bad meat and prosecute the 

owner was vested in the council~ But this power does not appear to 

have been adopted until the eighteen fifties, for in July 1850 the 

scavenging and nuisance committee, noting that 

'large quantities of bad meat unfit for human food is brought 
into this borough' 

requested the watch committee to appoint a competent policeman as 

inspector to prevent this practice~ The council's authority over 

slaughtering and meat sales was enlarged by the 1856 improvement act~ 

This enabled it to register and regulate the condition of private 

slaughter houses, and on the recommendation of some members of the 

trade~ it obtained the right to provide municipal premises for this 

purpose. At this time there were 122 slaughterhouses in the borough, 

lJ. Burnet, 'The history of food adulteration in Great Britain, with 
special reference to bread, tea and beer', Bulletin of the Institute 
of Historical Research, vol. 32, 1959, pp 104-107. 

2See also: A. Redford, The History of Local Government in Manchester, 
vol.2, p.20, fn.1. 

3 .. F k • . Improvement Comausslon, ree mar et comnuttee mlnutes, statement of 
Mr. Horner, assistant superintendent of lamps, which follows after 
minutes dated 6 Oct. 1841. 

41842 act, clauses 312, 313. 

SSNC,29 July 1850. 

61856 act, clauses 42, 43. 

7CMIA , 12 May 1852. 
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a third of which were in Leeds township, and were in 'various states 

from clean to very dirty'~ 

The administration of these provisions was. delegated to the 

scavenging and nuisance committee which in October 1856 appointed an 

inspector to replace the watch committee's official, and in November 

2 created a permanent sub-committee to deal with these matters. The 

following year the committee had drawn up a list of byelaws to regu-

late the internal arrangement and management of slaughterhouses, 

which the council approved in April~ But the combined efforts of 

inspector and sub committee do not appear to have been very effective, 

for two years later the justices were urging increased vigilance to 

promote prosecutions, since the sale of diseased meat, 

'prevails to a very great extent indeed, and has been for 
some time greatly on the increase'4 

In August 1859, a deputation of butchers informed the committee that 

its inspector did not have 'the confidence of the trade', and reques-

ted that a jury should be selected to assist him in doubtful and 

disputed cases. This, with reservations, was agreed to, and a panel 

of three 'respectable butchers' nominated by the committee was agreed 

u~on, and the sub-committee disbanded~ But the healthiness, or other

wise, of meat was ultimately a scientific matter, and in April 1863 

the committee authorised the inspector to consult an 'experienced 

medical man' in cases of dispute between himself and the jury~ 

lSNC, 29 Oct 1856 

2SNC , 1 Oct, 26 Nov 1856. 

3SNC , 29 Oct 1856, 28 Jan, 22 April 1856. 

4SNC , 19 March 1858. 

5SNC , 8 Aug 1859. This did not apply to 'cases of meat kept, or con
cealed, or offered for public sale or view, such cases being expressly 
provided for by the improvement act'. 

6SNC , 8 April 1863. 
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Unfortunately although monthly statistics of carcasses inspected, 

passed, and condemned are available from November 1859, the inspector 

examined only a selected number, and so did not enumerate the total 

1 number of cattle slaughtered annually. Thus it is not possible to 

give an arithmetic statement of the effectiveness of his surveillance, 

h t 1 t b I ' d' b' ff" 2 althoug one source a eas e leve lt to e lnsu lClent. The 

only means by which the council could ensure both sanitary conditions 

in slaughtering, and prevent the slaughter of diseased animals was by 

providing a municipal abattoir, and'this was not done until the 

eighteen eighties. 

The inspection of common lodging houses was undertaken in accor-

dance with the general act of 1851. In August the watch comfidttee 

. d' 3 appolnte an lnspector, and five months later the council approved 

4 the byelaws to regulate them. Public health, morality, and law 

enforcement provided three reasons for the authorities to superintend 

these institutions. Overcrowding and insanitary conditions would 

5 prevail if left unchecked, precautions against 'moral as well as 

physical overcrowding,6 were also taken, and the police had an interest 

in inspecting these houses in case they harboured criminals and 

prostitutes. Although in this period the sub-committee ceased to meet 

lApart from the inherent improbability of one inspector examlnlng every 
beast slaughtered in about 150 slaughter houses (SNC, 2 July 1862 
gives the number as 146), the numbers listed as inspected prevent 
this supposition. For example, in the year ending October 1864, 1,472 
head of cattle only were listed as inspected, (SNC, 28 Oct 1864). 

~On the sanitary condition of Hull, Bristol, Glasgow, Leeds, and 
Manchester; and on The Sanitary Act, 1866', Quarterly Journal of 
Science, vol.3, Oct 1866, p.492. 

3Watch cttee. minutes, 22 August 1851; CM, 1 Sept 1851. 

4CM , 1 Jan 1852. 

5Sub Watch, common lodging houses committee minutes, 4 Aug 1854. 

6This quaint euphemism is used by Lord Salisbury: R.C. on the Housing 
of the Working Classes, (1885), vol.2, Qu. 9796. 
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from the late eighteen fifties, the inspector or one of the two 

detectives assigned to this duty visited each of the lodging houses 

daily~ 

(5) 

In certain cases, public improvements could only be made by the 

purchase of real property, namely when the council wished to widen 

or change the course of an existing street, or to undertake slum 

clearance. This latter activity did not enter the council's agenda 

until the l870s, and did not assume major importance in its activi-

2 
ties until the last decade of the century. But throughout the whole 

of the period from the eighteen forties and into the twentieth 

century, the acquisition of property by public authorities was gover-

ned by acts of parliament and quasi-judicial conventions which had a 

significant, and often adverse influence upon the willingness of 

local government to undertake improvements which involved the trans-

fer of property from private to public ownership. As we shall 

demonstrate in a later chapter, the partial removal of these 

inhibiting factors had an important bearing, in Leeds and almost 

certainly elsewhere as well, on the attitude of local authorities 

towards working class housing. 

The law relating to property purchases by public bodies had 

been already formulated before our period begins, and the relevant 

rules, outlined in our analysis of the 1842 improvement act, were a 

lLM 1 Dec 1865. -' 
2See below, chapter 6 
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part of general public law, and were as such not subject to modifica-

tion by local acts of parliament. The general legislative rules were co-

dified in the Land Clauses Consolidation Act of 1845, and its subsequent 

amendments, and applied without exception to 

'every undertaking of a public nature authorised by any 
act ••• which empowers the purchase or taking of lands for 
that undertaking'} 

Thus although the improvement scheme we are about to discuss was 

completed before the 1845 act, it was unavoidably put into effect under 

the rules created by general law, and not solely by the local act of 

1842, and so to a great extent, illustrates the problems which would 

be encountered in Leeds and in other towns both in the eighteen forties 

and in any subsequent period when attempting public improvements through 

the acquisition of property. The scheme in question was the en1arge-

ment of Kirkgate market. Part of the property scheduled in the 1842 

act for compulsory purchase consisted of the thirteen Kirkgate yards 

adjacent to the market~ The council's statistical report had firmly 

established the sanitary notoriety of the Boot and Shoe yard and its 

environs which lay next to the market, but it should not be assumed 

that when drafting the act, the improvement commissioners had intended 

to pioneer slum clearance. The act explicitly states that the property 

was required for market purposes~ and there is no reason to assume that 

this was not the decisive motive which secured these yards as candi-

dates for demolition. There were other areas coupled in condemnation 

with Kirkgate in the 1839 report: for example, the Ley1ands, Skinner 

lane, Georges, Ebeneeze~ Union and Harper streets, and Goulden's 

buildings are in parenthetic company with the Wellington and Boot and 

IHa1sbury's Laws of England, third edition (1955) vol. 10, p.17. 

21842 act, Schedule CD). 

3ibid ., clause 38 • .......... 
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Shoe yards. The selection of the Kirkgate area was made indisputably 

because of its proximitY,to the market. The revenue from the leasing 

of the market tolls was an important source of income to the comnns-

sioners, and by the eighteen forties the public market facilities of 

the borough had become inadequate. l Thus an extension of the market 

would improve both the commnssioners' income (by increasing the leas-

able value), and health, by removing some of the most insanitary 

property in the township. 

When the council came to implement the intentions of the comrrds-

sioners, it was activated by the same motives. In its report the 

market committee recognised that the Boot and Shoe yard was an affront 

to civic pride and a threat to public health, but its ultimate concern 

f
o 2 was lnance. It recommended the purchase of the Boot and Shoe, and four 

other yards, to increase the market area by 8,298 square yards at an 

estimated cost of £15,000. This was the least ambitious of the schemes 

reviewed, for the other two would have involved an expenditure calcula-

ted at £23,000 and £27,000 respectively, and the choice had been made 

solely on the ground of revenue. The comrrdttee argued that the value 

of the lease would not be augmented by an enlargement of the market 

area beyond that which could be achieved for £15,000, and the increased 

income would be sufficient to pay for the capital cost and interest 

without a subsidy from the rate fund. A further argument in favour of 

the scheme was the committee's belief that 

'nearly the whole of the buildings to be purchased are old 
and but of little value' 

But this assertion was unjustified, for reasons which will become apparent. 

lSee above p. 119. 

2RB1A , 18 Jan' 1843. 



140 

In February 1843 letters were sent to six of the property owners, 

. h h' 11' • 1 ask~ng t em to name t e~r se lng prlce. On its part, the committee 

obtained three valuations by professional surveyors and decided on 

reasonable offers which in general lay between the highest and lowest 

valuation. But on receiving the replies from the owners, the committee 

discovered that there was a considerable disparity between its proposed 

offers and the owners' claims: a difference of £6,819 "lOs, which was 

more than 150% greater than its estimates. The claims and valuations 

are set out in table 2.2. 

It was therefore decided to submit a test case to arbitration, 

taking the property of John Purcheon, the largest in the group. The 

resu1 t was not encouraging. The committee had hoped to buy for £1555"10s, 

but the jury awarded £2,500. Furthermore, the council was saddled with 

all the legal costs, since it had lost the case, and these amounted to 

2 £157"12"6d. Thereupon the committee quickly decided to revise the 

offers made in the other five instances, so increasing the total from 

3 £2,515 to £3,540. Subsequently, further advances were made in the 

level of offers, but even then a second case ended in arbitration. 

Thus the first stage of the market project cost not the £4,070"10s 

which the committee had, sanguinely, hoped, but £6,230, or fifty per-

cent more than estimated, without taking legal and conveyancing costs 

of nearly £630 into account. 

In 1844 the committee went to arbitration for the third time, 

again as the result of an irreconcilable difference between its offer 

(£7000 and £1000 for the goodwill for the 'London Tavern') and that of 

the owner (£9000 and £1,250). But again the council was the 

lMarket committee ndnutes, 24 Feb 1843. 

2ibid , 16 Oct 1843, 22 Feb 1844. 

3ibid , 23 Oct 1843. -
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TABLE 2.2 

The initial valuations; offers, ando\Yrters' claims· for property in 

the Boot and Shoe Yard, Kirkgate, 1843 

Independent Valuations for Council Connnittee Owner's 
Owner 

(1) (2) (3) Offer Demand 

Purcheon 2191 1555"10s 1258,,6s 1555"10s 4,860 

Dufton 840 895 1144 1025 2,000 

Askin 918 720 971 850 2,500 

Rhodes 380 480 503 480 1,120 

Hirst 70 70 95 80 160 

Metcalf 70 70 90 80 250 

4469 3790"lOg 4061,,6s 4070"10s 10,890 

Sources: 

(1) for the independent valuations: Market committee minutes, 

26 May 1843, 

(2) for the comncittee offers and the owners' demands: RBIA, 

9 Aug 1843. 
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TABLE 2.3 

The successive offers, finally-agreed prices and legal 

expenses for property in the Boot and Shoe Yard, Kirkgate 

Successive offers by the Final Legal Nature of 
Owner 

Markets Committee price expenses settlement 

Purcheon 1555 " lOs 2500 157"12"6d Arbitration 

Askin 850; 1,200; 1,273"16s; 1,300 1350 110" 3"4d " 

Rhodes 480; 700 700 56" 4"4d Agreement 

Hurst 80; 120; 140 140 39" 8"9d " 
Metcalf 80; 120; 140 140 33"17"2d " 

Dufton 1,025; 1,400 1400 123" 8"Od " 

Totals £6230 £520"14"ld 

Sources: 

Market committee minutes, 26 May, 16 Oct, 23 Oct, 16 Nov, 21 Dec 

1843; 4 Jan 1844; 12 Sept 1844. 

J. Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vo1.1, 11 Oct 1843. 

Note: these references are to the date upon which the price for 

the property was agreed. For legal charges, see passim in the 

Market committee minutes. 
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TABLE 2.4 

The successive offers~ final1y~agreed prices and 

Owner 

Westwood 

Langfield 

Prince 

Scholey 

Thwaites 

Kitchen 

Westwood 

legal expenses for other property purchased 

for the enlargement of Kirkgate market 

Successive offers by the Final Legal 

Market committee price costs 

1 ,000: 1 , 100 : 1,000 1,000 66" 6"3d 

800: 900: 950 950 n.a. 

1,400: 1,450 1,450 48" 7"6d 

850 850 69"15"Od 

800 9501 64"12,,4d 

8,000 10,250 739,,13,,2d 

100 100 56" 6,,3d 

Nature of 

Settlement 

Agreement 

" 

" 
" 

" 
Arbitration 

Agreement 

(Sharp and 
( 950 950 l65"18"6d " 
(Horsley 

TOTALS 16,500 1,210"19,,Od 

1£800 of this sum paid to his mortgagees by the market committee, 
4 April 1844. 

Source: 

Market committee minutes, 14 Dec, 21 Dec 1843; 4 Jan, 11 Jan, 

7 March, 14 March, 18 April, 15 Aug, 24 Oct, 1844: 13 Feb 1845. 

Note: these references are to the date upon which the price 

for the property was agreed. For legal charges, see passim in the 

same source. 
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unsuccessful party, for the jury accepted the owner's claim in full, 

1 which left the council with a further [740 to pay in legal costs. 

When all the purchases for the market estension had been completed in 

1845, a total cost of [24,548 had been incurred, a sum sixty percent 

in excess of the prediction of l843~ 

This account has been given in some detail because it allows a 

clear illustration of the way in which the law worked, and the prob-

lems which local authorities encountered when they entered the property 

market. Both contemporaries who had experience of municipal interven-

tion in this sphere, and legal historians have alleged that arbitration 

practices were biased in favour of the property owner; and the present 

case confirms this contention. It is possible, nevertheless, that this 

particular instance somewhat exaggerates the degree of bias, since 

those eligible for jury service were relatively substantial property 

owners, who would be likely to be favourable to the claims of individ-

f ' '1 4 uals 0 s~m~ ar status. But even where juries were replaced by 

professional arbitrators, the expense to the public body was not 

5 greatly reduced. In the present case, it seems that the market comrnit-

tee had made a reasonable assessment of property values, since offers 

were decided on the basis of professional valuations. But in the three 

libid, 15 Aug 1844. See also Table C. 

2~interesting purchase was Zoar chapel, 'Prophet Roe's preaching 
room' (LM, 5 July 1845), which was a Southcoteite chapel in George's 
court (1842 Act, Schedule (D», and had 186 sittings, (J.S.S. 1840, 
p.4l5). 

3see , for example, the evidence of Joseph Chamberlain in R.C. on the 
Housing of the Working Classes, vol. II, esp. Qu. 12,378 to Qu. 12,390. 

4For example, in Leeds in 1845 the jury list was composed of 1,500 
individuals, at a time when there were 8,050 municipal voters; 6,000 
parliamentary voters; and 24,292 'persons rating'. See: P.R.O., M.H. 
12/15226, 31 Jan 1845. 

5See ; J.R. Kellett,The Impact of Railways upon Victorian Cities, 
Appendix III. 
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cases which were taken to arbitration the judgment was detrimental to 

the council, with an exaggerated price being exacerbated by consider-

able legal costs. Such circumstances would clearly exert an upward 

pressure upon all property prices involved in an improvement scheme. 

For the council this had a strong incentive to make voluntary agreements 

to avoid arbitration, and prices would be influenced by what both 

parties believed would be the likely result of an arbitrated settle-

mente 

While the market conmdttee was carrying on negotiations for the 

Kirkgate property, the streets committee was considering improvements 

elsewhere. Apart from the Kirkgate yards, the properties scheduled 

for possible compulsory purchase in the act were those required for 

projected street improvements. These were located at the approaches to 

five of the town's bridges (Bishopsgate, Leeds and Crown Point bridges 

on the river Aire, and Lady and Timble bridges on Sheepscar beck); 

in central thoroughfares, (Lands lane, Boar lane, Swinegate, Millhil1. 

and Woodhouse lane); and in several approach roads to the urban area, 

(Camp road, Skinner lane, Mabgate, the York turnpike road, Ellerby -

1 
Hunslet -, Meadow -, and Water -, lanes). Much of the property 

enumerated was situated in areas where the improvement commissioners 

had previously achieved or contemplated schemes of varying magnitude 

with the aim of widening streets to reduce traffic congestion and the 

risk of accident. By asking for wide compulsory powers in the new bill 

they were clearly intending to implement more comprehensive schemes 

than had been possible under the provisions of the 1824 improvement act. 

11842 Act, clause 38, and Schedule (D). 
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In 1844 the streets committee began to negotiate for property 

at Bridge End, by the Leeds bridge. This was the most important of 

the bridges in the township as its location ensured that it was the 

most heavily used, being 

'the great line of communication with the railway stations 
. and for the centre of the town'! 

A traffic census taken in 1842 revealed that on two market days, 

16,650 passenger journeys and 1,757 vehicle journeys were made on the 

first and 16,700 and 2,724 journeys respectively on the other day~ 

The purchases were completed in October 1846. Improvements were under-

taken in Mabgate, Swine gate and Skinner lane between 1844 and 1848, 

and schemes proposed, but unfulfilled, to widen Boar lane, Lands lane 

and North street. The reason behind the rejection of these plans has 

significance for the history of the property-purchasing activities of 

the council. In 1844 a minor purchase was made at the east end of 

Boar lane, one of the major thoroughfares of the town centre, and in 

May the borough surveyor presented an estimate of the cost of a major 

improvement. This he calculated at £9,290, which was far higher than 

the committee was prepared to entertain~ A second minor purchase 

proposal in May 1847 was also rejected, presumably on the ground of 

cost, as a pencilled note in the margin of the minute book added, 

4 '£8 " 8s per yard'. Similarly, in 1845, 1846 and 1847 proposals to 

make purchases in Lands lane were considered and dismissed. 

The central problem was that of urban land values, which deterred 

lLM, 8 Feb 1840. 

2~RO, House of Commons, Select Committee on Leeds Improvements, 
Volume 7. Evidence, 1842. L.2., 30 May 1842, f.60. 

3Streets committee minutes, 13 May 1844. 

4ibid ., 17 May 1847. 
---------



147 

the council from town centre improvements, as they had done for the 

improvement commissioners. As we have seen, compulsory powers in no 

way mitigated the price of property, and no doubt with the example of 

the market committee before them, the streets committee was not pre-

pared to press its plans in face of exhorbitant demands from property 

owners. In June 1847 the committee decided that 

'the amount required for making sewers in the borough is so 
large as to prevent the committee entertaining the subject 
of widening Lands lane at any considerable expense'l 

Thus as the five year limit on compulsory purchases specified in the 

improvement act expired, the other commitments of the council were in 

any case making any further plans financially impracticable. 

The council acquired further powers to undertake street improve

ments in the 1856 improvement act, with two major schemes in view~ 

These were to widen Boar lane and to construct a new street in the 

west end of the town. As we have seen the widening of Boar lane had 

been considered for more than a decade. Although one of the town's 

major streets it was in places only twenty feet wide, and the council 

proposed to increase its width to thirty six feet~ The proposed new 

street had no such strictly utilitarian motive. It was to be built for 

'the purpose of improving the approaches to the town hall,4 by a 

relatively inexpensive route running through the site of the stables 

and outbuildings behind the houses in East Parade. The esimated cost 

of these two projects was £27,9l8~ Neither was achieved. In August 1861 

libid., 28 June 1847. 

2~ Act, clause 5. 

3HLRO , House of Commons. Select Committees Oft Private Bills (Group H). 
Vo1.3l. Evidence 1856. Group Ll., f.7. 

4parliamentary committee minutes, 29 Nov 1864. 

5HLRO t .!.£.£. .£!!.. 
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the council appointed a co~ttee to report on the 'most economical 

way 6f widening Boar lane', but it advised the council against any 

scheme on account of the cost it would entail~ When the proposal 

was resurrected in the following year it was rejected by a decisive 

majority~ In the early eighteen sixties, the council sanctioned a 

number of minor improvement schemes, voting a total of £3,150 for this 

purpose, but resolutely avoided any proposals to undertake any major 

project~ Thus when it came to apply for a renewal and extension of 

compulsory powers in the 1866 improvement bill, it was obliged to admit 

that powers had been granted originally a quarter of a century before, 

and then renewed in 1856, 

'but under neither of these acts have the corporation 
taken action'~ 

(6) 

Three items of national legislation in the eighteen forties and 

fifties enabled local authorities to provide libraries, baths and wash 

houses and common lodging houses. But for various reasons, none of 

these amenities were created by the council in this period. Shortly 

after the enactment of the Baths and Washhouses Act, the council 

appointed a co~ttee to consider the desirability of applying its 

provisions~ and in the following year one of the members of parliament 

for the borough offered to provide a site if the council was prepared 

1CM , 14 Aug 1861; RB, 14 Aug 1861. 

2CM, 12 Feb 1862. The voting was 21 to 8 against. 

3CM , 9 Nov 1861, 9 Nov 1863, 1 Jan, 11 May, 30 Sept, 9 Nov, 1864, 
31 May, 9 Aug 1865. 

4HLRO , House of Commons Select Committee, Evidence 1866, vol 24, 
24 April 1866, f. 27. 

SCM, 14 Sept 1846. 
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to provide the buildings: The committee reported that such facilities 

would be 'of great advantage and utility to the public' , but neverthe-

less no action was taken, and the issue was not raised again. The 

possibility of implementing the Lodging Houses Act was never even con-

sidered by the council. A model lodging house was constructed in 

Wellington yard, Kirkgate to accommodate one hundred 10dgers~ but this 

was the product of private philanthropy and if the intention was to 

encourage municipal emulation, it failed completely. The liberal press 

was undoubtedly articulating the attitude of council when it observed 

that, 

'We do not say that a municipal corporation or a local board 
of health might not erect one or two model lodging houses if 
no-one else could be induced to make the experiment; but we 
would much rather they distributed widely the information 
which the General Board of Health offers them in proof that 
well-constructed and well-managed lodging houses will pay 
better than lodging houses of another description. As to 
their becoming builders to such an extent as to provide 
'substitutes' for a large proportion of the existing lodging 
houses, we apprehend no body of ratepayers will ever permit 
such a use of their money •••• The true parties to provide 
houses for the poor, as well as for the rich, are private 

"1" ,~ cap~ta ~sts.... ~ 

An even more instructive example of the social philosophy dominant 

in the council is provided by the debate over the proposed provision of 

a public library. In June 1855 the council received an offer from the 

Patent Office of copies of its published volumes of patent specifica-

tions, on condition that they would be available for consultation 'in a 

4 public free library of the borough'. The council accepted the gift, 

and decided that since no such library existed, the volumes should be 

lCM, 11 Aug 1847. 

2LM , 15 March 1851; J. Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vol.l, 14 April 1851. 

3LM , 22 Nov 1851. 

4~, 11 June 1855. 
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kept in the town clerk's office, 

'until a proper room can be provided for a library in the 
town hall at present in the course of erection •••• ,~ 

The library question then remained dormant until March l861~ 

when the council received a petition witn nearly a thousand signatures 

'which had been obtained by a few working men in two or 
three nights'~ 

In May, one councillor proposed that the council call the public 

meeting which it was necessary to hold in order to adopt the Public 

Libraries Act. The motion was defeated by thirty two votes to seven~ 

Moderates joined with the'arch- 'economists' to reject the proposal, 

and the tone and content of the debate revealed attitudes which were 

hardly ever brought to the surface with equal clarity. One councillor, 

observing that the majority of inhabitants COmnLuted. their rates under 

the Small Tenements Rating Act, claimed that 

'to refer this question to the burgesses would, therefore, 
be asking the majority of non-ratepayers to say what the 
middle classes should pay'. 

Another, in the same vein, remarked that 

'the memorial which was presented at the first meeting was 
got up by a section of the working classes, and did not 
represent the large ratepayers or shop keepers'~ 

Two gas companies operated in Leeds in this period: the Gas 

Company established in 1828 and the New Coal Gas Company formed in 

1834. Unlike the water works company, the constitution of which 

allowed for a substantial element of public control, the gas companies 

were who1\ly independent joint-stock companies. Although the council 

lloc. cit. 

2CM, 30 March 1861. 

3LM , 2 April 1861. 

4CM , 31 May 1861. 

5~, 1 June 1861. 
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exorted a direct influence on the management of the waterworks, and in 

1852 converted them into a muncipal enterprise~ the gas companies did 

not pass into public ownership until 18707 Nevertheless, in the eigh-

teen forties and early fifties the question of municipalisation of 

the gas supply was mooted several times. The council first intervened 

in the affairs of the gas companies in 1843, when the Old Gas Company 

was seeking to amend its constitution. The parliamentary committee 

was instructed to take any necessary action to prevent the company 

from obtaining powers to charge unreasonable prices for gas, to 

secure 

'the benefits of fair competition between the two gas 
companies" 

and to secure for the council 

'such rights powers and privileges as may ••• be deemed for 
the benefit of the inhabitants and the improvement of the 
borough'~ 

The committee appears not to have attempted to have a clause allowing 

for corporate purchase of the company inserted in the bill, believing 

perhaps that competition between the two firms was a sufficient 

guarantee of fair trading. It limited its objectives to proposing~ 

and obtaining a clause which restricted the company to paying a max

imum dividend of six percent upon its new share capital~ In the 

following year the other company sought a new amending act, but the 

01 k 0 5 counC1 too no act10n. 

lSee above pp. 103-104. 

2See below, ch. 5. 

3CM , 29 March 1843. 

4parliamentary Committee, 20 March 1843, 7 April 1843. 

5ibid • 13 March 1844. The committee considered the bill, but "after 
a long discussion thereon no resolution was passed relative thereto". 
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Four years later, the issue of the ownership of the gas and water 

supply reemerged. The proposal that these should be municipally-owned 

rather than privately owned services was made by Edward Eddison, a 

councillor who had been the town clerk and was active in various 

public improvement schemes promoted in this period~ His principal con-

tention was that the ownership of public utilities was a potential 

source of income to the council, and he cited the example of the 

municipal gas works in Manchester, which enabled the council there to 

defray the cost of other public services from the surplus profits 

from this. Pressure of other work prevented Eddison from actively 

pursuing the matter further~ and he did not reintroduce his proposal 

until 1850, when on his suggestion the council appointed a special 

committee to review the possibility of purchasing the gas and water 

works and the toll bridges which existed within the borough boundaries~ 

On this occasion a new factor entered into the debate. The council 

itself had an important interest in the operations of the gas compan-

ies, since a large and recurring element in its budget was the cost of 

d f 1 · h· 4 gas use or street ~g t~ng. This question came into prominence a 

few months later, when, after the publication of a parliamentary return 

on the financial statistics of gas companies, it was possible to compare 

the prices, costs and dividends of the Leeds companies to those in 

other towns~ It was discovered that the price of gas supplied for 

lCM, 1 January 1848, Leeds Mercury, 1 January 1848. 

2LM • 12 May 1849. "The town clerk said Mr. Eddison had moved resolutions 
on the subject, but that that gentleman had been latterly so much 
engaged that he could not devote any time to the matter." 

3CM, 1 January 1850. 

4LM, 5 January 1850. 

5~., 26 October 1850. 
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public lighting in Leeds was significantly higher than in other 

places, where the practice was to supply gas at net cost for this 

purpose, whereas in Leeds the companies treated the council as merely 

another private consumer. The Leeds Mercury was moved to object that 

'a joint stock company has no right to calculate on deriving 
large profits out of a public rate'~ 

and this view was echoed in both the vestry and in the counci1~ 

On November 14 1850 the council appointed a committee to negotiate 

with the gas companies, and take the preliminary steps to apply to 

3 parliament for their purchase. But the committee reported that before 

the council could apply for an act for this purpose they would have to 

have successfully negotiated for the conditional purchase of every 

share, and that parliamentary standing orders made it impossible for 

the co~ttee to do this in time to meet the deadline for applications 

to promote a bill in the current session. It advised that the project 

be deferred, and that the purchase of the companies be incorporated 

f
. 4 

into the terms 0 a new Lmprovement act. The committee created to con-

sider the contents of a new improvement bill reported to the council in 

August, but it did not urge the purchase of the gas works. Instead 

it recommended that the proposed bill should adopt clause 120 of the 

Towns Improvement Clauses Act, which enabled the council to appeal to 

arbitration in case of a dispute over the price of gas~ Perhaps this 

retreat was motivated by a fe'ar of the costs involved for in another 

part of the report the committee counselled against the extension of 

l.b·d L L ., 26 October 1850. 
2~ L L ., 2 November 1850 and 16 November 1850. 

3~, 14 November 1850. 

4RBIA, 22 November 1850. 
5RBIA, 6 August 1851. 
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compulsory purchase powers, on the ground that it would be inadvisable 

"in the present state of the finances of the borough"~ Moreover, it 

had already recommended the purchase of the waterworks and urged the 

2 council to consider the problem of obtaining new sources of supply, 

and probably these seemed more urgent priorities than the municipalisa-

tion of the gas companies. In the early fifties the council was debating 

and acting upon many important issues: the sewerage system, the water 

supply, the building of a new town hall and many less significant 

matters. One councillor observed that, 

'Nothing but the crowd of notices on the business paper had 
prevented his putting a motion on it for the purchase or 
formation of gas workst~ 

During the high-tide of p~b1ic improvement in Leeds, the gas question 

was swept to one side and remained neglected for more than a decade~ 

(7) 

In this chapter we have surveyed the entire range of the municipal 

projects and social policies of the corporation from the early eighteen 

forties upto the mid eighteen sixties. As a result of the improvement 

act of 1842 and the subsequent local acts of 1848 and 1856, the 

municipal authority which had been established with a relatively 

restricted agenda of political and administrative reform in 1835 had 

been transformed into a local authority with potentially extensive 

1 ,. t loco C1 • 

2Imp;o~nt bill committee, 14 July 1851. 

31M , 13 November 1852. 

4The possible municipalisation of the gas supply appeared again 
briefly in 1862, when the council petitioned against the Leeds New 
Gas Company bill, RB, 12 Feb. 1862. 
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powers to regulate and improve the urban environment. By 1865, it had 

created a comprehensive sewerage system, taken the water supply into 

public ownership, instituted the removal of household refuse as a 

public service, and appointed inspectors to control smoke pollution, 

house building, and the supply of meat. Its other activities in this 

period included the building of a new town hall and borough prison, 

the improvement of public markets, the acquisition of Woodhouse moor, 

the provision of burial grounds, and several other ~nor improvements. 

These, viewed as a mere catalogue of achievements, would appear impres-

sive. But as we have demonstrated there were many instances in which 

measures of urban improvement which the council adopted failed to 

realise their full potential social benefit. There were various 

reasons for this, but in general the piecemeal application or ineffi-

cient execution and development was the principal cause of the problem. 

By the mid sixties, the sewerage system was under-utilised, the water 

supply inadequate and increasingly polluted, and for seven years 

different methods of refuse removal were tried with the apparent sole 

intention of minimising costs. Smoke pollution and building regulation 

and the inspection of meat were all inadequately carried out. 

If public health measures were implemented with variable 

efficiency, much the same can be said of other projects. The town hall 

may have been a monument to civic pride, but in the fifties the public 

market was improved only under pressure from a parliamentary select 

committee, and if Woodhouse moor was a public park, it was so only in 

name, for its condition was 

1 

'a standing disgrace to Leeds, being little better than a 
foul quagmire, decorated by all the diseased cattle in the 
town' ! 

LM, 30 Sept. 1871. 
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But the most comprehensive criticisms came from the Medical 

Department of the Privy Council. In 1858, 1865, 1870 and 1874, the 

sanitary condition of the town was examined by its officers and the 

facts which emerged gave little consolation. The next chapter 

examines the evidence upon which Simon based his assertion that the 

administration of public health in Leeds 

'in proportion to the importance of the town may perhaps 
be deemed the worst that has ever come to the knowledge of 
this department'! 

If Simon was correct, and there is little doubt that he was not, 

it is also necessary to examine the possible reasons which made the 

council unusually unresponsive to the need to implement effective 

sanitary policies, and to explain why there was no strong opposition 

to a regime of municipal enervation. 

lR. Lambert, Sir John Simon, 1816-1904; and English Social Administra
~, p. 434. 
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(1) 

There are several reasons for pausing in our narrative in the 

mid-eighteen sixties to consider the effect which the council's 

environmental policies were having upon the town. By this time the 

council had been responsible for the public health administration 

of the borough for more than two decades, and this seems a sufficiently 

lengthy period upon which to base an assessment of its work. Further-

more, there is a substantial volume of evidence, dating from the late 

fifties to the early seventies which enables a detailed survey to be 

made~ That this evidence is largely to be found in reports made by 

members of the Medical Department of the Privy Council is an initial 

indication that there was some cause for concern over public health 

conditions in Leeds. Upto the early eighteen sixties, it appeared 

that the crude mortality rate was declining. In the decade 1851-1861 

the annual average rate in Leeds township was 27.72 per thousand, but 

this average conceals a marked reduction in the late, compared to the 

early fifties. If deaths from cholera in 1848-49 are excluded, the 

annual average rate between 1848 and 1854 was 31.16, and in the years 

1854 to 1858 it fell to an average of 27.18. The decline continued 

into the early sixties, with an average rate of 26.7 between 1855 and 

18627 But in the sixties as a whole, the average rose to 29.7 (1861-

1870) while in the four years 1866 to 1870 was 29.9~ A further 

lE.H. Greenhow, 'Reports on Diarrhoeal Districts', Second Report of the 
Medical Officer of the Privy Council, 1859, pp.133-l40; H.J. Hunter, 
'Report ••• on Circumstances endangering the Public Health of Leeds', 
Eighth Report of the Medical Officer of the Privy Council, 1865, pp.226-
245; J. Braithwaite, An Inquiry into the Causes of the High Death Rate 
in Leeds, 1865; and Mr. J. Netten Radcliffe On the Sanitary State of 
Leeds with Particular Reference to Diarrhoea and Fever, (1871), P.R.O. 
MH12/l5248. 

2H t' . un er, art. clt., p.226; Greenhow, art. Clt., 
;!. cit.:-p.8-;tab1e 1. . . -- --
Radcliffe, ~.·cit~J p.37, Appendix, table 1. 

pp.133-4; Braithwaite, 
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disturbing factor, which we shall consider later, was one of the causes 

of mortality. Two further points need to be noticed. Firstly, the 

death rate in Leeds was considerably higher than the national average, 

but this of course is to be expected, and Leeds compared favourably 

with other large towns. For example in the period 1855-1862 the death 

rate in Manchester stood at 31.92, and in Liverpool at 32.31~ Secondly, 

it is not surprising that different levels of mortality prevailed in 

different parts of the borough, as table 3.1 demonstrates. If we 

also compare th~ mortality in the three registration sub-districts of 

Leeds in the eighteen fifties with the rates which existed in 1839 

the extreme differences which Baker noted with concern are no longer 

present, and his own later research confirmed this (see table 3.2). 

But, as we have observed, in the eighteen sixties mortality rates 

began to rise, and the causes of this require explanation. In the 

first place, the effects of sanitary improvement were uneven in their 

incidence. 

As Dr. Greenhow noted in 1858, there still existed, 

'dense and often complicated congeries of narrow ill-kept 
streets and courts, which have but seldom been adopted as 
high ways by the municipal authorities, are often in a 
very foul state, and, ••• are neither kept in order nor 
cleansed at the public expense. Many of these bye-streets 
are neither paved nor drained ••• '? 
As we have seen in the previous chapter, the benefits of the main 

sewerage system were haphazardly bestowed, because of the reluctance 

of owners, in the absence of compulsion, to connect their property 

with the main drains. It also appears that the council's power to 

1 . h' 1 . Bra~t wa~te, .....££.. ~. 

2Greenhow, ~. cit., p.134. 
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TABLE 3.1 

Annua1avetagemortalitytates'per'l;000'io'diffeteot'districts 

of the borough of Leeds 1855-1862 

lPotternewton 15.0 Holbeck 

lHeading1ey 16.0 2 Bamley 

Chape 1 town 17 .0 Leeds West 

2 Farnley 20.0 Kirks tall 

Whitkirk 22.4 Leeds South East 

Wortley 22.7 Rothwell 

2 Arm1ey 23.0 1 Burley 

Huns1et 24.3 Leeds North 

1 - on average of three years, 1860-1862 

2 - on average of five years, 1858-1862 

25.5 

26.0 

26.3 

26.8 

27.2 

27.6 

29.0 

29.5 

Source: J. Braithwaite, An Enquiry into the Causes of the High 

Death Rate in Leeds 'P .• }:!,_t.~ble VI_I. 
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TABLE 3.2 

Mortali ty per 1,000 hi the' three 'regiStration sub-diStricts 

of Leedstownship'iri.1839,1851~1858,andthe annual 

average of 1855-1862 

Sub district Wards 1839 1851 1858 1855-1862 

North North 42.4 35.7 28.6 29.5 

North East 

West Mill Hill 27.7 27.3 22.2 26.3 

West 

North West 

South East Kirkgate 35.0 31.9 27.3 '1 '27.2 

South 

East 

Sources: (1) 1839 statistics, Robert Baker, 'Report on the Condition 

of the Residences of the Labouring Classes in the town 

of Leeds in the County of York' , p.20. 

(2) 1851 and 1858 statistics, Robert Baker, 'On the 

Industrial and Sanitary Economy of the Borough of 

Leeds in 1858', J.S.S., vo1.xxl1858, p.433, table (E). 

(3) 1855-62 statistics, J. Braithwaite, An Enquiry into 

the Causes of the High Death Rate in Leeds, p.l1, 

table VII. 
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order the making-up of streets and courts had been sparingly exer~ 

cised. It is worth relating some of the detailed description of 

particular localities at length. In the course of his observations, 

Greenhow selected six groups of streets for specific comment. With 

one exception, the areas he examined possessed diarrhoeal mortality 

rates in excess of the average for their respective registration 

districts. Within each district, there were remarkable variations 

in standards of physical conditions. Some streets in the Templar 

street area were 'well kept' , but others were 

'filthy in the extreme, being unpaved, undrained, 
uncleansed and infected with effluvia from the privies'. 

Likewise in the Castle street district, 

'some of the streets and courts are in good condition, 
others are quite the reverse', 

and in the east end, around Mill street, 

'several ••• are in good condition, others are in a bad state, 
unpaved undrained with ill-formed channels'. 

Two points, one general and one specific may be made. One of the 

major motives behind the public health legislation was to provide 

local government agencies with the authority to create and enforce 

minimum general standards of sanitation to remove the intolerable dis-

parities existing in urban conditions which had been fully exposed by 

the researches of sanitary reformers. Obviously in Leeds this inten-

tion had only been very partially realised twenty years later. But 

specifically, the council had failed to remedy insalubrious conditions 

in some of the very areas which had inspired the promotion of the first 

local improvement act. The 'Templar Street District' of Greenhow's 

report was the area known as the Leylands, where in the words of 
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the statistical report of 1839, 

'the condition of some of the,streets'and dwellings ••• is 
proverbial'! 

The Mill street area was adjacent to Blue Bell fold, the scene of the 

first cholera case in 1832, and which contained the streets whose 

condition created, 'a great sensation' when described to the council 

in l839~ The disturbing constancy with which such localities reappear 

as the focal spots of disease will be noted again later. Dr. Greenhow 

ended his report with the observation that, 

'there seems indeed no reason why the mortality from this 
(i.e. diarrhoeal) disease should not be yet more largely 
diminished, if a more perfect system were adopted, for 
speedily removing the ordure of the inhabitants from the 
midst of the town'. 

This was certainly an important consideration, for as there were 

only 3,321 water closets in the borough in 18653 the vast majority of 

the population disposed of both human and household refuse in privy 

middens, and it was 'unquestionably the state of the privies,4 which 

caused the high diarrhoeal death rate. 

In 1858 the council had instituted the cleansing of privies as a 

public service, but as we have seen, its operation was not conspic-

uously successful. Indeed, when the next visitation by an official 

of the Medical Department of the Privy Council took place, in 1865, 

the condition of the town's unemptied privies provoked a searing 

condemnation: 

'to the eye of an inspector who had just left Newcastle and 
Sunderland, and who in the same week visited Sheffield, 
Leeds in August 1865 presented a surprising sight, bringing 

l'Report upon the condition of the town of Leeds and of its inhabitants. 
By a Statistical Committee of the Town Council', J.S.S., vol. il 
1840, p.400. 

2 1M , 2 Nov 1839. 

3Radcliffe,.Q1L... cit., p.8. 

4Greenhow, art. cit., p.139. 
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to rememberance the condition of many English towns of 
twenty years ago, but finding hardly a standard with 
which to be compared in the present state of any great 
town'! 

Dr. Julian Hunter had arrived in Leeds in response to the 

unusually high death rate which had prevailed in the summer and 

autumn. The crisis caused by the temporary collapse of the council's 

refuse removal programme was partially the result of the insolvency 

of its contractors, but the situation was not improved by the dilatory 

action which the committee responsible took to deal with the situation. 

Hunter's reference to 

'a few dawdling carts, under command of Mr. Sands the 
corporation officer' 

was an excuseable exaggeration of the committee's policy. But, if as 

we have suggested in the previous chapter, the disposal of refuse 

was not ordinarily as negligent as at "the time of Hunter's visit, he 

found many aspects of the sanitary administration of the town where 

inadequacy was not the result of recent nor temporary dislocation. 

His criticisms may be considered under two heads: firstly, the 

public health services which the council controlled, namely the system 

of refuse disposal, which has already been mentioned, the sewerage 

network, the administration of building regulations, and the quality 

of the water supply; and secondly the operation of the sanitary 

administration of the town, which was undertaken by both the council 

and the poor law guardians. As has already been explained, the 

sewerage network was only partially effective, but Hunter noted in 

addition that the drains were also 

'incapable of either ventilation or of flushing', 

lHunter, art. cit., p.233. 
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and this actually made them a potential hazard to health. Although the 

network had achieved some improvement in the disposal of wastes, it 

did so at the expense of the increasing pollution of the river Aire, 

which because of the absence of sewage works was 'but an open drain', 

as indeed was Sheepscar beck which carried the human and industrial 

effluent from the factories and houses of the east end of the town to 

the river. 

The very widespread use of privies in the borough pos~d a dual 

threat to health, not only because of their size which allowed the 

accumulation of very large quantities of excrement, but also on 

account of their location. Many of them formed 

'part of a ground floor above which is a shop, a parlour 
or bedroom or larder'. 

For example, a district of two hundred and sixty one houses in 

Holbeck possessed forty nine privies of which twenty three were 

located under bedrooms, and five were actually in kitchens. Another 

structural defect noted was the existence of numerous cellar dwellings, 

the occupation of which was controlled only by the minimal standards 

laid down by the 1842 act, namely that they should have a window and 

a fire place. It appears that by the mid sixties the number of 

occupied cellars was increasing. Greenhow had believed that they were 

rare at the time of his visit (although this may be incorrect) but one 

of the guardians' officers claimed that many cellars inhabited by 1865 

had been coal cellars ten years before. Another source estimated that 

there were five hundred such dwellings in the borough by this time~ 

lLM, 3 Feb 1865 (speech by F. Baines); Radcliffe, 2t.cit., p.3l gives 
the number as 612. 
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To deplore the existence of such homes was common. but finding other 

accommodation posed serious problems. One of Hunter's informants 

picturesquely observed that 

'we are going to have a worse job than ever through the 
new railway, and if cellars are against the law you must 
send down 3,000 tents from London,l 

This was not ~rely a local attitude, for a similar dilemma had 

appeared in enforcing the law in other towns. 

Hunter also found the quality of the water supply was not to his 

satisfaction, and in doing so was in agreement with a substantial body 

of local opinion. Although Greenhow passed no adverse judgment in the 

late fifties, the water which the council pumped from the river Wharfe 

was unmistakably polluted a few years later. In 1861 the catchment 

area of the river had a population of about 30,000. and apart from the 
t 

contamination caused by human wastes. especially from Ikley and Otley, 
~ 

bleach works, gas works, tanneries, papermills and cloth mills dis-

2 
charged their refuse into the Wharfe also. Chemical analysis failed 

to establish the presence of any harmful ingredients in the water 

after it had passed through the filter beds, although given the state 

of analytic knowledge at the time, this conclusion cannot be accepted 

without reserve. 

The administrative control of nuisances in the town was divided, 

anomalously, and as Hunter pointed out, illegally, between the council 

and the poor law guardians. The council employed only one inspector 

and an assistant officer to superintend 

'the management of smoke informations, of structural defects, 
of millponds and offensive trades'. 

lHunter, ~. cit •• p.238. 

2ibid ., p.234, quoting a letter from C.L. Dresser, F.C.S. 
----------
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Prosecutions were undertaken in accordance with the terms of the 

improvement acts rather than under. general statutes, such as the 

Nuisances Removal Acts. Thus between 1861 and 1865,. of the two 

hundred and fifty seven summonses taken out by the corporation, one 

hundred and forty were applied for under the powers of the local 

acts. The reason for this was that the town clerk doubted his author-

ity to obtain a conviction under the Nuisances Removal Act, presumably 

because the council did not employ a medical officer to issue the 

necessary certificate. In contrast, the guardians were extremely 

active in abating nuisances in the two years since 1863 when it 

adopted the powers of the Diseases Prevention Act, which it had not 

the authority to do, although it did not realise this until Hunter's 

visit. The chairman of the guardians explained to Hunter that, 

'they had a more direct interest in the health of the 
poor' 

and from this motive its officers acted to report, and where necessary 

to prosecute cases of defective drainage, offensive smells, filthy 

privies, and other general nuisances, and visit lodging houses, cellars 

and houses to inspect conditions of cleanliness and overcrowding. As 

Hunter wrote, they 

'supply by laborious voluntary exertion and through the good 
accord which exists among the officers much of the lawful 
authority's defau1t~ 

Dr. Hunter was certainly not alone at this time in condeming 

the sanitary condition of the town and depreciating the role of the 

council in public health affairs. He had apparently been sent on his 

investigation because of the complaints made to the Medical 

Department about the 

'pollution of the Aire and Wharfe rivers and other 
nuisances' 
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by Edwin Eddison; the ex-town clerk,who had been active after his 

retirement from pUblic service in several local pressure groups. In 

fact, from the beginning of the year there had been considerable 

public concern over the state of the town as revealed by the mortality 

statistics produced by the office of the Registrar General, and 

'at public meetings, and in printed letters and newspaper 
articles, it was repeatedly stated that disease was very 
excessively common, ••• and that either the law or its 
administration was too weak to deal with some obvious 
nuisances which were universally asserted to exist'~ 

Criticism in the press came in frequent and pungent articles in 

the Leeds Mercury, which since the mid fifties had been directing its 

readers' attention to the deficiencies both of the local acts and of 

the council's measures. But the real catalyst was public awareness 

of the rising mortality rate, which we shall discuss shortly. In 

February 1865 an important public meeting was held to consider the 

3 sanitary problems of the town. The principal speaker, Frederick Baines, 

reviewed the main criticisms: the inadequacy of nuisance inspection, 

the large number of cellar dwellings, the inefficiency of the sewerage 

system, the absence of comprehensive building regulation and the 

deficiencies of the local acts. Those members of the council who were 

present agreed with many of the defects mentioned, but stressed that 

their initiative was limited by what the electorate was prepared to 

accept as necessary. As the mayor remarked, 

'they needed a public opinion to back them, for so long as 
the public were crying out 'economy, economy' and upbraiding 
the council for spending money on what they deemed most 
advantageous, they made the council what they were'~ 

IJ. Hole, The Homes of the Working Classes, p.140. 
2 • Hunter, !!:!!.~., p.226. 

3LM , 3 Feb 1865. 

410c •cit. --
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The implications contained in this statement will be examined at 

length later in the chapter. 

But the council was far from conciliatory in its reply to the 

Medical Department when it presented it with a copy of the report. 

The petition to the Privy Council claimed bombastically that, 

'we are not ashamed of our town, nor afraid to live in it. 
Dr. Hunter's Report is an exaggeration of every nuisance 
he has found, incorrect in many particulars, and is 
calculated, by his praising one Public Body at the 
expense of another, to excite had feeling between the 
respective bodies, and by unfavourably contrasting Leeds 
with other towns, to injure its trade and disturb the peace 
and happiness of its inhabitants't 

The council suggested that the high death rate was essentially a 

statistical illusion. In Leeds there was a relatively large number 

of births in proportion to the total population, which caused an 

unusually high level of infant mortality. Moreover, inaccurate popula-

tion figures used by the Registrar General's office which underestimated 

the rate of population growth, gave an upward bias to the mortality 

rate. In addition, the petition cryptically noted, the town possessed 

a 'large proportion of low Irish population'. 

It is of course true that infant mortality was in this period a 

disproportionately 1aree co~onent of the total crude death rate. In 

the late eighteen fifti~s, 451 in every l,OUO deaths in England was 

accounted for by mortality in the under ten age group, and the ratio 

in Leeds township and borough were 528 and 523 respectively, with 

Manchester's rate standing at 518 and that of Birmingham at 54l~ But 

nevertheless, there was no direct correlation between the birth rate 

and the infant mortality rate, as a comparison based on the demographic 

lRB, 2 Dec 1865. 

2Braithwaite, ~.cit., p.S. Table 11. 
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experience of seven towns in 1870 shows. In the interests of 

simplicity, this is demonstrated in table 3.3. These figures lead 

to the conclusion that, 

'there is no constant correspondence between a high birth 
rate and a large infantile mortality, and that the exis
tence of the former cannot alone be assumed to explain the 
latter. They also show that a high rate of infantile 
mortality may occur as well with a low as with a high birth 
rate, and the converse'! 

Whether the Registrar General's population estimates were 

accurate or not was not really the point at issue. What disturbed the 

Medical Department of the Privy Council was not only the high death 

rate in Leeds, but the contribution made to it by the relatively high 

number of fatalities from diarrhoeal diseases. As all three investi-

gators noted the death rate from this cause was, in Leeds, 

exceptionally volatile from season to season and year to year, and 

this suggested that there were significant deficiencies in the 

council's sanitary policies. Between 1848 and 1858, 65.64% of all 

deaths from diarrhoea occurred in the months of July, August and 

September, and in the same months in 1870, the figure was 83.41%. 

The majority of these deaths occurred in children under one year old: 

53.55% in the period 1854-1858, and 68.79% in 1870. Thus the concern 

of the Medical Department and the Registrar General in 1865 was not 

simply because there were 296 more deaths than in the corresponding 

period in 1864, but that in some parts of the borough the increase 

was caused, 

'in a great measure from the continued fatality of diarrhoea, 
whereas this disease in an epidemic form is fast disappear
ing from nearly all the other large towns'~ 

1 off . " Radc11 e, ~.~., p.10. 

2Hunter, art.cit., p.228, quoting the Weekly Return of the Registrar 
General for the 36th week of 1865. 
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TABLE 3.3 

The birth rate and infant mortality rate 

in seven towns in 1870 

National mean 

birth rate = 

36.0 per 1,000 living, 

in seventeen towns. 

Above mean 

Leeds 

Salford 

Sheffield 

Bradford 

Leicester 

Liverpool 

Below mean 

Norwich 

(40.2) 

(40.1) 

(39.5) 

(39.1) 

(38.0) 

(37.0) 

(32.9) 

National mean infant 

mortality rate = 18.3 

per 1,000 registered births 

in seventeen towns. 

Above mean 

Liverpool 

Leicester 

Norwich 

Leeds 

Bradford 

Salford 

Below mean 

Sheffield 

(25.9) 

(25.5) 

(22.1) 

(21. 7) 

(20.8) 

(19.1) 

(18.0) 

Source: Mr. J. Netten Radcliffe on the Sanitary State of Leeds 

with particular reference to Diarrhoea and Fever. 

P.R.O. MH12/l5248, p.10. 
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The reason for isolating this specific disease was that public 

health experts of the time were fully aware that it was one of a group of 

diseases which could be dindnished as a cause of mortality by the 

efficient adoption of basic public health measures, such as sewerage, 

1 cleansing, and the adoption of a pure water supply. As we have seen 

the provision of all these services had serious deficiencies in Leeds 

in the mid-eighteen sixties. Finally, there is no reason to suppose 

that the Irish population of the town, 

'who crowd the dismal recesses of Ebenezer street or 
Union street'~ 

and the east ward, had a greater influence upon the death rate in Leeds 

than similar colonies in other towns. As the Leeds Mercury observed, 

the council's petition, by , 
'hardly alledging a single fact in contradiction to his (ie. 
Hunter's) statements, and merely charging him with preju
dice and exaggeration,3 

was hardly likely to make a favourable impression on the Privy Council. 

When another member of the Medical Department produced a report on the ' 

sanitary state of the town in 1870, he commented that, 

'it would have been instructive ••• to discuss the probable 
causes which, among a wealthy population like that of Leeds, 
advanced in political knowledge and in education, the seat 
of a celebrated school of medicine, have contributed to 
render abortive in several essential respects the measures 
of sanitary reform devised by its Corporation thirty years 
ago'~ 

(2) 

In answer to Dr. Radcliffe's speculation, several reasons can be 

lG. Rosen, 'Disease, Debility and Death', in H.J. Dyos and M. Wolff 
eds., The Victorian City: Images 'and Realities, especially pp. 638-9. 

2LM , 16 March 1867. 

3LM 5 Dec 1865. 
-' 

4Radcliffe, ~.cit., p.4. 
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suggested for the deficiencies· in the council's role in urban 

improvement. 

Two immediate causes had been mentioned at the public meeting in 

February 1865, namely the defects of the improvement acts, and the 

inadequate number of municipal inspectors. At the end of the century 

the then town clerk observed that, 

'Leeds had an exceptional amount of local legislation, 1 
taking it early and extensively out of the general law', 

and it could be argued that unpredictable legal difficulties arising 

from the interpretation of the acts restricted the benefits gained 

from the measures of reform. To cite one obvious instance, the value of 

the sewerage system was constrained by the council's limited powers to 

order the installation of house drainage. The council had not adopted 

the Public Health Act of 1848 nor the Local Government Act of 1858, 

and this limited the scope of its action in certain cases. As far as 

the removal of nuisances was concerned, the town clerk believed that, 

as neither of the general acts were in force in the borough, and as the 

council had no authority to appoint a medical officer of health, its 

powers of prosecution under the Nuisance Removal Act were greatly 

circumscribed. But Leeds was not unusual in its preference for 

promoting local acts rather than adopting national legislation, for the 

same situation prevailed in Liverpool, Manchester and Birmingham, and 

lesser towns besides. Furthermore, there was no reason why the admit-

ted omissions in the local acts should not be remedied by amending 

legislation, and some of these lacunae had been known to the public for 

more than a decade. 

IWebb Loc.Gvt.Coll., volume 265, 'Personal Investigation - 1899. 
Interview with Harrison, ex-Town Clerk'. 
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Similar criticisms apply in the case of municipal officials. 

Leeds was no more dilatory than many other towns in appointing a medi-

cal officer of health. The early action taken by Liverpool, in 

creating such a post in 1846, was commendable but atypical. But the 

effective enforcement of building, sanitary and smoke regulations 

depended upon the employment of an adequate number of inspectors, and as 

we have seen, the council had no building inspector and created the post 

of smoke inspector only after the exertion of considerable public 

pressure. The smallness of the corps of inspectors was well known to 

both the council and its critics, but in mitigation the mayor had 

claimed that, 

'if public opinion had supported the council, they would not 
now have had only one inspector, but three or four inspectors 
of nuisances'! 

As this remark suggests, the issues of local acts and effective 

inspectors were essentially secondary reasons for the defective 

sanitary condition of the town and the executive timidity of the council. 

It was the councillors who determined policy, and behind the elected 

representatives lay the electorate. The relative influence of these 

two groups can be considered in various ways. The calibre and social 

standing of council members is something which was remarked upon both 

by con temporaries and by his torians. In the mos t superficial sense the 

snobbery endemic in a highly class-conscious society found expression 

in equating civic honours with social status. For example, one 

Liberal councillor in 1864, 

'anticipated a time would come when persons higher in social 
position than those at present in the council would have to 
fill their seats. He felt at present there were few members 
of the council who were fit to be aldermen, and fewer still 
who were at all qualified to be mayor'? 

19!, 3 Feb 1865. 

2 g, 15 Oct 1864. 
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But beyond this, there is a discernable relationship between social 

status and policy making. A commentator on local politics in 

Birmingham observed that the town's councillors were recruited from, 

'the unprogressive tradesmen class - many of them worthy 
in their way, but of limited ideas. In their private 
business they were not""accustomed to deal with big trans
actions and high figures, so that spending large sums of 
money, if proposed, filled the brewer, the baker and the 
candlestick-maker with alarm'! 

This line of enquiry suggested itself to the Webbs, for in their 

research papers on Leeds town council there are several indications 

that they regarded the socio-economic status of its members as an 

important influence upon policy~ This interpretation has since been 

adopted by E.P. Hennock, and subjected to extensive analysis by him· 

in two works~ As the sentiments of councillor Garside suggest, the 

social composition of the council was, by the mid sixties, not parti-

cularly exalted. Because of the lack of information about the local 

economy, especially on the micro level, even Dr. Hennock has been 

unable to distinguish which members of the council, amongst the indust-

rialists, were the owners of small, medium or large firms. But at the 

two extremes, namely the professions and the retailing group - the 

shopkeepers - definite and significant changes took place in the 
. 

strength of their representation on the council in the three decades 

following municipal reform. 

After the first election in 1835, the occupational structure of 

the new council was little different from its unreformed predecessor. 

1 . V· • C" 2 8 A. Br1ggs, 1ctor1an 1t1es, p.O. 

issue. 
3 E:P: Hennock, 'Th~ s~cia1 composition of borough councils in two lar 
c1t1es, 1835-1914 , 1n H.J. Dyos ed., The Study of Urban History; a~a 
Fit and Proper Persons: Ideal and Reality in Nineteenth Century Urban 
Government. 
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The change which reform had created'was, as intended, a purely polit-

ical one: liberal linen and woollen merchants, bankers and others 

ousted their tory counterparts. But in the decade after the improve-

ment act, the shopkeepers increased their numbers considerably. In 

J835) there were none; in 1842, six, and ten years later tfiere~ were 

fifteen, out of a total membership of f~:ty t~. During the eighteen 

fifties, it became clear that this new element was a permanent one, 

and retailers formed about twenty percent of council members. At the 

other extreme, the doctors, lawyers, and other professional men retained 

their meagre numbers, with never half as many councillors as the 

1 shopocracy. But this group had a greater importance in the council 

than mere numbers imply. Robert Baker is an obvious example of a 

highly influential member of this group formulating corporate policy, 

and when he retired from the council, T.W. Tottie, John Hope Shaw, 

and Edwin Eddison, all of them lawyers, played important roles. 

Eddison was an important initiator, campaigning for the appointment 

of a smoke inspector, and municipal ownership of the gas and water 

supplies. He was also active outside the council, in organising 

public opinion on municipal issues. John Hope Shaw was the major 

force behind the purchase of the water works. Apart from their active 

campaigning for urban improvement, Baker, Eddison and Shaw all had 

something else in common. They all experienced opposition strong 

enough to lead them to resign. Baker was virtually forced out by the 

south ward electors, Eddison spent considerable efforts in mobilising 

pressure groups, and presumably dispairing of their value, was partly 

responsible for summoning support from the Privy Council. Similarly, 

lHennock, ~. cit., table 15, p.203. 
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John Hope Shaw resigned over the council's short-sighted decision to 

ignore his advocacy of the Washburn water scheme, and instead obtain 

its new supply from the river Wharfe.' 

Throughout this period, and for many decades ahead, the political 

control of the council was vested in the Liberal party, which retained 

a majority of councillors, a majority of conmdttee chairmen, and a 

monopoly of the aldermanic bench~ If the national liberal creed in 

the nineteenth century was 'peace, retrenchment and reform', retrench-

ment, or at least economy, was the major element in local liberal 

politics. The local party was not, however, monolithic in its ideas. 

The concept of economy was open to different interpretations. There 

was the small-minded 'economist' who objected to increasing municipal 

expenditure, who, 

'wenttinto the council to advocate what was called strict 
economy, which meant to take care of one guinea and spend 
five' 2 

as one conservative cynically, but not wholely unfairly observed, and 

there were the progressive Liberals who believed in the efficient admin-

istration of adequate municipal services. Similarly, there were such 

divisions amongst the Conservatives, but because of the continuing 

Liberal hegemony this was of little importance in this period. The 

Webbs believed that, 

'the Moderate Liberals were chiefly drawn from the shopkeep
ing class, and the one article of their creed was economy't 

No survey of the relationship between politics and policy can be 

complete without an examination of the nature of the electorate which 

libid., p.204. 

2 LM, 3 Feb 1865. 
3-

Webb Loc. Gvt. ColI., volume 262, 'Leeds Town Council 1835-1900', 
p.24. 
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voted its candidates into office. The act of 1835 gave the municipal 

franchise to all inhabitants who were ratepayers of three years' 

standing, but in practice the possession of a municipal vote was 

complicated by the existence of local customs relating to the payment 

of rates and compounding~ The uncertainty of the law on these ques-

tions, and more important, the differing local interpretations of the 

law, created some difficulties. In the case of a leasehold where the 

tenant paid the rates direct, there was no doubt about his entitlement 

to vote, but differences of opinion arose when rates were paid by the 

landlord. A further issue was introduced by the practice of compound-

ing, that is, when the rating authority allowed a landlord a rebate 

upon his rate payments in return for the convenience of collecting 

one sum from him rather than his numerous tenants. Appropriately it 

was Edward Baines senior of Leeds, who, according to his son, had 

proposed 

'an amendment (to the Municipal Corporations Act) which would 
have had the effect of allowing tenants to vote where their 
landlords compounded for poor rates'? 

Baines junior then went on to observe that, 

'By this practice of compounding, many thousands of small 
occupiers lose their municipal votes; and to such an 
extent does this prevail in Manchester, that the municipal 
electors of that city are fewer in numbers than the parlia
mentary electors, though in Leeds the former are more than 
double the number of the latter'. 

Manchester and Leeds were in fact at the opposite extremes in 

relation to the municipal franchise. In Manchester the church wardens 

obtained a legal opinion in 1834 which justified them in excluding 

tenants of compounded property from the right to vote, and they later 

lB. Keith-Lucas, The English Local Government Franchise: . A Short 
History, pp. 64-74. 

2~, 7 April 1849. 
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1835 

1845(;') 

1865 

1874 

1881 
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TABLE. 3.4 

Number of municipal voters in the borough of Leeds 

in 1835, 1845(2), 1865, 1874 and 1881 

Population Municipal % age of Parliamentary 
(es timated) voters population voters 

134,857 6,791 5.0 -
93,782 8,050 8.6 6,000 

227,984 32,873 14.4 7,818 

274,184 54,285 19.8 -
309,126 61,509 19.9 52,129 

% age of 
population 

-
6.4 

3.4 

-
16.9 

Sources: (1) 1835 and 1874, 'Return of the Area, Population, Rateable 
Value, and Number of Voters in the several Wards of the 
Borough ••• ', CM; 21 Jan 1875. 

Notes: 

(2) 1845, (township only) PRO, MH 12/15226, 31 Jan 1845. 

(3) 1865, J. Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, volume 2, sub 
16 Dec 1865. 

-, 

(4) 1881, F.R. Spark, 'Collection of Extracts, Documents, 
etc., relating to Leeds City Council Proceedings', 
volume 4, (unnumbered pages). 

(i) Refers to Leeds township only. 
For a comparison with Birmingham, Maidstone, and 
Ipswich, see E.P. Hennock, Fit and Proper Persons, 
p .12. 
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refused to adopt the liberalising Small Tenements Rating Act of 1850. 

But there seems to have been no such strict interpretation in Leeds, 

with the result mentioned aoove. Indeed, the franchise pattern of the 

borough seems to have been completely different from the one which 

existed elsewhere, for in thirty nine boroughs for which accurate 

statistics are available, the total parliamentary franchise in 1837 was 

h h •. 11 A1 .. .. fifteen percent greater t an t e munlC1pa • though lt 1S not wlthln 

the scope of this present essay to examine the structure of politics 

in Leeds, we can hardly ignore the implications of this situation, for 

it is possible that the unusually large electorate which the borough 

possessed had an important influence upon the type of councillor 

elected to office. There is some evidence, at present impressionistic, 

but persuasive, that the electorate included a highly-influential body 

of small shopkeepers, whose political vigilance was especially directed 

towards maintaining economy in local government. We have already 

noted that the Webbs regarded the shopkeepers on the council as an 

influential group, but outside the council chamber this class also 

exerted its presence. In May 1847, the secretary of the south ward 

sanitary association observed that, 

'it has been said that Mr. Baker was turned out of the 
representation of the south ward, because he wanted to spend 
£20,000 in making a sewer to drain the ward. The shopkeepers 
now saw the matter in a different light'~ 

and again in February 1849, in the course of one of the debates on the 

sewerage question, one of the councillors presented a memorial from two 

hundred and sixty electors of the Kirkgate ward, expressing satisfaction 

at the recent decision to postpone the beginning of the sewerage scheme 

and requesting its deferment again. Significantly the petitioners were 

1 . Keith-Lucas, ~.~., pp. 60-63. 
2 LI, 1 May 1847. 



178 

1 'mostly shopkeepers'. Urban reform was not, of course, an abstract 

political issue, but (and especially for this group), a question of 

practical finance. James Hole was well aware that councillors, 

'and those who elect them are the lower middle class, the 
owners, generally speaking of that very property which 
requires improvement. To ask them to close cellar dwell
ings is to ask them to forfeit a portion of their incomes. 
Every pound they vote for drainage, or other sanitary 
improvement, is something taken out of their pocket'~ 

To take another example, when Edward Baines junior was defeated in the 

general election of 1874, he mentioned the same motive as one of the 

causes of his defeat: 

'a great number of retail dealers, offended by the Adultera
tion Act •••• Every milkman and every grocer in Leeds (I was 
told) voted against me'~ 

If Edward Baines,for much of the time, remote from his constituents 

in Westminster, or among the urban aristocracy of his native town, and 

enjoying the relatively high degree of deference accorded to a member 

of parliament felt such pressures, it can readily be assumed that a 

member of the local council, living amongst or in close proximity to 

his electors, and all too available for interrogation at ward meetings 

would feel electoral disapproval strongly and quickly. The reasons 

for the shopkeepers' creed of economy are easy to understand. They 

were not wealthy, and so the prospect of rising municipal expenditure 

was a direct threat to their standard of living because of rising 

rates. Furthermore as a group they were particularly susceptible to 

economic fluctuations, as this affected the purchasing power of their 

customers, especially when these were working class. As Robert Baker 

lLM, 17 Feb 1849. 

2~mes Hole, The Ho~esofthe Working Classes, p.25. 

3Quoted in J. Vincent, TheFormatiortoftheLiberalParty~1857-1868, 
p.125. 
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observed in another context. 

'few persons know better than the grocers and tea dealers 
of the town, how general trade is moving; the demand for the 
luxuries of life is a correct barometer of the means within 
the power of consumers'l 

The rise of an expenditure-conscious group in local politics was 

of course by no means unique to Leeds. Dr. Hennock has shown it to be 

characteristic of other local authorities, once the electorate had 

its first experience of the cost of improvement~ and as we have shown, 

a large proportion of voters in Leeds were likely to have been parti-

cularly sensitive to rising local government expenditure. In addition, 

it may have been that the political stranglehold of the Liberals inhib-

ited the adoption of more enlightened policies, or at least the more 

, 'f bl' • 3 effectlve operatlon 0 pu lC serVlces. Certainly, when the local 

political situation became more fluid in the early eighteennineties, 

the inter-party rivalry forced the Liberals to produce a programme of 

, , 1 f 4 munlClpa re orm. 

(3) 

In the first chapter, we outlined the economic and demographic 

growth of Leeds upto the eighteen forties, and we must now consider 

how the borough continued to develop in the succeeding decades of the 

period. 

l'Report upon the Condition of the Town of Leeds and of its Inhabitants', 
J.S.S., vol. ii 1840. p.422. 

2E•P• Hennock, 'Finance and politics in urban local government in 
England. 1835-1900', Historical Journal. VI,2 (1963). pp.2l2-225. 
Financial matters are considered below, pp.377-396. 

3There was certainly little pressure on the council from middle-class 
groups pressing for improvements: see, T.W. Reid~Memoitof 
J.D. Heaton, M.D., pp. 107-109, and 'Extracts from the journalS of 
John Deakin Heaton', Publications of the Thoresby Society, Miscellany, 
vol. 15 Part 2, 1971, pp. 111-113. 
4Hennock,~.cit., pp.253-255. 
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During the second half of the riineteenthcentury, the population 

of Leeds increased considerably: there were 172,270 inhabitants in 

1851 and 428,988 fifty years later. By the eighteen fifties, Leeds, 

Hunslet, and Holbeck had almost achieved complete physical fusion. 

As Robert Baker observed, 

'Holbeck is, and Hunslet is nearly, now united with Leeds 
in complete continuity'! 

At this time, the three inner townships retained a clear 

numerical predominance, but already the pattern of demographic and 

industrial change had begun to change. As can be seen from table 3, 

Leeds continued to grow, and Hunslet maintained its ranking in the 

later decades of the century, increasing by between 10,000 and 12,000 

at each census after the eighteen fifties. In contrast, Holbeck 

expanded at a much slower rate until the last decade of the century, 

by which time it was only marginally greater in numbers than Wortley 

and Armley. These two townships to the west of Holbeck gained approx-

imately twenty thousand new inhabitants each during this period. 

Bramley also declined in relative importance, for although it was 

larger than the last-mentioned townships at mid-century, it was 

scarcely sixty percent of the size of either by 1901. Farnley and 

Beeston, on the south western periphery of the borough remained 

insignificant settlements in the second, as in the first fifty years 

of the century. 

To the north of the river Aire, the various wards and census 

district of Leeds experienced differing demographic fortunes. The 

township as a whole remained, by a considerable margin, the most 

lR. Baker, 'On the industrial and sanitary economy of the borough of 
Leeds in 1858', J.S.S. , volx~l, 1858, pp. 427-443. 
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populous in the borough and the marked decrease in its rate of growth 

in the last decade must of course be attributed to the fact that it 

had reached the physical limit of expansion. But there were signi£i-

cant variations between the wards. The South, Kirkgate and Mill Hill 

wards were declining in numbers, but at the same time, the~capita 

rateable value of property in Kirkgate and Mill Hill increased 

markedly (see table 3.4). This increase is of course the result of 

the progressive transformation of the town centre into a 'central 

business district' with the replacement of houses by warehouses shops 

and offices~ As we shall see, this appreciation in commercial 

property values was partly the result of the council's street improve-

ment policy. To the north west, Headingley-cum-Burley increased in 

numbers with growing rapidity to make it the third largest township 

by the turn of the century. Its notable expansion had two causes. 

Headingley itself was the major suburban residential district of the 

borough. As the census enumerators noted in 1861, 

'the sanitary advantages of Headingley cum Burley have 
induced a large proportion of the mercantile community of 
Leeds to reside in the township'f 

In Burley, however, which was contiguous with the west ward of 

Leeds township, it was the growth of working class, rather than 

middle class housing which contributed to the overall population 

increase in the township. Chapel Allerton and Potter Newton, located 

on the north eastern boundary of the borough were destined to become 

suburban areas and by the eighteen fifties this development had, 

falteringly, begun. But at this time they were still part village and 

l'b'd 431 2 C 187 2 44 'b' ~., pp. -; ensus 1, vol. ,p. 0, footnote • 

2Census 1861, vol. 1, p.6l3, footnote 'b'. 
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TABLE 3.5 

. ·Percapita rateable values in each 

ward in the township of Leeds in 

1843 and 1874 

Wards 1843 1874 
(£) (£) 

Mill Hill 11.38 27.38 

Kirkgate 7.15 12.73 

West 3.32 4.11 

South 3.22 4.37 

North West 2.55 3.19 

North 2.07 2.45 

East 1.84 2.49 

North East 1.33 1. 75 

Source: 'Return of the Area, Population, Rateable Value, 

and Number of Voters in the several Wards of 

the Borough ••• ', eM, 21 Jan 1875. 
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TABLE 3.6 

The Population of the Townships in the 

Borough of Leeds, 1851-1901 

TOWNSHIP 1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 

Leeds: 

South East Leeds 27,435 29,196 29,124 30,368 33,385 34,299 
North Leeds 36,048 41,136 49,628 55,849 60,618 59,281 
West Leeds 37,860 47,234 60,610 73,892 83,520 84,340 

SUB TOTAL 101,343 117,566 139,362 160,109 177 ,523 177,920 

Arm1ey 6,109 6,734 9,224 12,737 18,992 27,521 
Beeston 1,973 2,547 2,762 2,928 2,962 3,323 
Bramley 8,949 8,690 9,882 11 ,055 14,787 17,299 
Chapel Allerton 2,842 3,083 3,847 4,324 4,377 5,841 
Farnley 1,722 3,064 2,964 3,608 3,590 4,351 
Heading1ey 6,105 9,674 13,942 19,138 29,911 41,561 
Ho1beck 14,152 15,824 17,165 19,150 20,630 28,2941 
Huns1et 19,466 2.25,;,763 37,289 46,942 58,164 69,064 
Potter Newton 1,385 1,878 3,457 5,107 9,269 26,0042 
Wortley 7,896 12,058 18,923 23,530 26,854 27,456 

TOTAL 171 ,942 206,881 258,817 308,628 367,059 428,634 

Source: Printed Census. 

Notes: 1Census 1901, County of York, table 12, p.91, gives the 

population of Huns1et in 1891, as 56,764 (ie. 1,418 

persons fewer than given in the 1891 Census), and that 

of Ho1beck as 22,048 (ie. 1,418 persons more than given 

in the 1891 Census). There was presumably a simple trans

fer of area for cens~purposes from the former township 

to the latter. 

2ibid., table 12, p.92 gives the population of Potter 

Newton in 1891 as 9,284. 
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part suburb: the wealthy commuters owned the 'suburban residences' 

while the indigenous inhabitants, the 'poorer population' gained their 

living from local agricultural and quarrying work! Chapel Allerton 

achieved a modest growth in this period, but Potter Newton grew more 

rapidly, and experienced a spectacular advance in numbers in the 

eighteen tine ties • 

Because of the exceptionally large area which lay within the 

municipal boundaries, practically all the urban growth which can be 

attributed to the economic momentum of the borough can be traced in 

its constituent townships. But by the beginning of the twentieth 

century, peripheral areas on its eastern and northern edges were being 

drawn into its orbit. From the eighteen seventies, the council had 

owned a substantial part of Roundhay, which had been purchased partly to 

provide a public park, and partly for sale as building lots. As we 

shall see, this large scale speculation at first produced financially 

disappointing results, but by the turn of the century, improved trans-

port facilities had caused the population of the parish to almost 

double within a decade: Seacroft, on the east of the borough, 

increased in numbers by more than twenty per cent between 1891 and 

1901, but many of the two hundred and seventy one people enumerated in 

the latter year were in fact patients in the council's new isolation 

. 13 hosplta • 

Now that the geography of demographic change has been surveyed, 

we must now attempt to explain the economic basis of growth, and sug-

gest reasons for the differing rates of population growth in the 

lBaker, ~.cit., p.429, ~ Chapel Allerton, and Potter Newton. 

2Census 1901, County of York, p.92 asterisked footnote. 

3ibid ., daggered footnote. 
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various townships. Very little has been written on the development 

of the local economy in this period, and so the following survey 

must be tentative, but it hopefully, will be adequate for the present 

purpose. In 1851, the textile trades still retained an undisputed 

predominance as a source of employment for the working population of 

the borough but over the second half of the century it declined in 

importance in the occupational structure, employing 29,000 (34%) 

workers in 1851 and 20,000 (9.3%) in 1901~ In this period it was 

eclipsed as the major catalyst of growth by two industries: 

engineering and clothing. From the eighteen fifties the engineering 

trades employed between 12% and 14% of the rapidly growing labour 

force although in terms of the number employed, it did not overtake 

textiles until the eighteen nineties. It manufactured a wide range of 

products: stationary engines, locomotives, boilers, heavy and light 

armaments, machine tools, castings, traction engines, and not surpris-

ingly, textile machinery. In at least two branches of the industry, 

machine tool making at Greenwood's and at Batley's, and Buckton's, 

and in Kitson's locomotive making plant, Leeds possessed firms which 

h • • G B" 2 were amongst t e most lmportant ln reat rltaln. By the second 

decade of the twentieth century the industry had achieved an exceptional 

export record, for in its different sectors it sold between fifty and 

ninety five percent of its output in foreign markets; The dynamism of 

local engineering meant rapidly increasing employment, which in turn 

was reflected in the rapid growth of population in Hunslet, Wortley, 

lW.G. Rimmer, 'Occupations in Leeds, 1841-1951', Publications of the. 
Thoresby Society, Miscellany, vol. 14 part 2, 1967 pp. 158-178. 

2S•B• Saul, 'The market and development of the mechanical engineering 
industries in Britain, 1860-1914', Ec. H.R., 2nd series, vol. XX 
1967-68, p.115, table 3 and p.12l, table 4. 

3J • Buckman, 'Later Phases of Industrialisation, to 1918', in 
M.W. Beresford and G.R.J. Jones eds., Leeds and its Region, p.165. 



186 

Armley, and the west and north west wards of.Leeds~Perhaps the 

relatively slow expansion of Holbeck before the nineties was caused by 

its dependence upon textiles, especially since upto the mid eighties, 

it possessed the decaying industrial giant, Marshalls the flax spinners. 

By the late nineteenth century, there seems to have been general 

agreement that the continuing prosperity of Leeds was the result of 

. . f' . d • 2 the d~vers~tyo ~ts ~n ustr~es. As we have noted, engineering 

rapidly move4 to the forefront, but from the eighteen eighties it was, 

in numerical terms at least, overtaken by the other major local 

industry. In the last twenty years of the century the name of Leeds 

became synonymous with the ready made clothing industry. As the 

council's medical officer of health remarked at the time, 

'a quarter of a century ago it was a little difficult to find 
large wholesale clothiers' shops when you wanted them, but 
now they occupy prominent positions in our main thoroughfares, 
so much so that it has become almost a matter of doubt in 
late years as to whether the cloth manufacturing or the ready 
made clothing trade is the principal trade of the two'~ 

Dr. Goldie might have been in doubt, but the census figures show 

the change very clearly. In the place of the borough's traditional 

source of pre-eminence, the manufacture of ready mades advanced 

rapidly from the eighteen eighties~ Once the techniques of mass pro-

duction, pioneered by John Barran, had been established, the industry 

expanded rapidly. Its products were far cheaper than those of the 

bespoke tailor, and indeed its competition reduced the number of the 

1Census 1861, vol. 1, p.6l3, footnotes 'hh' and '1'; Census 1871, 
vol. 2, footnotes 'c' and 'h'. 

2Buckman, !!!.cit., p.156; M.W. Beresford, Leeds Chambers of Commerce, 
p.183, ~. 1888; Royal Commission on the Housing of the Working 
Classes, 1885, vol. 2, Qu. 9801. 

3SC , 25 June 1888. 

4Un1ess otherwise stated, information on the history of the ready-made 
clothing industry has been derived from the Ro1a1 Commission on Alien 
Immigration, 1903, Qu. 14,260-Qu. 14,471, Qu. 4,988-Qu. 15,085, 
Qu. 15,086-Qu. 15,131 and Qu. 20,366-Qu. 20,465. 
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latter from about 550 to about 250 by the beginning of the new century. 

Furthermore, the decline in price took place at a time when the national 

standard of living was indisputably rising. The prosperity of the 

industry is indicated by its importance in the occupational structure, 

and its expansion was assisted by the appearance of an unexpected source 

of labour. After the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, a series of 

pogroms caused a large-scale emigration of Jews from Russian-controlled 

dominions. As The Lancet observed, 

'the greater part came from the province of Knovo; and at 
starting, (they) are of ten acquainted with but one word of 
English, and that word is 'Leeds' •••• It seems evident that, 
as a whole, they readily earned their living at Leeds, and 
to the Russian jew, in dread of obligatory military service, 
and suffering from religious persecution, the name of Leeds 
was but a modern term for an El Dorado'! 

The industry, relying to a great extent upon cheap Bradford 

worsteds, was carried on in both factories and workshops. The simplest 

items of clothing, the jackets and trousers were almost exclusively 

made up in the factories, and the making up of coats and most 

'juvenile clothing' from sections cut out in the factories, was 

carried on in homes and workshops. In the late eighties there were 

perhaps seventy six of the latter, usually owned by a Jewish master 

tailor and employing an average of twenty nine workers~ Fifteen 

years later there were 297 workshops, of which 180 were staffed by 

Jews. The immigrants had established themselves in a ghetto, which 

was centred on the Ley1ands. 

By 1901 the three major industries of the city, textiles, 

clothing and engineering employed 9.3%, 14.2% and 17.5% respectively 

of the labour force in the city. The claims made of a healthy 

1The Lancet, 9 June 1888, pp. l146~1148, and 16 June 1888, pp. 1209-1210. 

2SC , 25 June 1888. 
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diversity. for the economy of Leeds were justifiable on two other 

counts also. There was diversity of markets, since the major sectors 

of the engineering industry were heavily export-oriented, whereas two 

thirds of the output of the clothing industry was sold in the domestic 

market~ Furthermore, while engineering was an almost exclusively 

male-dominated occupation, the 'ready-made' trade and the textile 

industry provided a major source of employment for female labour. 

lJ. Buckman, art~cit., p.165. 
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(1) 

The construction of the sewerage system in the central urban area 

in the early eighteen fifties provided Leeds with a basic sanitary 

infrastructure, but as its designer had realised, this was only a 

preliminary stage in the achievement of adequate urban sanitation. In 

his report, J.W. Leather had explicitly recognised the importance of 

devising a plan which would allow for the extension of the main sewer 

network as the urban area expanded; and although he had rightly 

discredited the proposals for sewage utilisation which had been made 

by James Vetch, he nevertheless accepted that some such scheme might be 

necessary and practicable in the future if serious river pollution was 

to be avoided. The history of municipal sanitary schemes then in the 

period from 1855 to 1905 is essentially concerned with these two 

issues: firstly, the planning of successive extensions of the sewerage 

system, and secondly the development of effective methods for the 

treatment and disposal of sewage. 

In 1862, the streets and sewerage committee recommended the council 

to declare Heading1ey a drainage district under its powers derived from 

the 1848 improvement act, so that the township, (which had more than 

doubled its population over the previous twenty years) could be 

assimilated into the sewerage system provided for Leeds, Hunslet and 

Holbeck. However, a strong separatist movement appeared in HeadingleYt 

which claimed that a cheaper and more beneficial scheme could be put 

into effect without reference to the municipal network. In the face of 

local opposition, the council did not adopt the proposal of the streets 

committee, but warned the recalcitrant township that it was undesirable 

that it should 
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'expend a large sum in an indifferent system of sewerage, 
and that it is especially undesirable to turn the . 
sewerage (sic) of Headingley~cum-Burley into the river Aire 
above Leeds'! 

During the eighteen sixties, only one new drainage district was 

actually created, and several minor improvements were made, although 

plans for more extensive schemes were under consideration. The new 

drainage district, St. Johns, New Wortley, was adopted because of local 

pressure. In February 1866 a deputation from New Wortley which had 

been appointed at a public meeting there presented itself to the 

streets committee and urged it to improve the sewerage in the district. 

The deputation then appeared before the council to make its request, 

and the streets committee suggested that the parish of St. John's in 

which New Wortley was situated should become a drainage district, since 

as it lay on the west of the Holbeck drainage district it would not be 

2 difficult to make the necessary extensions to the existing sewers. The 

scheme cost £14,650 and provided sewerage for 207 acres. 

Otherwise, the practical results achieved in the sixties were of 

little significance. The committee authorised the building of sewers 

in Back lane and Bell lane, Bramley and in North lane, Headingley when 

prompted to do so, in the first case by the Bramley Guardians and in the 

second by the scavenging and nuisance committee~ But the streets 

committee was active in devising long term plans to integrate large 

areas of the borough into a comprehensive sewerage system. This was 

apparent even in the minor works which were undertaken, for the Bramley 

and Heading1ey sewers were designed so that they could later be assimi-

lated into the overall plan. 

Isse, 27 Dec 1861, 24 March 1862; CM, 10 April 1862. 

2sse , 2 Feb 1866; CM, 14 Feb, 29 March 1866, 30 March 1867. 

3sse , 22 Feb, 1866, 30 Aug, 25 Oct 1867. 
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By the late. sixties, two major scheJni:s had been prepared by the 

borough surveyor. The first was for a South. Western Drainage District, 

comprising Armley, Upper and Lower Wortley, Farnley, Beeston and the 

parts of Stanning1ey and Pudsey which. lay within the borough, in all a 

total area of 5,764 acres, or about nine square miles. This was to be 

provided with five main sewers, at an estimated cost of £40,500~ 

The second, the North Western Drainage District, covered a total 

of 2,880 acres (4! square miles), taking in parts of Headingley-cum-

Burley, Chapel Allerton, and Potternewton, and was expected to cost 

£30,250~ In August 1869, the council adopted the report of the streets 

and sewerage committee, but rearranged the plans so as to unite Armley, 

Wortley, Heading1ey, Chapel Allerton and Potternewton into a single 

. ., 3 
Dralnage Dlstrlct. 

The appearance of these proposals met with legal opposition, for 

landowners downstream from Leeds were apprehensive of the increase in 

the pollution of the river Aire which would be caused if the drainage 

area was extended further. By December 1869, the Attorney General, on 

the information of two riparian landowners, had applied for an injunction 

in Chancery to prevent impurified sewage from being discharged into the 

. 4 
river by the corporatlon. 

On several occasions in the eighteen fifties and sixties, the streets 

and sewerage committee had considered, in a desultory way, the 

possibility of sewage utilization; but the issue of an injunction now 

made the search for some solution imperative. One scheme which had 

1A•M• Fowler, Report to the Streets and Sewerage committee of the Town 
council upon farming a Drainage District for the South West portion of 
the Borough of Leeds, and the effectual sewerage of the same (1868). 

21M , 18 May 1871. 

3CM , 19 Aug 1869. 

4CM , 6 Dec 1869. 

5See above, p. 98. 
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been proposed had been produced by the borough surveyor in 1868, and 

it bears an interesting resemblance to that which the council attempted 

to put into practice thirty years later. He proposed that land should 

be acquired at Thorne Waste, and that the sewage should be conveyed to 

the site by gravitation by means of a twenty-seven mile conduit. This 

location was chosen because of its remoteness and because the gradients 

between Leeds and Thorne Waste would permit the sewage to flow by force 

of gravity, which would make the great expense involved in pumping 

unnecessary. Even so, the project was very costly: he estimated that 

the cost of the conduit, the purchase of land, and the laying out of 2,000 

1 aGres to receive the effluent would cost £258,000. Not surprisingly, 

when the comndttee was two years later, obliged to consider some 

proposal to meet the terms of the injunction, this was not the one which 

they selected. 

The comndttee decided to carry out experiments on land adjacent to 

the existing main sewer outfall at Knostrop, and purchased twenty six 

2 
acres of land for £5,196 from the Temple Newsam estate. Despite the 

urgency of the matter, several years were spent in commercially-

oriented experiment, to the dismay of a Local Government Board inspector, 

who commented that, 

'the condition of a population subjected to the terms of an 
injunction similar to that which now affects Leeds, should 
forbid prolonged delays from experimental attempts to 
discover the best economic solution •••• Experiment is mis
timed when the danger it should have been directed to 
obviate has actually been incurred. Already considerable 
delay has happened in Leeds in instituting even an experi
mental measure ••• '~ 

lA.W. Morant, Descri tion of the Leeds Sewa e Works, and of the Various 
Processes which have been tried for the Purification of the Sewage. 1876). 

2RB , 23 Jan 1888. 

3Mr • J. Netten Radcliffe on the Sanitary State of Leeds with particular 
reference to niarrhoeaand-Fever, PRO, MH 12/15248, p.21. 
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From October 1871 to March 1873, the sewage works were operated by 

the Native Guano Company, which incurred financial difficulties because 

it could not make a profit from manure sales, and it was succeeded by the 

Leeds Clarifying and Utilisation of Sewage Company, which in turn gave 

1 way to other ingenious and unsuccessful entrepreneurs. Ultimately, 

the committee decided in 1877 that the cheapest and most effective 

method was a lime precipitation process. In this, sewage was pumped 

into settlement tanks and treated with lime to precipitate the solids. 

The clarified effluent was then discharged into the river, and sludge 

deposited in the tanks was allowed to dry before being removed. When 

completed, the works had cost £57,524 to build, and cost between £4,000 

2 and £5,000 a year to operate. 

Once an efficient means of sewage purification had been adopted, the 

extension of the sewerage system could begin again,and between 1877 and 

1900, £593,662 was spent on sewerage and drainage works~ In the eighteen 

eighties and nineties, approximately 120 miles of sewers were being 

built in each decade, which more than doubled the size of the pre-

injunction network, and this, combined with the increasing number of 

water closets which were being installed, greatly increased the problem 

of sewage disposal. By the turn of the century, so the chairman of the 

sewerage committee claimed, 

'we are merely subsiding or settling the suspended solids in 
the normal flow, and we are doing that in a very imperfect 
way, because our settlement area is too small and we have no 
available area to deal with the large amount of sludge 
produced '4· 

1A•W• Morant, ~.cit., and J. Toft, thesis, chapter 8. 

2R•B• 23 Jan 1888, and T. Hewson, Description of the Leeds Sewage 
Works. (1884) 

Committees, 1889-1900, 'Report of the Finance 
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By 1900, the comndttee had finalised its plans to overcome this 

difficulty. In April, the council approved of the purchase of the 

1,882-acre Gateforth Estate, near Selby for £85,000 and in November 

decided to obtain a local act to authorise the expenditure of about 

£700,000 to provide sewage disposal facilities on the site~ After 

preliminary screening at Knowstrop, to remove road grit and other sub-

stances washed into the sewers at times of heavy rainfall, the sewage 

would flow by gravitation to Gateforth where it would be fed into 

settling tanks. Each day the sludge would be run off into newly-

ploughed trenches, and the soil would then be turned in,so that 'each 

day's trenching will dispose of each day's sludge'. The site had been 

chosen because it was the nearest which could be supplied by gravita-

tion from Leeds, and hence would make the expensive process of pumping 

unnecessary, but in any case, it was the only site within reasonable 

distance 

'of anything like an adequate area for the treatment of ••• 
sewage on any system' • 

Unfortunately for the corporation, the scheme was rejected by 

parliament as a result of opposition from landowners, differences of 

opinion over the proposed method of sewage treatment, and the fear 

that it might endanger the water supply of Selby and Pontefract~ The 

sewerage committee were thus obliged to remodel the existing purifica-

tion plant at Knowstrop, and to spend £34,000 on building a smaller 

sewerage works at Redley, on the south western boundary of the borough 

to meet the requirements of Rodley and Bramley~ 

1CM , 4 April, 9 Nov 1900. 

2~, 6 June 1901. 

3G•A• Hart, 'Description of the Sewerage and Sewage Disposal Works of 
Leeds, with special reference to the Sewage Disposal Works and Lands 
at Rodley', Journal of the Royal Sanitary Institute, XXIX (1908). 15-21. 
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(2l 

Several of the most important features of the work of the sanitary 

committee in the last decades of the century were concerned with the 

problems posed by the need to ensure the efficient removal of human and 

household refuse. The inspectors of the Local Government Board identi-

fied two objectionable features in the system in use in Leeds in the 

eighteen sixties for the disp,osal of 'night soil' or excrement. Dr. Hunter 

referred scathingly to the inefficient method used for cleansing privies, 

with its reliance on sub-contracting, and the consequent threat to 

health which arose from a practice which made public health subservient 

to a profit-and-loss criterion. Dr. Radcliffe emphasised the importance 

of abolishing privies and middensteads which existed in considerable 

numbers in the borough, by replacing them with water closets, or at least 

modifying them so as to allow more frequent cleansing. Indeed, Radcliffe 

believed that their continued existence nullified the improvement in 

public health conditions which the council's extensive sewerage system 

ought to have achieved. As he observed, 

'some of the most important objects for which the system was 
planned, and which principally affect the state of health of 
the population have been very imperfectly secured. As a 
means for obtaining the rapid removal of excremental matters 
from the midst of the houses, by the substitution of water 
closets for the abominable middenstead and cesspool, and the 
abolition of the latter, the facts ••• show that so small a 
result has been secured as to be practically inappreciable 
upon the state of health of the borough. The water closet is 
even now an exceptional luxury amongst the inhabitants, not a 
common convenience, and the middenstead and cesspool, with all 
their mischievous offensiveness, are still the ordinary methods 
of excrement disposal'! 

lMr. J. Netten Radcliffe on the Sanitary State of Leeds; with particular 
reference to Diarrhoea and Fever, PRO MH12/l5248, p.19. 
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As we shall see; the council's attitude on this issue, as 

expressed in its building bye-laws, brought it into conflict with the 

Local Government Board. 

As we demonstrated in an earlier chapter, the council's experience 

of contracting for the removal of refuse from the privies and ashpits of 

the drainage district was characterised by recurrent crises caused by 

the insolvency and inefficiency on the part of successive contractors, 

and that this culminated in 1865 in a serious breakdown of the service 

which, unhappily for the council, co-incided with a visit from an 

inspector from the Medical Department of the Privy Council. Unfortun-

ate1y, in the following decades the situation changed very little, and 

the conflict between cost-consciousness and the need for efficiency 

caused policy to alternate between contracting and direct works. The 

council had let the work to a contractor in September 1865, but by 

February 1867, the scavenging and nuisance committee was receiving 

complaints of neglect, and after a tour of inspection the contract was 

revoked, and with the council's approval, a refuse removal department 

1 was created. This decision was reversed in March 1876 when the council, 

on the advice of the sanitary committee, again placed the work out to 

2 contract for £15,650 a year. It seems that the reason for this was the 

rising expenditure of the night soil department. In 1870, gross 

operating costs were £8,450, and the 'loss' was £4,958, but three years 

later, as a result of wage increases, the additional expense of the 

'box system' in the east ward, and the falling revenue from manure sales, 

the gross cost had risen to £16,800, and the 'loss' to £15,444~ 

lSNC, 28 Feb, 1 March, 18 March, 25 March 1867, CM, 30 March 1867. 

2SC , 14 Feb 1876; CM, 1 March 1876. 

3SC , 27 Nov 1873. 



197 

There is an interesting parallel between this situation, and one 

in the late sixties, when the council was debating whether to construct 

a reservoir by private tender or direct works. The supporters of the 

latter referred to the illusory benefits of competition, and the 

inefficiency which resulted from accepting the cheapest tender, whilst 

their opponents regarded contracting as a salutary financial discipline, 

which also prevented the council's own officers from having 'an unlimi-

1 ted pull on the public purse'. Although complaints were made over the 

inefficiency of the nightsoil contractors, little attention was paid 

to the more serious issue. When the contract came up for re1etting 

in 1879, the Leeds Express, owned by the 'progressive' Liberal councillor, 

F.R. Spark, pointed out the inverted values implicit in the council's 

attitude. After commenting on the time spent in discussing municipal 

salaries, it continued, 

'but mark the different proceedings on a question of grave 
importance, involving not a few pounds a year on an officer's 
pay, but many thousands of pounds annually, and the sanitary 
condition of the whole borough. Recently, the town council 
occupied some hours in talking about comparatively trivial 
matters, whilst the proposal to expend £37,000 on a contract 
for removing night soil was passed without a single word of 
explanation or discussion'f 

In the same year it was also decided that street cleansing work 

should be leased, and the staff of the council's scavenging department 

d ' , d3 was lsnusse. The department's running costs were about £10,000 a 

4 year, but the successful tender was for under £5,000. It is hardly 

surprising that difficulties began almost immediately. Only two months 

after the contractor took over, the watch committee complained about 

the condition of the streets, and in December the North East Ward 

lSee below p. 

2F•R.- Spark, Collection of Extracts, Documents etc., relating to Leeds 
City Council Proceedings, volume 2, f.55, extract from Leeds Express, 

314 May 1879. 
SC, 12 May, 11 Aug 1879. , 

4SC 27 Nov 1873 gives the working costs of the scav~nglnghdepartme~tth 
in'that year as'£9,786 n 8" Od.; SC, 23 July 1879 glves ~ ~c~st ~ .. ~ 
three-~ear tender as £14,950. 
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Liberal Association protested that, 

'the way in which our streets are neglected and the dirt 
allowed to accumulate to the serious inconvenience and dis
comfort of passengers is a disgrace to the borough'! 

A few weeks afterwards, the sanitary committee suspended the con-

tract, and a month later, terminated it, so that by 1 February 1880, a 

short and disastrous experiment was over, and street cleansing was again 

"1 'b'l' 2 a munlclpa responsl 1 lty. 

3 Despite the usual problems, the committee continued doggedly to 

maintain its policy of contracting for refuse removal. There was also 

a further source of friction between the contractor and the sanitary 

committee. The contractor objected that the committee's policy of 

connecting privies to the common sewers was depriving him of his source 

of income, and complained, in the accents of Shaw's Mr. Dolittle, that 

'this is most injurious to me, as rubbish is worthless to me 
as manure, not having mixed with it any nightsoi1, therefore 
its sale is lost to the farmer and not only that but the rub
bish according to your experience and mine also is the most 
difficult thing to get rid of. Now I ask you as men of busi
ness is it fair? is it just?'~ 

We shall consider the solution to the problem of refuse disposal later 

in this chapter. Two years later, he claimed successfully for £1,000 

in compensation for an estimated 2,000 tons of night soil which he was 

deprived of 

'by the putting in of trough closets since the commencement of 
the contract'~ 

lCM, 13 Aug 1879; SC, 13 Oct, 8 Dec 1879. 

2sc, 11 Dec 1879, 5 Jan, 30 Jan 1880. 

3e •g • SC, 13 Dec 1880: 'numerous complaints having been made as to the 
unsatisfactory manner in which (the contractors) are emptying ashpits 
and doing their work the comrndttee require that the terms of the con
tract be strictly adhered to'. 

4 SC, 8 Oct 1878. 

5 SC, 23 July 1879. 
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This atlaast is evidence that the committee was following a more 

enlightened policy in other matters. 

The situation changed much for the worse in the next decade. In 

1882, a new contractor proposed to take on the work at a lesser cost 

than the previous operators (£11,333 a year against £12,600), and the 

sanitary committee, having calculated that it would cost £12,436 if done 

1 by direct works, decided to accept the offer. However, when the con-

tract was drawn up, the proposed contractors refused to agree to the 

specifications, and the committee decided to reconsider the possibility 

of direct works. The committee then asked the council for permission 

to take the responsibility itself for twelve months, and received 

2 consent to do so. The work was not done efficiently, for by February 

1883 it was in arrears, and a sub-committee reported that complaints 

were 'more or less justified'. In fact, the previous contractors had 

removed more refuse, and at a lower cost, than the committee's employees~ 

and in November 1883 the committee reverted to its sub-letting practice~ 

But the story of sordid, dreary inefficiency repeated itself. The new 

contractor was inefficient, as was the next, (who went bankrupt), and 

so was his successor~ Somewhat belatedly, in February 1890, the 

committee resolved that, 

'taking into consideration the unsatisfactory manner in which 
the cleansing of ashpits in the borough has hitherto been done 
by various contractors this committee consider that the time 
has arrived for the emptying of all the ashpits to be done 
under their control for a period of twelve months'~ 

1se , 13 Feb, 19 May, 1882. 

2se , 4 May 1882; CM, 7 June 1882; SC, 18 June 1883. 

3se , 18 June 1883 contains the report of the sub-committee on ashpit 
cleansing which reviews the events of 12 Feb 1882 to 12 June 1883. 

4se , 18 June, 9 July 1883; CM, 9 Nov; SC, 19 Nov 1883; CM, 26 Nov 1883. 

Sse, 12 Jan 1885; 12 April, 13 Sept, 31 Dec 1886; 25 March, 13 April, 
13 June, 11 July 1887; 27 Sept 1888; 14 Jan, 24 Oct, 27 Dec 1889. 

6se , 13 Feb 1890. 



200 

The council agreed, but this time the decision was not reversed, 

and the work remained a municipal responsibility~ 

Dr. Radcliffe had stressed the deleterious effect of allowing the 

accumulation of refuse in privies and middensteads over long periods, 

and recommended that, 

'with a system of scavenging, of which the longest interval for 
the removal of excremental refuse would not exceed a week, the 
receptacle for this refuse, as well as for the dry house
refuse need not be of larger capacity than the space between 
an ordinary privy-seat and the floor of the privy •••• They admit 
of the nuisance from accumulated excremental and house-refuse 
being restricted within the straitest limits; the receptacles 
are easily constructed so as to obviate danger from the soakage 
of excremental matter into the soil; and they can be readily 
and effectually cleansed'? 

The sanitary committee urged the council to adopt the 'box system' 

to replace privies 'to carry out the spirit of Mr. Radcliffe's report', 

and the council agreed to allow this to be put into operation initially 

3 in the east ward. The east ward, with a population of about 16,000 in 

1871, had 699 ashpits each with a capacity of three tons which were 

emptied about twice a year, and 1,506 privies. The conversion involved 

filling in 690 of the former and altering 1,484 of the latter, replacing 

them with tubs for ashes and kitchen wastes, and installing a wooden box 

containing a galvanised pail in the closets. The committee had intended 

to finance the cost of these changes (about £2 a privy) but later on 

the ground of expense, decided to charge it to the owners. Initially, 

the system worked badly, as an insufficient number of pails was provi-

ded, and they were removed and emptied by the committee's workmen only 

twice a week. But in February 1874, daily emptying was begun, and this, 

combined with an instruction to householders to empty their fine ashes 

into the box, made a considerable improvement~ When Radcliffe reported 

lCM, 5 March 1890; se, 11 May 1891 
2J.N. Radcliffe, art.cit., p.33. 
3SC 2 Aug 1871; CM,~Aug 1871. In contrast to the visit of Hunter 

in'1865, Radcliffe thank~d the ~anitary committ~e for :the facilities 
whic~ ha~ ~een offered h~m' by 1ts members and1ts off1cers on the day 
of h1s V1S1t, see SC 19 Dec 1870. . 

4SC, 13 April 1874. 
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for a second time, in 1874, he noted' that, 

'the middenstead privies in the district were among the worst 
and most offensive in the borough, and the change effected by 
their removal and the substitution for them of pail closets 
is remarkable. The absence from the East Ward of the penetra
ting midden stink which is so characteristic of Leeds, even in 
Well-to-do parts, is especially noteworthy'! 

The medical officer of health and the superintendent of the 

sanitary department were themselves in no doubt over the advantages of 

the change. As the superintendent observed, 

'in a sanitary point of view, the Box Plan, with its daily 
removal, is far superior to the old barbarous and offensive 
privy sump, and I trust that the council will not in future 
allow a single aShpit to be constructed, and that they will 
order all the existing 19,000 privy sumps to be filled up'~ 

But both officials were aware that, judged by the criteria custom-

arily applied to cleansing and scavenging by the council, the system 

had one important defect. The council had decided that the use of the 

boX system would not be extended until, 

'it was found to be satisfactory from the sanitary and the 
financial point of view'~ 

The increased frequency of refuse removal had removed the sanitary 

objections, but t~e financial objection remained. The cost of the 

e~eriment in the east ward was £1,815 a year, against the cost of 

emptying ashpits in the area under previous conditions of only £734. 

superintendent Newhouse further calculated that it would cost £29,037 a 

year for labour and cartage alone, exclusive of equipment, if the change 

over was implemented throughout the drainage district. Defensively, 

but understandably he added that, 

'I wish you to understand that I do not advocate the ashpit 
system' , 

1 J • Netten Radcliffe, 'On excrement nuisances', Reports of the Medical 
Officer of the Privy Council and Local Government Board, N.S. number 2, 
1874, p. 192. 

2 SC, 13 April 1874 • 
..3 eM, 30 Sept 1873. 
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and Dr. Goldie, stressing the need for regular inspection to ensure 

that the system continued to work well added apologetically that, 

'this, again, I know implies~x~ense; that I cannot help'! 
\ 

But local opinion was not so enthusiastic. One local author protested 

over the expense involved, and the Ratepayers' Protection Society 

believed that, 

'the 'box system' for the removal of our sewage matter is 
neither so cleanly nor so healthy as the old ashpit system 
and any further extension of the 'box system' would be both 
unwise and inexpedient'? 

It was, in fact, never introduced into any other district, although it 

continued in use until phased out at the turn of the century. The 

reasons for its failure cannot be decisively defined. In an internal 

memorandum of 1878, in the Local Government Board, Radcliffe claimed 

that, 

'the experiment has been carried out so imperfectly and 
carelessly, that the system has been discredited and is now 
in disfavour'~ 

On the other hand, Hewson, the borough engineer, implied that the 

measure was a temporary one, undertaken during the period of the injunc-

tion, which prevented new drainage connections, and was set aside when 

this was lifted~ But the council did not then move to abolish the 

privy system elsewhere in the borough, and as we shall see, it did 

nothing to prevent its use in new properties either. The 'box system' 

may indeed have had an appreciable influence upon public conditions, for 

Dr. Goldie pointed out that the mortality rate in the east ward in 1870 

lSC, 13 April 1874. 

2T•B• Stead, Letter to the Sanitary Committee of the Council and the 
Borough of Leeds (Leeds, 1873); SC, 13 July 1874. 

3pRO , MH 12/15248, notes by J.N. Radcliffe, attached to 73882C/77. 

4Thomas Hewson, Description of the Leeds Sewage Works (Leeds, 1884), p.7. 
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was 49.2, and in 1873 was 43.8, although. he refused to. attribute the 

1 1 h•• • 1 improvement so e y to t 1S 1nnovat10n. It seems probable that the 

operating costs involved was the most significant factor, as on a 

larger scale, it determined council policy on public cleansing in 

general. Further evidence not wholly conclusive,of the relationship 

between mortality, especially from diarrhoea, and the efficiency of 

municipal cleansing was produced in the early 'nineties~ As we noted 

in the preceding chapter, the death rate from this source was excep-

tionally high in Leeds in the middle of the century, and it continued 

to be so. In the decade 1882-1891, the average rate in twenty eight 

large towns was 0.88 per 1,000, whereas in Leeds it was 1.12, and a 

serious epidemic in the autumn of 1892 gave further cause for disquiet. 

Although the epidemic occurred in other towns also, its impact was, in 

most cases less severe. The average diarrhoeal death rate for twelve 

towns in Yorkshire and Lancashire in these months was 2.33, yet in 

Leeds it was 3.39, a rate exceeded only by Preston, Bolton and Sheffield. 

Hull, Salford, Bradford, Liverpool and Manchester had rates between 1.31 

and 2.87. The medical officer of health further pointed out that the 

three towns where the mortality rate was lowest, Oldham (0.87), 

Huddersfield (0.57), and Halifax (0.14), were all places where the box 

system had been adopted 'pretty nearly in its entirity'. But by the 

last decade of the century the sanitary committee had, as we have seen, 

rejected the box system as a means of replacing the 'gulf-like midden-

steads', and had accepted the necessity of introducing water closets 

where practicable. 

lSC, 13 April 1874. 

2The details which follow are taken from, J. Spottiswoode Cameron, 
'Diarrhoea in some Lancashire and Yorkshire towns in 1891', Public 
Health, VI (1893-94), pp. 152-153. 
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In the mid sixties there were relatively few water closets in 

Leeds, and there was in some quarters opposition to their introduction. 

One alderman stated that, 

'he was very strongly of opinion that the water closet system 
ought not to be encouraged in any large town excepting as a 
luxury - a luxury to be paid for by those determined to have 
it, and by no means carried down to the lowest class of houses 
in the poor districts'l 

His principal objection was to the volume of water which they would 

consume, and Radcliffe noted that 

'the scale of charges for tumbler closets, adopted by the 
corporation, appears to have had a very detrimental effect in 
preventing their ready adoption, in cases where this form of 
closet would be the best substitute for the privy-with
middensteads •••• The scale of charges has, I believe, been 
based upon an exaggerated estimate of the quantity of water 
consumed by these closets'~ 

But on sanitary grounds there was perhaps a valid case against the 

introduction of water closets in all circumstances. In June 1867 the 

council instructed the streets and sewerage comndttee to consider the 

desirability of connecting 'small cottage houses' directly with the 

sewerage system, 

'especially when the connections must necessarily be in rooms 
occupied by the inhabitants of such houses'~ 

Radcliffe shared these doubts, but stated that, 

'this separate provision had been found to be an indescribable 
boon during sickness, and it obviated the necessity of the 
children and young women having often to leave the house again 
and again, in all states of the weather, to wait their turn 
at isolated blocks of privies or water-closets, at infinite 
discomfort, and leading to no little acquisition of bad habits 
among the children, and the blunting of modest feeling among 
the young women'~ 

lLM, 13 Aug 1868. 

2pRO MH 12/15248, Mr. J. Netten Radcliffe on the Sanitary State of 
Leeds •••• p.29. 

3CM , 17 June 1867. 

4Radcliffe, ~~~., p.3l. 
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This problem, caused by the Unbroken rows of back-to-back houses was 

yet a~other legacy of unregulated speculative building, and,it must 

be added, was partly the responsibility of the council itself through 

its failure to enforce building bye-laws before the ndd eighteen 

sixties. Moreover, the formulation and enforcement of stricter building 

regulations after 1866 actually perpetuated the privy and ashpit system, 

despite the protests of the Local Government Board. 

Although the council regularly submitted its building bye-laws to 

the Board, as it was legally obliged to, there is no evidence that the 

Board was concerned with giving. more than formal assent to their 

contents before 1873. It would appear that by this time it was sub-

jecting byelaws to thorough scrutiny, and was attempting to establish 

standards which it believed should be generally applicable, rather than 

acting merely as a registration agency for local authorities' indepen-

dent formulations. In 1873 the Board for the first time questioned some 

of the provisions of the byelaws, but the council clearly resented this 

interference, and the Board for the time being did not take the matter 

1 any further. But when the new building byelaws were sent up for con-

firmation in 1876, the Board was much less amenable. It asked the 

council to delay in issuing them until it had completed the 'model' 

series which was being prepared, but the town clerk entered strenuous 

objections. The council seemed convinced that the Board was an instru-

ment of centralised control (which to some degree it was), and the town 

clerk's reply, while protesting that delay would cause 'great incon-

venience and injury' revealed greater concern over the implications 

implied by the Board's request. The council, so its clerk asserted, 

lPRO MH 12/15246, 41470/73, 52240C/73, 66653/73. 
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had the right to make its own byelaws independently of the terms of the 

Public Health Act, 1875, and moreover, 

'the corporation are so impressed with the necessity of the 
matter being attended to, and so alarmed at the suggestion 
that their position as an ancient corporation should be made 
subsidiary and subservient to a Central Authority that they 
have instructed me to seek an interview with the Board to give 
such further explanations as may be desired'! 

One of the Board's officials noted that, 

'there can I think be little doubt as to the necessity for 
the revision of the entire series'~ 

but from the Board's standpoint there were two difficulties which 

obstructed its aims. A major local authority was unlikely to submit 

readily to outside pressures, and Leeds had clearly adopted a position 

of intransigence from the outset. If the Board persued its plan of 

3 action it would lead to 'much irritation and controversy'. Moreover, 

its previous acquiescence made a complete change of tactics difficult 

as, 

'the code embodies many provlsl0ns which were confirmed by 
the Board at a time when the scrutiny of byelaws was less 
minute than at present. These provisions, chiefly on 
sanitary grounds (I think) are open to objection but as they 
have been once allowed by the Board, it would be difficult 
now to raise questions as to their propriety'~ 

On the other hand, as Lambert, the Board's Secretary pointed out to the 

President, to agree to the building byelaws without amendment would 

5 be an evasion of their statutory duty. But the Board could rely in its 

negotiations upon one source of advantage. This was the expertise of 

its sanitary matters and legal, architectural and civil engineering 

1pRO MH12/15247, 11754/76. 
2. 'd . t 1 lbl .,1n erna 
3-· 
10c.Clt. --

4pRO MH12/15248, 
5 . 10c.Clt. --

note following letter 15185/76. 

endorsement on letter 69347/77. 
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practice, and when the town clerk received the proposed revisions in 

June 1876 he was moved to thank the Board for, 

'the evident care and attention which has been bestowed upon 
them and for the valuable suggestions which have been made, 
in all of which the corporation cordially concur'! 

But the contest was renewed in the following year, when the Board 

asked the town clerk for the loan of a set of the local acts to 

assist it in a review of the bye-laws. The internal memoranda of the 

Board make it clear that its officials were pressing for radical changes, 

as one minute notes that, 

'so far as the clauses involve sanitary points, Mr. Radcliffe 
is decidedly of opinion that the proposed bye-laws must be 
entirely remodelled. In this opinion Mr. Smith, from the 
point of view of the Architect's Department, fully concurs't 

The principal subject of contention was the sanitary arrangements which 

the council was prepared to sanction for new property. The bye-laws, 

so Radcliffe asserted, 

'contemplate, in fact, the perpetuation in Leeds of a form of 
privy-and-ashpit which has again and again been shown to be 
the prime source of some of the greatest sanitary evils in 
Leeds'~ 

In March 1878, representatives from the councils and officers of 

the Board met in conference to discuss their differences, and a 

compromise was reached whereby, 

'the revised draft ••• will, we think, be found to comprise a 
selection of byelaws which, though not so complete as might 
be desired, are nevertheless such as the Town Council will 
accept and the Board may safely confirm'~ 

It is clear that what the council was not prepared to accept was 

the immediate abolition of the privy and ashpit system. Nevertheless, 

lPRO MH12/l5247, 40967/76. 

2pRO MH12/l5248, 73882C/77. 
3° b O d 1 1 ., 

4-:-
b

O d ~., 

notes by J.N. Radcliffe attached to 73882C/77. 

memorandum by A.D. Adrian attached to 28456/78. 
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in the eighties the sanitary committee began a systematic campaign 

against the most offensive examples, through reconstruction, or con-

.. 1 1 verSlon lnto water c osets. But since there was no general policy on 

the matter laid down by the council, an anomalous situation developed 

through the failure of co-ordination between the sanitary and the 

building clauses committees. In accordance with the byelaws the latter 

was continuing to approve plans which proposed the construction of new 

properties with privy and ashpit facilities at the very time when the 

sanitary comndttee was abolishing them in existing properties. In 1889, 

the Leeds Mercury protested that the council should, 

'see to it that the Building Clauses Committee does not sanc
tion the creation of evils to be dealt with subsequently by 
their colleagues on the Sanitary committee'? 

Two years later, theM.O.H. conunented on this, observing that, 

'in many of the lowest parts of the town - the districts in 
which the poorest people dwell in the most overcrowded con
ditions - trough water closets have been largely introduced 
to replace the former privy middens, and that the advantage 
is great would be at once confessed by any impartial person 
visiting these crowded courts and yards, and comparing them 
with similar yards in which this improvement has not been 
carried out. On the outskirts of the town, however, large 
numbers of new rows of houses are being rapidly put up, in 
which the old-fashioned system of privy midden has been 
reproduced'; 

Although this situation was soon remedied, at least in its most 

blatant instances, the council's reluctance to make the necessary 

lThe first statistics of the work done by the sanitary department appear 
in the Annual Report of Committees for 1883, and thereafter. In the five 
years 1883-1887 the Annual Report records:- privies converted into 
water closets: 3,282; privies and privy middens repaired and recon
structed: 1,719; privy middens abolished: 631; cesspools abolished: 
631. 

2 LM , 10 July 1889; see also YP 4 Dec 1890: 'the building clauses 
committee was passing plans fOr the erection of such closets as the 
sanitary authority had ordered them to be demolished'. 

3sC , 13 July 1891; see also the report of the medical officer of health, 
SC 5 Sept 1892: 'this conversion of wet into dry ashpits is not taking 
place as rapidly as I think it ought, and a large number of new houses 
have recently been built, in which the objectionable system of privy 

middens has been sanctioned'. 
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amendments to its byelaws meant that the building clauses conmdttee, 

'consider that they have no power under the present byelaws 
to prescribe which kind of closet an owner shall erect'l 

Nothing was done to alter this until seven years later. In 

October 1896, the sanitary committee recommended that power be sought 

in the next improvement bill to require that all new buildings should 

2 have at least one water closet, and such a provision was included in 

3 the local act of 1899. It was, however, subject to the proviso that if 

a sewer or sufficient water supply were not available in a particular 

location, the corporation could allow privies and ashpits to be provi

ded~ and so the regulation was not intended to be invariably applied. 

That it was not immediately put into practice on all occasions is sug-

gested by a resolution of the sanitary committee in August 1902, which 

recommended the building clauses committee not to approve house plans 

unless they showed that it was intended to provide at least one water 

5 closet for every house. Nevertheless, by the turn of the century a 

considerable improvement had taken place in the proportion of dwellings 

which were provided with water closets, as table 4.1 demonstrates. As 

might be expected, there was still a marked contrast in this aspect 

between 'cottages', and houses with a rateable value of mo~e than £10. 

In 1902, slightly more than one fifth of the tenants of low-rated 

property were dependent upon the privy-and-ashpit system, compared with 

less than one twelfth in the case of the tenants of more expensive 

lJ. Spottiswoode Cameron, Annual Report made to the Urban Sanitary 
Authority of the Borough of Leeds, 1892, p.143. 

2sc , 1 Oct 1896. 

3Leeds Corporation Act, 1899, 62 and 63 Viet., ch. cclxiii, section 49. 
4 . S b . (2) loc.c1t., u -sect1on • 

SSC, ~Aug 1902. 



Description of property Year supplied with water 

1900 Cottages (i.e. annual 
1901 value of £10 and under) 
1902 

1900 Houses (i.e. over £10 
1901 .annual value) 
1902 

1900 Houses and shops 
1901 
1902 

1900 Public houses 
1901 
1902 

--

TABLE 4.1 

Types of dwellings and number of tenants with and 

without access to water closets in the borough of Leeds 

in 1900, 1901 and 1902 

(a) 

Number of tenants using water closets 
Number of tenants % age of 
not using w.c. total 

Cistern % age Trough % age Automatic % age 

19,091 30.9 19,774 3l.9 22,699 36.8 180 0.3 
15,248 24.6 24,006 38.7 22,548 36 .. 4 159 0.3 
12,800 20.6 26,926 43.4 22,142 35.7 169 0.3 

2,782 9.8 24,488 86.3 1,064 3.8 2 · . 
2,084 6.8 27,630 89.8 1,049 3.4 .. · . 
1,937 6.0 29,326 90.7 1,067 3.3 4 · . 
1,009 17.9 3,334 59.2 1,285 22.8 6 0.1 

803 14.1 3,660 64.4 1,214 21.4 5 0.1 
722 12.4 3,883 66.7 1,214 20.8 3 0.1 

97 13.6 495 69.6 118 16.6 1 0.1 
70 10.0 518 74.3 109 15.6 .. · . 
58 8.3 539 76.9 103 14.7 1 0.1 

,-- -- -------

Total 
number 

of tenants 
supplied by 

groups 

61,744 
61,961 
62,037 

28,336 
30,763 
32,334 

5,634 
5,682 
5,822 

711 
697 
701 

I-age of 
total number 
of tenants 

64.0 
62.5 
61.5 

29.4 
31.0 
32.0 

5.8 
5.7 
5.8 

0.7 
0.7 
0.7 

'" ..... 
o 



Year 

1900 

1901 
I 

1902 

Source: 

(b) 

Total number of . Number with % age of Tenants of Cottages without w.c. Tenants of Houses without w.c. 
tenants supplied no w.c. total as % of total tenants as % of total tenants 

96,425 22,979 23.8 19.8 2.9 

99,103 18,205 18.4 15.4 2.1 

100,894 15,517 15.4 12.7 1.9 

Report of the Waterworks Committee, Annual Reports of Committees, 1901-02 

Note that the figures refer to tenants and not to houses, and further, only to tenants supplied with 

running water. This is not therefore a complete enumeration of the number of separate dwellings in Leeds 

at these dates, although it may be assumed that it is a very high proportion of them. The 1901 census 

gives the number of houses in that year as 98,460, and the number of 'families or separate occupiers' as 

100,124, (Census, 1901, County of York, table 12, pp. 91-92). 

N 
~ 
~ 
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housing. But on the other hand, the proportion of cottage-property 

dwellers so dependent had fallen by nearly a third between 1900 and 

1902~ 

In the last quarter of the century the council was obliged to find a 

solution to the *ssociated problem of disposing of household refuse. 

The continuing disposal of all rubbish by tipping on vacant land was 

not a satisfactory prospect, and there were objections on sanitary 

grounds also. In 1876, some members of the sanitary committee visited 

Manchester, to inspect the municipal incineration plant, and recommen-

ded that Leeds should build a similar one, initially for experimental 

purposes: This was agreed, and when a favourable report was made upon 

its operation, two further destructor plants were built~ These were 

increased in capacity in the eighties, and a fourth was erected in 

1895, making the city 'very well provided for' at the end of the period~ 

1The earlier statistics relating 
1856 1,005) 
1860 1,628) (RB, 11 Sept 1867) 

to water closets, are:-

1865 3,221) 
1870 6,348 
1875 c.8,500 
1884 20,281 

(J. Netten Radcliffe, art.cit., p.8) 
(A.W. Morant, DescriptTOnor-the Leeds Sewage Works). 
(T. Hewson, Description of the Leeds Sewage Works, p.7. 
There were in addition 3,384 pail closets at this date). 

1889 27,990 ('Annual Report of the Sanitary Committee' in Annual 
Reports of Committees, 1888-89). 

2SC, 11 Dec 1876, 9 April 1871. 

3SC , 9 Sept 1878; RB, 9 Sept 1878; CM, 30 Sept 1878. 

4W•F• Goodrich, Refuse Disposal and Power Production, pp. 264-265; 
and see also, 'The destruction of ash-pit refuse by heat', Public 
Health, IV(1891-92) pp. 36-40. 
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(3) 

A third aspect of the sanitary history of Leeds in the later 

nineteenth century had also been anticipated in the sewerage schemes 

devised in the eighteen forties. Both Vetch and Leather were agreed 

on the importance of minimising the pollution of the river and its 

tributary streams (or 'becks' in northern dialect), since, 

'Leeds can never be materially improved until the rivers and 
becks were saved from their present pollution'! 

and each produced plans which aimed to divert the flow of sewage from 

the becks and to avoid its discharge into the river, at least along its 

course through the town. Over the following twenty years the level of 

pollution increased considerably, and in the late eighteen sixties, 

the council took some action to improve the state of several of the 

most offensive becks. 

The borough surveyor recommended that the course of the streams 

be cleansed and paved, and that the stream itself should flow along a 

stone invert. This increased the velocity of the current by concen-

trating the flow into narrower limits, and so caused a self-scouring 

action assisted by the smooth surface of the masonry, and any rubbish 

which was tipped over onto the sides of the channel could be easily 

2 removed by the scavengers. In 1866 the council promoted a special 

measure, the Leeds Improvement of Becks Act, to allow it to improve the 

Sheepscar and Hol becks (the two lengthiest and most-abused streams in 

the borough) by removing weirs, straightening and narrowing the courses 

and paving and walling them. The act allowed the council to borrow 

lRePort of Captain Vetch R.E. on the Sewerage of Leeds, under the Leeds 
Improvement Act, (1843), p.16. 

2Mr • J. NettenRadcliffeonthe Sanitary State of Leeds, with particular 

reference to Diarrhoea and Fever, P.R.O. MH 12/15248. 
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upto £60,000 and where necessary to exercise compulsory powers, and 

the 1869 and 1872 improvenent acts authorised further improvements to 

1 be made. Much of the work was done between 1868 and 1873, when the 

council spent nearly £20,000 on these two becks~ 

Far more difficult problems were posed by the condition of the 

river Aire. In 1868, the report of the Rivers Pollution conmdssion 

graphically described the river Aire, and its tributary, the river 

Calder, as being 

'abused by ••• hundreds of thousands of tons per annum of ashes, 
slag and cinders from steam boiler furnaces, iron works and 
domestic fires; by their being made the receptacles to a 
vast extent of broken pottery and worn-out utensils of metal, 
refuse bricks from brick yards and old buildings, earth, 
stone and clay from quarries and excavations, road scraping, 
street sweepings etc. by spent dyewoods and other solids used 
in the treatment of worsteds and woollens; by hundreds of car
casses of animals, of dogs, cats, pigs etc ••• water poisoned. 
corrupted and clogged by refuse from mines, chemical works, 
dyeing, scouring, and fulling worsted and woollen stuffs, skin 
cleaning and tanning, slaughter-house garbage, and the sewage 
of towns and houses'~ 

The pollution of the Aire was not caused by Leeds alone, for within 

the 342! square miles of the Aire basin, there were many other culpable 

communities, of which Bradford, the largest. was the most offending. 

But Leeds. because of its large population and extensive industrial 

development was indisputably pre-eminent. As the Rivers Pollution 

Commission observed, 

'in regard to soluble matters, the polluting effect of the 
single town of Leeds is not much less than the aggregate 
fouling produced by all the towns above it ••• the river at 
Kirkstall being but slightly muddy, whilst below Leeds it 
presented a very filthy a repulsive appearance'~ 

lThe Leeds Improvement of Becks Act, 29 and 30 Viet., cap. cli, 
The Leeds Improvement Act, 1869,32 Viet •• cap. xi. secs. 7,8,9 and 11. 
The Leeds Improvement Act, 1872,35 and 36 Viet., ch. xcvii, sec. 5. 

2CM , 8 May 1867, 31 March, 4 June 1868, 31 Mar 1869, 11 May, 10 Aug 
1870, 10 July 1873. 

3Third Report of the Conmdssioners appointed in 1868 to inquire into the 

best means of preventing the pollution of rivers (1871) vol 1, p.46. 
4'b'd 4 l l , p •• -
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By the late eigh.teeil. seventies'. the council's sewage works had 

done much to diminish this problem, but major difficulties remained 

over the discharge of industrial effluents. In 1887 the chairman of 

the sanitary committee informed the council that, 

'between Joppa, on Kirkstall road and Messrs. Fairbairn's 
works, something like twelve million gallons of trade sewage, 
as they might call it,'went into the river daily, and that 
at the works situated there, there was not an inch of 
available land to precipitate'or do anything to purify what 
was sent into the stream') 

Any scheme to improve the condition of the river involved major 

administrative problems, because it could only be achieved through the 

co-ordinated action of the numerous independent local authorities in 

the area of the watershed. Clearly, no one authority would be prepared 

to take expensive measures to purify its sewage effluents if its 

attempts to act with environmental responsibility were to be negated by 

the irresponsibility of others. Complaints about the state of the Aire 

were made to the Local Government Board by Tadcaster in 1885 and by 

Castleford in 1887, and the council, on receiving a letter from the 

Board concerning the second complaint, felt it necessary to enter a 

detailed defence, in which it stressed the joint culpability of the 

local authorities upstream and downstream from Leeds, and the 

2 difficulty of legally restraining pollution by industrial concerns. 

The Local Government Act, 1888 gave the council the opportunity 

to take practical action on this issue. Under the terms of the Act, a 

joint committee representing the administrative counties and county 

boroughs through which a river passes could be created, with the appro-

val of the Local Government Board, and endowed with the powers of the 

lMRP, no. , The polluted condition of the Rivers Aire and Calder and 
their tributaries. Report of the Sanitary Committee to the Town 
council. January, 1888, pp. 31-32. 

20p.cit., pp. 13-17. 
--
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Rivers Pollution Prevention Act 1876 ~ Thus in May 1890 the council 

decided to apply for the necessary provisional order, in conjunction 

2 with Bradford, which was the only other county borough in the area. 

This was, in fact, not the first occasion upon which the local 

authorities of the West Riding had attempted to bring the pollution 

problem under co-operative control. In 1870, Leeds, Bradford, Halifax 

and Huddersfield had united to promote a conservancy bill for the Aire 

and the Calder, but opposi don from landowners, and from manufacturers 

in Leeds, with the consequent threat of a long and costly parliamentary 

struggle determined Halifax and Huddersfield to withdraw, and the bill 

3 was abandoned. But on this occasion the proceedings were successful, 

and the Local Government Board agreed to sponsor a provisional order 

to establish a joint committee, and in December 1892 the council 

authorised the sanitary committee to confer with the other local 

authorities involved to arrange for the establishment of the West Riding 

Rivers Board~ 

(4) 

The care of the sick remained predominantly the concern of private 

semi-charitable institutions and of the poor law throughout this period. 

In Leeds as in other towns there were several types of hospital supported 

solely by public subscription supplemented by fees charged to those who 

were capable of paying for medical attention. The oldest and most 

151 and 52 Viet., ch 41, section 14. 

2SC , 14 April 1890; CM, 7 May 1890. 

3CM , 15 Dec 1870; ~ no. 29, The River Aire Proposed Conservancy Board. 
Public Inquiry at Leeds. Report of Proceedings before Inspectors of the 
Local Government Board, pp. 35-36. 

4sc , 9 Feb 1891, 30 Nov 1892; CM, 7 Dec 1892. 
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important was the General Infirmary, founded in 1767 which in the course 

of its history was served by many distinguished medical and surgical 

practitioners. For many years it was located near the coloured cloth 

hall, but in the late eighteen stxties~ved into large new buildings 

to the north of the town hall, designed by the ubiquitous Gilbert Scott~ 

But in one sense its utility was limited by its rules of admission, for 

it did not accept those suffering from infectious diseases~ The growth 

of the urban popUlation meant that there was an increase in the number 

of cases of the various types of fevers fostered by insanitary condi-

tions, and it was a fever epidemic in 1801-2 which aroused public 

support for the establishment of a fever hospital, optimistically called 

2 the House of Recovery. This was located first in Vicar lane, near the 

free market, but as the town expanded the site naturally became insuf-

ficiently isolated. Thus in 1846 the trustees opened a new hospital, 

at a cost of about £7,000, at Burmantofts in the north east ward. The 

medical care provided by these institutions was supplemented by three 

others. These were, the Public Dispensary, established in 1824, and 

provided with new buildings in the mid eighteen sixties, at a cost of 

about £7,000, the Hospital for Women and Children which was created in 

1853 and was installed in new premises in Springfield Lodge, Woodhouse, 

in 1861, and the small Convalescent Home, begun in 1868 and moved to 

Ivy Lodge on the eastern outskirts of Leeds in l872~ 

The only public authority which had any responsibility towards the 

lSee S.T. Anning, The General Infirmary at Leeds, 1767-1965. 2 vo1s. 

2S•T• Anning, 'Leeds House of Recovery', Medical History, XIII, no.3, 
July 1969, pp. 226-236. 

3 
Kelly's Directory of the West Riding of Yorkshire, 1889, p.634; 
John Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vol. 2, 21 Sept 1861. 
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sick was the poor law union, and since sickness was an important cause 

of pauperism, the medical services operated by the boards of guardians 

became an important aspect of their functions~ In 1852, medical relief 

financed by the Guardians of Leeds cost £900 a year, and this had risen 

to more than £2,000 in the late eighteen sixties, when a weekly average 

of two hundred were on its medical relief list: In 1874, the Union 

built an infirmary at a cost of £18,000, which could accommodate 261 

male and 195 female patients~ The council had no responsibility for 

hospital accommodation until the Sanitary Act of 1866 allowed local 

sanitary authorities to provide this service~ As we shall see, the 

acceptance of this new role was hesitant, grudging and parsimonious, 

and was only undertaken as a result of pressure from other bodies, and 

the regular reappearance of epidemics. The issue was first forced 

upon the attention of the sanitary committee by a smallpox epidemic in 

the winter of 1871-2. 

In December 1871 the sanitary committee's chairman was authorised 

to make arrangements, as an emergency measure, with the workhouse 

hospital for the accommodation of non-pauper patients at municipal 

expense~ but the Guardians replied that their existing facilities were 

inadequate, and advised the council to build its own epidemic hospital. 

The committee believed that the poor law union was 'the proper authority 

to provide for such purposes,6 but nevertheless began to plan for 

lSee R. Hodgkinson, The Origins of the National Health Service, The 
Medical Services of the New Poor Law, 1834-1871. 

2Hodgkinson, op.cit., p. 293 and p. 469. 

3Ke11y's Directory of the West Riding of Yorkshire, 1889, p.634. 

429 and 30 Vict., cap. XC, section 37, and also 31 and 32 Vict., c 115, 
section 10. 

SSC, 18 Dec 1871. 

6SC , 15 Jan 1872. 
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municipal premises when informed that the House of Recovery intended 

d" " h· f 11 •• 1 to ~scont~nue t e treatment 0 sma pox Vlctlms. The council decided 

to exercise its authority under the 1866 act, and in January 1872 it 

2 granted the committee £1,000. The sum was small, but adequate for the 

modesty of the plans. It was proposed to extend the 'cholera sheds' on 

land belonging to the Guardians next to the workhouse so that they could 

take at least forty patients~ This hasty improvisation received a 

setback in March, for as a result of rapid construction 'when the wind 

came it was blown down'~ At the same time, the conmdttee was negotiating 

with the Guardians for the acceptance of cases from Hunslet, Holbeck 

and Bramley unions on the condition that the council granted a further 

£1000 for another hospital wing~ By April, the epidemic had increased 

in severity, and the committee took up a lease on Bank Lodge for use 

as a convalescent hospital~ 

But municipal interest in the hospital question ebbed with the 

recession of the epidemic. The matter did not reappear until 1875, 

when after examining the new Public Health Act, the town clerk assured 

the committee that the erection of a fever hospital was entirely 

optional under the terms of the act. The committee contented itself with 

considering the recommendations of the Guardians for the repair of the 

existing buildings? In the following year a subcommittee was created to 

consider the possibility of constructing a 'more substantial building' 

h 
... 8 on t e eXlstlng slte or elsewhere. But interest again lapsed, with the 

lse, 20 Jan 1872. Anning's statement, (art.cit., p.231) that the House 
of Recovery did not admit smallpox cases is incorrect, as this minute 
demonstrates, since the House had forty cases at this time. 

2eM , 29 Jan 1872. 

3LM , 30 Jan 1872. This report quotes the figures of accommodation as 
being for between 80 and 120 patients, but se, 29 Jan 1872, gives the 
figure as forty. 

4LM , 29 March 1872. 
Sse, 18 March 1872. 
6se, 5 April 1872. 
7se , 23 Sept l875~ 
8se , 11 Sept 1876. 
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result that, understandably angered by the continual procrastination 

the Guardians retaliated in 1878 with. a unilateral decision. They gave 

notice that they would revoke their .agreement for the use 6f the 

existing buildings with the council and were determined to refuse 

admittance to future patients because the hospital was out of repair. 

To make their position clear, they added that they were 

~of opinion that they had not received that courtesy and 
attention at the.hands of the Town Council, which as an 
important body they were entitled to claim especially con
sidering the serious nature of the subject, which they had by 
two deputations of their members brought under the notice of 
the corporation' 1- . 

In the next month a new sub-committee was appointed to review the ques-

tion and it began negotiations with the House of Recovery on its possible 

transfer to the corporation, and made an unsuccessful approach to 

Lord Cowper over the purchase of land near the municipal refuse disposal 

2 depot at Burmantofts. The sub,..connnittee reconunended that a new 

hospital should be built on 'the upper portion of the sanitary depot at 

3 Burmantofts', but yet again the committee failed to take positive 

action. The medical officer reminded it of its obligations when in his 

monthly report in December 1880 he hoped, 

'before long to see the Sanitary Authorities of Leeds in 
possession of a Small Pox Hospital worthy of the town'. 

Four months later he reminded the conmdttee that, 

'they are totally incapable of isolating effectually a single 
case, far less in dealing with the disease in an epidemic 
form'1 

and in the next year his fears were realised when another smallpox 

lSC, 9 Dec 1878, (The two deputations had met the connnittee on 13 Sept 
1875 and 14 June 1878 respectively) and 21 Dec 1878. 

2SC , 13 Jan, 10 Feb, 10 March, 12 May, 1879. 

3SC , 12 July 1880. 

4SC , 13 Dec 1880, 11 April 1881. 

~ 
I 

I 
I 

! 
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epidemic began. The first victim, a prisoner in the borough gaol at 

Armley died on the 11 January and in the following months the disease 

affected the Armley road district very severely. One hundred and seventy 

cases were reported to the ~dical officer of health, of which thirty 

1 one proved fatal. Despite their previous statement, the Guardians 

gave their assistance, but made it clear that this was only a temporary 

concession~ The committee hurriedly advertised for a two acre site, and 

3 quickly accepted an offer of land at Stoney Rock, Burmantofts. It was 

hoped to build a permanent hospital there, but this the council refused 

to sanction. Some members objected that Burmantofts, the 'tradesman's 

suburb', already had the workhouse, House of Recovery, municipal 

cemetery and the council's refuse destructors in uncomfortable proximity, 

and strongly objected to the addition of a permanent fever hospital~ 

Opposition threatened to be vociferous: police were engaged to patrol 

the site while the 'temporary wood building' was under construction, 

and the inhabitants of the north east ward considered applying for an 

5 injunction to stop the works. By September 1882 the building had been 

6 completed at a total cost of nearly £3,000, but it gave little cause 

for satisfaction, at least to the medical officer of health. There 

were in his opinion, major structural defects, from cellar to roof. The 

basement had upto three inches of water in it; the privies could not 

have been in a 

'worse position for such dangerous and unsightly structures than 
the present one'. 

1 SC, 14 Jan 1884. --2 . 10c.c1t. 

3sc , 9 Jan, 31 Jan, 1882. 

4LM 2 Feb 1882 
-' 

5 SC, 9 Feb, 13 Feb, 13 March 1882. 
6 SC, 11 Sept 1882. 
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The louvres let in air, and rain and snow besides, and as a result the 

heating stoves, 'most unsightly and injurious structures' ,'were cracked 

and rusty. The roof leaked, and the design of the windows was 'opposed 

to all known principals of hospitalism'! The comndtteenevertheless asked 

the council to spend more money on the building, to provide a boundary 

wall without which tae hospital was 

'little short of a auge centre from which infection must 
be spread'~ 

The number of patients was still increasing rapidly, and by June the 

hospital was full to capacity, so the committee purchased a tent to take 

1 • 3 conva escent pat1ents. Such desperate measures aroused the opposition 

of others besides the medical officer. In a debate over future 

hospital plans, one councillor objected to, 

'the tinkering manner in which the works was done, which 
rendered the hospital a disgrace to any town in England'~ 

The committee was directed by the council to consider the possi-

bility of erecting a permanent hospital, but this scheme was put aside 

when the trustees of the House of Recovery announced their decision to 

h th h . 5 ave e c ar1ty wound up. It had for a long time been dependent upon 

local boards of guardians for its income, and these fluctuated with the 

incidence of epidemics, thus making the financial management and 

staffing of the institution very difficult, as fees from private patients, 

subscriptions and investments were inadequate. For example, in 1878, 

only £49 had been recouped from private treatment. In the following 

year this source had yielded £104, at a time when income from poor law 

lSC, 16 May 1883. 
2 . loc.c1t. 
3SC , 28 May 1883. 

41J1 , 7 June 1883. 

5se , 25 June, 19 Nov, 1883. 
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unions was £982, or 46% of the total~ Since the House had become an 

adjunct of public provision for the Sick, independent enterprise, at 

least in this instance, was no longer necessary. Negotiations began 

between the sanitary committee and the trustees, but they started in an 

atmosphere of continuing criticism, over both past acts and future 

plans. In council, one menIDer referred to the hospital at Stoney Rock 

as 

'that abortion of an hospital for which Alderman Wood was 
responsible. At the time of its erection the borough 
engineer and the medical officer of health declared the 
hospital abominably unfitted for its purpose'? 

Dr. Goldie had little further to say about the building itself, 

but commented that the approach road, 

'is in wretched repair, in fact, during winter, is almost 
impassable, and is certainly very dangerous. The difficulties 
with respect to these roads have very sadly crippled the 
administration of the various necessities of the hospital'; 

He had already issued a report damning the proposal to purchase 

the House of Recovery, criticising all its structural defects, which 

were numerous. The wards were small and cramped and the main corridor 

had no through ventilation, and in the administrative area 

'from kitchen to scullery I condemn the lot, they are ages 
behind the times'. 

The drainage required complete renovation, and above ground, 

'the whole aspect of the surroundings of the hospital is 
dismal and calculated to depress the most cheerful disposi
tion ,~ 

The committee nevertheless decided to recommend the purchase of 

the House as a temporary hospital, if the Local Government Board could 

be persuaded to allow the council to raise a loan for this purpose, as 

lanning, art.cit. 

2LM , 3 Jan 1884. 

3~, 14 Jan 1884. 
4SC , 10 Dec 1883. 
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1 loans were, strictly, intended for the finance of permanent works. The 

Board agreed to do this, providing that the council would carry out 

certain structural alterations, and so in Aprill884 the council 

approved of the purchase of the House of Recovery for £6,000 and in the 

following year borrowed a further £900 to make the necessary improve-

2 ments. Even when the council owned both a smallpox hospital and a 

fever hospital, a severe epidemic put a great strain upon its resources. 

For example, an epidemic in the winter of 1887-8 induced the sanitary 

committee to hurriedly plan new extensions, and search around for 

rented premises to accommodate the overflow of patients~ The committee 

was certainly not making any long term plans to solve the problem of 

hospital facilities. The sums which the council granted to renovate the 

House of Recovery make it plain that, whatever the initial intention, the 

building was not long regarded as a temporary solution for the situa-

4 tion but as a permanent one. As one councillor observed in protest, 

'the council through ignorance or design had been misled into 
the belief that the hospital was only for temporary 
purposes'~ 

The sanitary committee's self-inflicted problems over the treat-

ment of cases of infectious diseases continued throughout the eighteen 

nineties, as recurrent epidemics filled existing premises to capacity 

and forced the adoption of desperate expedients of corrugated iron and 

canvas. Thus an outbreak of both typhoid fever and small pox in 1891 

obliged the committee to ask the corporate property committee for 

l SC , 10 March 17 March 1884; eM, 2 April 1884. The Local Government 
Board was supposedly bound, on the question of permanent works, by 38 
and 39 Viet., ch. 55, section 234, (1). 

2sC , 20 March 1885; CM, 2 April 1884, 26 Feb 1885. 

3SC , 20 Dec 1887, 5 Jan, 26 Jan, 13 Feb 1888. 

4The largest sum granted was £1,300 for the construction of a laundry: 
CM, 9 NoV 1887. 

5~, 5 Aug 1886. 
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permission to place temporary buildings on part of the Ivy House 

estate, and the council approved plans to erect there 'two pairs of 

galvanised corrugated iron cottages' as a sanatorium, on the under

standing that they would be removed within twelve months~ The 

committee had nevertheless begun to make plans for a permanent hospital, 

and in April 1892 the council agreed to pay flO,OOO for the buildings 

and 97i acres of land of the Manston Hall estate at Seacroft, outside 

2 the borough. A few months later, when the fever hospital was 'very much 

3 taxed for room', and as the council was informed 'patients were lying 

on the floor'~ because of the number of scarlet fever patients, it was 

decided to build four iron cottages for convalescents on the Manston Hall 

5 property. 

Even more serious was the small pox epidemic of 1893, when the 

iron structures on the Ivy House estate continued in use, despite of 

the fact that the site had been sold in a surplus lands auction, with 

the corporate property comndttee and the unfortunate purchaser pressing 

for possession, and at Manston, convalescents were being housed in 

6 marquees. By October 1893, the epidemic had receded; the marquees were 

taken down, disinfected and stored for future emergencies, and the 

small pox hospital at Stony Rock, a wooden, and supposedly temporary 

structure, was, ten years after its erection, dismantled and burned? 

At a special committee meeting convened at the height of the epidemic 

the borough engineer was directed to draw up plans for a permanent 

8 small pox hospital at Manston to replace the temporary structure there. 

14 Sept 189lj CM, 20 Oct 1891. 

11 March, 21 March, 31 March l892j 

8 Aug 1892. 

17 Feb 1893. 

5 Sept 1892. 
24 Jan, 10 April, 9 Oct 1893. 
10 Oct, 13 Nov 1893. 
10 A ril 1893. 

CM, 6 April 1892. 
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But it was not until June '1894 that the c~ttee had agreed upon 

a design, and it recommended the council to apply to the L.G.B. to 

borrow £18,000 to build four hospital pavilions~ The Board delayed its 

reply, and it was not until the end of the year that it informed the 

committee that it objected to the treatment of small pox patients on the 

same site as others: Despite representations, the Board refused to 

waive its opposition, and the council ultimately agreed to its stipula

tion~ In March 1896, contracts for the construction of the hospital 

were let for £22,436, the additional e~ense being probably for the 

addition of kitchens and a disinfecting station, which the council had 

4 approved a year before. In the previous decade, the committee had 

offended the Guardians in its handling of the hospital question, and in 

the nineties other public bodies criticised it. The board of management 

of the Infirmary complained over the lack of facilities for the treat

ment of infectious diseases; and the management committee of the 

Dispensary withdrew its medical services from patients who had to be 

treated at home because of inadequate hospital accommodation~ The 

failure of the sanitary committee to provide for the isolation of all 

affected reacted adversely on others for there was not only the risk 

from the spreading of infection, but the enforced isolation of those 

living in the same house, which created financial hardship. Thus for 

example in October 1898 the clerk to theHunslet Guardians wrote to the 

lse, 14 June 1894. 
2 

8 Oct, 31 Dec 1894. se, 
3 
se, 31 Oct 1895; CM, 14 Nov 1895. 

4CM , 6 March 1895; se, 26 March 1896. 
5se , 21 Nov 1895. 

6se , 26 Jan 1898. 
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co~ttee to say that, 

'the Guardians do not think. that persons ought to be made 
paupers under such circumstances, and I am instructed to 
request that whenever the corporation are unable to remove 
an infected case to an isolation hospital they will make 
such arrangements in regard to isolation at home as will 
obviate the necessity of anyone becoming a pauper and 
disfranchised in consequence'! 

In December the council approved the committee's proposals to make 

a marked increase in accommodation in municipal hospitals. The persis-

tent problem of providing sufficient beds for scarlet fever, typhoid, 

typhus and diphtheria cases was to be remedied by building further wards 

to hold a further 260 beds, bringing the total to 400, and the L.G.B's 

insistence that small pox patients should be treated separately was met 

by the purchase of the land and buildings on the 144 acre Killingbeck 

2 estate for £21,250. 

As the council was proudly aware, the formal' opening of the two 

hospitals in September 1904 

'mark~ an epoch in the sanitary administration of the 
city' • 

The Seacroft isolation hospital, built on the Manston estate had cost 

an estimated £241,863, the Killingbeck hospital, built to take a hundred 

small pox patients had cost £69,505, and the sanitary committee 

reassured the public, with a certain antiseptic logic, that, 

'the desire of the corporation has been to make the (Seacroft) 
hospital complete and perfect from an administrative stand
point, but as infectious hospitals (sic) are not usually 
visited for pleasure there has been every desire to minimise 
outlay on the architectural side'~ 

lSC, 13 Oct 1898. 

2CM , 7 Dec 1898; 1M, 8 Dec 1898. 

3MRP , unnumbered, Leeds City Hospitals~SeacroftandKil1ingbeck 
september 29, 1904, p. 5. 

4ibid ., p. 17. -
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Although the sanitary committee refused to consider a suggestion 

from the Leeds Board of Guardians tnatit should provide facilities to 

. f . 1 d' . 1 treat cases 0 venerea lsease, in 1902 it began to give financial 

support to aleviate another widespread and serious complaint, namely 

tuberculosis. Initially, it recommended the council to grant £500 to 

the Leeds Tuberculosis Association, an independent medical charity. 

But the council referred the recommendation back, asking the committee 

to consider a larger sum, and in December 1902, the committee proposed 

giving £1,000. In January 1904 the grant was raised to £1,500, and in 

the following year to £2,000~ 

One contentious issue of the early nineties was the adoption of 

the compulsory notification of infectious diseases, raised by the 

Infectious Diseases (Notification) Act of 1889. Leeds trailed behind 

many other towns in this, for between 1877 and 1883, twelve towns had 

adopted compulsory notification, including Bradford, Leicester, 

Nottingham, Salford and Manchester~ The question was not simply one of 

medical significance, at least in Leeds, where the act was condemned 

in council debates as a 'sacrifice of their personal liberty', and a 

measure which would 'terrorise the people' since 'poorer people would 

be at the mercy of the sanitary inspectors'~ The act was finally 

adopted in February 1893, when, perhaps influenced by deputations from 

the medical school and the Sanitary Aid Society, the council voted in 

f ' 5 favour by twenty lve votes to twenty one. 

1se, 5 March 1896. 

2se , 13 April 1899, 20 Nov 1902; CM 3 Dec 1902; se, 11 Dec 1902, 
14 Jan 1904, 12 Jan 1905. According to LM, 2 Feb 1905, there were 
1,800 known cases of tuberculosis in Leeds at that time. 

3SC , 9 June 1890. 

4LM , 8 June 1893, 15 Feb 1894. 
S-

CM, 14 Feb 1894; LM, 15 Feb 1894. 
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In addition to its direct responsibilities' for the provision of 

environmental services, the council was also involved in the regulation 

of some aspects of private enterprise in matters related to public 

health, such as living and working conditions and the sale of food and 

drink, and of these,'housing was the most important. As we saw 

earlier, no permanent administrative arrangements were made for 

examining building plans until 1862, twenty years after the council had 

obtained powers to give it some control over building development. 

Thereafter byelaws were issued regularly and the building clauses 

committee was created to inspect plans. But it was not until 1875 

that new houses had to be certified by the building inspector as fit for 

human habitation before they were allowed to be occupied. This practice 

began as the result of a complaint made to the building clauses commit-

tee by the medical officer of health over the condition of some 

'perfectly new houses'~ and in the virtual absence of further complaints 

we can perhaps assume that the byelaws were effectively enforced in 

2 later years. We also need to review the actual contents of the byelaws, 

at least insofar as they established minimum standards of design and 

amenities for new houses. We have established that they approved the 

provision of privies and ashpits in new properties, despite the objec-

tions raised by the council's own medical officer and the medical 

lSC, 12 July 1875. 

2sc , 19 Nov 1878 records the case of eight houses (in Lorneterrace, 
Woodhouse street) inspected by the medical officer at the request 
of the building clauses committee. He commented: 'I am at a loss 
to comprehend on what plea they have been built and allowed to be 
occupied'. The sanitary committee ordered the owner to take the 
necessary measures to make them fit for human habitation. 
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inspectors of the Local Government Board. Furthermore, the council 

continued to sanction the building of back-to-back houses when a 

considerable body of ~ed~ca1 opinion believed them to be inimical to 

health. In an earlier chapter it was noted that this type of housing 

first made its appearance in Leeds in the late eighteenth century, and 

back-to-backs continued to be built in large numbers upto the end of 

our period. 

The byelaws of 1866 instigated a slight departure from the tradi-

tiona1 building practice by enacting that such houses were to be built 

in blocks of no more than eight (that is, a maximum of four houses 

backing on to each other), with a space of not less than 150 square 

feet between the blocks, 

'free from any erection above the level of the ground, 
excepting privies'! 

Subsequent regulations increased the minimum air space around the 

2 blocks, and improved the ventilation requirements for the houses, but 

the standard format laid down in 1866 remained unchanged over the next 

forty years. Throughout the period, the majority of houses built in 

Leeds were of this type, forming from two-thirds to three-quarters of 

all house plans approved annually by the building clauses committee~ 

Towards the end of the century, the healthiness, and the economic and 

social rationale of the back-to-back was increasingly coming under 

attack from some quarters, and from others, was ardently defended. In 

a report to the Local Government Board, Dr. Barry and Mr. P. Gordon Smith 

1Bye-1aws as to New Streets and Buildings, etc., 1870, number 8. The 
index states that the byelaw was made under the authority of the local 
act of 1866. 

2 MRP , 165, Housing, Town-Planning, etc., Bill, 1908. Statement of the 
LOrd Mayor, Aldermen and Citizens of the city of Leeds, pp. 1-3. 

3M•W• Beresford, 'The back-to-back house in Leeds, 1787-1937, in 
S.D. Chapman, ed., The History of Working Class Housing. 
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set out the threefold disadvantages of the back-to-back, compared to 

the through house.· They suggested tentatively that the absence of 

through ventilation had 'an unfavourable influence upon health', as 

did the relatively high density, the 'huddling of houses' which this 

type of building made possible, and that, 

that, 

'in some cases grave disadvantages to health and decency 
accrue from the custom, still prevalent in certain districts 
of grouping privies in blocks at an excessive distance from 
the houses, a practice which is still more objectionable when 
each such privy has to serve the inhabitants of two or more 
houses'~ 

The principal argument in favour was financial. It was claimed 

'no through house could be built to let at a less rent than 
5s. a week, and it was impossible for a working man to pay 
that sum' ~ 

The alternatives were flats or multiple occupation. The latter was 

regarded as undesirable on public health grounds, and the former as 

being unpopular with the Leeds working class~ The question of rents 

and profits on back-to-back and through houses was often inconclusively 

rehearsed, with the proponents of each producing appropriately support-

ing figures. The pro and ~ groupsw~re largely, but not entirely, a 

division between doctors and laymen. In 1891, the annual provincial 

meeting of the Society of Medical Officers of Health, held appropriately, 

in Leeds, passed resolutions condemning the back-to-back as 

'essentially insanitary and ••• prejudicial to the health of 
the inhabitants', 

and to petition the L.G.B. to introduce legislation to make them illegal~ 

l'Back-to-back houses', Public Health, 1 (1888-89), pp. 146-147. 
2 LM, 27 Nov, 1891. 

3loc.cit. See also, E. Wilson, 'The housing of the working classes', 
Journal of the Soc. of Arts, vol. XLVIII (1899-1900), p. 254, for the 
unfortunate flat-building experiment of the Leeds Industrial Dwellings 
Company. 

4'Discussion on the Housing of the Working Classes Act and as to 
back-to-back houses', Public Health, IV (1891-92), pp. 43-44. 
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The division of opinion on the subject was emphasised in what was for 

the council, an embarrassing manner, in 1893. The new local bill of 

that year sought to safeguard the powers of the council to allow back-to-

backs to be built. Tneyproduced several witnesses who spoke in favour 

of the clause, including four doctors, but opposition came not only from 

the L.G.B., but from the council's own medical officer of health, who 

referred to the building of such houses as 'utterly wrong'~ Neverthe-

less, the select conmdttee refused to strike out the clause, and no 

restriction was put upon this type of building until the Housing and 

Town Planning Act of 1909. As we shall see in a later chapter, the 

council was to propose the rehousing of the population displaced from 

the slum clearance areas in new back-to-backs, but was presented from 

doing so by the Local Government Board. It seems that at" the time no 

conclusive evidence had been produced to convincingly condemn the back-

to-back as a definite factor promoting ill-health in the community, and 

in the absence of this, the council's attitude was no worse than a 

2 
tenatious attachment to custom. 

Of clearly-established relevance to public health standards, and 

to domestic amenity, was the supply of piped water. During the middle 

decades of the century the number of houses supplied increased rapidly 

lHouse of Commons Select Conmdttee on Police and Sanitary Regulations. 
Leeds Corporation (Consolidation and Improvement) Bill, 20 April 1893, 
Qu. 1157. 

2The validity of the criticisms made in the Barry and Gordon Smith 
report were strongly contested seriatim by the corporation's counsel, 
see ibid., 19 April 1893, pp. 161-165, and the case for allowing the 
council to retain the right to sanction back-to-back houses was suppor
ted by its inspector of buildings, ibid., quo 716-966, and four local 
doctors, ibid., quo 981-1087. This-rs-technically ex parte evidence, 
but the medical officer of health was not able to make out a clear 
case to support his opposition to this type of housing, see ibid., 
20 April 1893, quo 1088-1176. --
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as, more importantly, did the proportion of total houses supplied. 

Whereas in 1842, only three thousand houses (less than 10% of the number 

in the borough) consumed water supplied by the water works company, by 

1851 nearly two thirds (22,732 out of 36,165 houses) drew their water 

from the mains, and by the mid sixties about 95% of all houses were 

1 connected to the municipal water supply. On the enactment of the 

Public Health Act, 1872, it became the council's statutory duty to 

extend the supply still further, and regular orders were issued to 

property owners to connect their houses to the mains where this could 

be done at a charge which did not exceed 2d. a week. A circular from 

the L.G.B. in July 1874 on the council's obligation as the urban sani-

tary authority to make a sufficient water supply available in all parts 

of the borough led the sanitary comndttee to confer with the waterworks 

committee, 

'to urge the necessity of extending the water mains throughout 
the borough with all possible despatch'f 

A week later, the waterworks committee agreed to pipe water to the out-

3 lying settlements of Farnley, Pudsey and Bramley. By the turn of the 

century, the waterworks was supplying 99,103 tenants, representing 99% 

of all 'families and separate occupiers' numbered in the census of 1901~ 
A somewhat different type of 'dwelling' came under the council's aegis 

in September 1878, when the Canal Boats Act obliged local authorities to 

inspect and register these vessels which operated on inland waterways 

• d' • 5 within the sanitary istrlct. 

lRBIA, 6 Aug 1851; RB, 1 Aug 1867. 

2SC , 13 July 1874. 

3sc , 22 July 1874. 

4'Report of the waterworks committee' ,AnnualReportsof Committees, 
1901-02; Census, 1901, County of York, table 12, pp. 91-92. 

5SC , 30 Sept, 21 Dec 1878; see also R.M. MacLeod, 'Social policy and the 
'floating population', the administration of the Canal Boats Acts 1877-
1899', PAst and Present, number 35 1966, pp. 101-132. 
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In the previous chapter· we noted the development of the ready-

made clothing trade which was taking place in Leeds in the later 

decades of the century. In June 1888 the appearance of two articles in 

The Lancet, drew the attention of the sanitary comndttee to the working 

conditions, in both homes and workshops, of the immigrant Jewish clothing 

workers~ The medical officer and the superintendent of the sanitary 

department reported at length on the subject, finding the articles in 

The Lancet 'very highly coloured': and the conmdttee decided that they 

should have a meeting with the factory inspectors to improve the 

efficiency of the supervision of these premises, and decided to begin 

regular inspections of Jewish houses and work places by its own staff~ 

The appointment of a public analyst is dealt with in another 

chapter, and here, we shall look at the measures taken in the attempt to 

ensure the purity of one particular item of consumption, namely milk. 

By the later nineteenth century, it had been established that milk was 

capable of carrying various diseases, particularly typhoid fever, scarlet 

fever and tuberculosis~ and in 1879 the Contagious Diseases (Animals) 

~ obliged local authorities to inspect dairies, cowsheds and milk 

shops to ensure that adequate standards of cleanliness were being 

observed. All those involved in supplying milk were to be registered 

l'Report of The Lancet special sanitary comndssion on the sweating 
system in Leeds', The Lancet, 9 June 1888, pp. 1146-1148, and 16 June 
1888, pp. 1209-1210. 

2SC , 25 June 1888. 

3See for example, SC, 8 April, 8 July, 12 Aug, 9 Sept, 14 Oct, 9 Dec 
1889, 13 Jan, 10 Feb, 10 March, 14 April, 12 May 1890. More than 
2,000 Jewish workshops and houses were inspected during this twelve 
month period. 

4 See , Ministry of Health, A Memorandum on Bovine Tuberculosis in Man 
with Special Reference to Infection by Milk, Reports on Public Health 
and Medical Subjects, No. 63, 1931; and M.K. Robinson, Report on the 
Sanitary Condition of Leeds for 1872, pp. 11-15 for an epidemic of 
typhoid fever trace to an infected supply of milk. 
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with the local authority, and.itsinspector could reconunend that 

suppliers be struck off if they failed to reach the standard required~ 

The effective surveillance of the ndlk supply was hampered by two 

deficiencies in the law. First, milk vendors were not obliged to report 

the presence of disease on their premises and so the inspector had to 

rely solely on information gathered on his own tours of inspection. 

Secondly, the council had no power to intervene in the case of milk 

which was brought from outside the borough. This was a potentially 

serious defect, as about half the milk consumed in Leeds came from 

2 other places. It was not until 1899 that the council took action to 

remedy the situation. In the local act of that year the council 

obtained powers to ensure that it was notified by dairymen of the 

existence of tuberculosis amongst their cattle, and to prosecute 

sellers of infected milk. The medical officer, or his deputy, was 

also given authority to inspect animals and take milk samples for 

analysis, not only within Leeds, but, with the permission of two 

justices, in areas under the jurisdiction of other local authorities~ 

By this time, the sanitary conmdttee had already decided on a 

measure which improved the prospect of prosecutions for the sale of 

adulterated milk. 4 In 1895, the inspector of food and drugs reported 

that many of those responsible for adulteration were immune from legal 

proceedings because they did not, 

'dilute their milk below the low standard of Somerset House' 

141 and 42 Viet., ch. 74, section 34; SC, 10 Feb, 16 April, 14 July 
1879, 12 Jan, 13 Sept 1880. 

2yp , 6 April 1899 states that the Leeds milk supply came from 309 
different sources. In Leeds, 173 cowkeepers supplied half the milk 
consumed, about ~,500 gallons, 53 others sent 1,800 gallons a day by 
train, and a further 83 sent 4,500 gallons a day in by road. 

3Leeds Corporation Act, ·1899, 62 and 63 Viet., ch. cclxiii, part VII, 
sections 29-39. 

4sC , 5 Dec 1895. 
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upon which he was obliged to base his evidence. .He suggested that he 

should be allowed to follow the practice which had been adopted in 

Oldham. There the food inspector, on.receiving a complaint from a 

purchaser, visited the dairy from which the milk had come. He took a 

specimen of milk, and if this, when compared with the milk purchased, 

gave evidence of dilution, a prosecution was made on this basis. The 

inspector remarked that this would increase his expenses, and perhaps 

for this reason the committee came to no decision, although three 

years later it decided to allow the inspector to do this~ 

In 1905, a small-scale experiment was attempted to improve the 

quality of milk available for feeding infants~ The project was 

started by two voluntary bodies, the Yorkshire Ladies' Council of 

Education and the Leeds Sanitary Aid Society. Their aim was to provide 

'humanised' milk, and in March 1905 they approached the sanitary commit-

tee for financial assistance in this scheme to try to reduce the high 

level of infant mortality. The committee agreed to give a grant of 

£500, but this had to be abandoned as the resolution was deemed to be 

ultra vires by the council. The mayor, however, gave a donation of 

£250 to the organisers, and the money was used to supply pure, cooled, 

bottled milk to about one hundred infants in the south east registration 

district, which had a comparatively high infant mortality rate. Even 

had the sanitary committee's proposal not been ruled out of order, 

opposition would have been encountered for another reason, for one of 

the Conservatives argued that the proposal represented, 

lSC, 13 Oct 1898. 

2'Some aspects of the milk problem from within', Journal of the Royal 
Sanitary Institute, XXVI (1905), pp. 546-548; SC, 9 March, 2 Aug, 
1905. 
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'the first step in the direction of municipa1ising the nd1k 
traffic, which was not a monopoly, and ought not to be 
tackled by the municipality'! 

Measures for inspecting slaug~ter houses and for preventing the 

sale of bad meat seem to have oeenno more effective in the later 

decades of the century than they had been previously. In 1869 it was 

reported that as a result of the action taken against dealers in 

diseased meat in central Leeds, small farmers and butchers in the out-

townships were killing unsound cattle on their premises and cutting 

them up before sending the meat direct to butchers in town~ This 

illustrated the crux of the problem, in that the area of the borough 

was so large that to inspect all its slaughtering places efficiently 

would require many more inspectors. As it was, the medical officer of 

health observed laconically, 

'Leeds can boast nearly 300 slaughterhouses, all told. There 
are two meat inspectors to watch them all. I hold such admin
istration to be little short of a farce'~ 

Yet in 1892, there were still only two inspectors, although their 

duties were made somewhat easier as a result of the decline in the 

4 number of slaughter houses by more than half. 

The control of smoke pollution from the late eighteen sixties 

also operated with the same indifferent results as before. As we sug-

gested in an earlier chapter, even if the enforcement of smoke consump-

tion by industry had not been hampered by the effective exemption of 

two major local industries (cloth dyeing, by this time declining in 

importance, and iron manufactures), the equivocal attitude of the 

1LM , 6 July 1905. 

2SNC , 24 Feb 1869. 

~ no. 5, Report upon theS1aughter-Hduses in Scotland and Eng1and ••• by 
Dr7 Goldie, 1879, p.24. 

4SC , 5 Sept 1892, notes that there were two inspectors to supervise 
130 slaughter houses. 
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council prevented any considerable reduction in the smoke nuisance from 

being achieved. As the town clerk said to a Commons' select conmdttee: 

'we try and enforce the (regulations), but as Leeds is so 
dependent for its prosperity upon its industry that we are 
anxious not to do too much'+ 

The periodic organisation of local pressure groups had been 

necessary to counteract the council's indulgent attitude towards 

business interests, and it was only through the vigilance of one of 

these groups that new smoke abatement provisions had been inserted into 

the 1866 improvement act. The situation changed if at all, then for 

the worse in the later decades of the century, as urban and industrial 

growth increased the magnitude of the problem. In 1872, one of the 

reasons given for the probable potential of the Roundhay Park Estate 

(about three miles from the town centre), as a new residential area, was 

that, 

'there is no place within the same distance which is so free 
from smoke'~ 

Twenty years later, scientific investigation showed that soot deposits 

fell over an area which extended to almost nine ndles from Leeds~ 

Obviously the problem was worse in the inner urban areas, and the press 

complained that, 

'we do not know what quantity of smoke is sufficient to con
stitute a nuisance, but those who give themselves the trouble 
of watching the tall chimneys in the Kirkstall and Meanwood 
valleys, and in the neighbourhood, must frequently ask them
selves whether the act after all is not a dead letter. Dense 
volumes of smoke are poured forth at frequent intervals, and 
for several seconds, and the air is polluted, with a calm 
indifference to the law and as a sort of standing challenge 
to the inspector'. 

lHLRO, Select Committee of the House of Commons, Evidence 1872, volume 
39, 25 April 1872, f 44. 

2~.,f52. 
3 J •B• Cohen, 'A record of the Leeds Smoke Abatement Society', Journal 

of the Royal Sanitary 'Institute, vol XXVII (1906), pp. 71-73; and 
see also J.B. Cohen and A. Rushton, 'The nature and extent of air 
pollution by smoke', Nature, 14 Oct. 1909, pp. 468-9. 

4~, 30 Sept 1879. 
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Although in the earlier part of this period, references to 

prosecutions appear frequently in the ndnutes of the sanitary 

conmdttee! but according to one critic they had become lludicrously 

few,2 by the early years of the present century. The same source also 

contended that the Leeds bye-laws were less stringent than those in 

other towns. Local opinion mODilised itself in the nineties, with the 

Sanitary Aid Society urging the sanitary commdttee to take more action, 

and with the Leeds Smoke Abatement Society investigating the scientific 

evidence on pollution t'o support proposals for changes in national 

. 1 . 3 
leg~s atlon. Neither were successful. The smoke inspector's investi-

gations on methods which had been tried to reduce the volume of smoke 

in iron and steel works elsewhere in Yorkshire, and in Scotland, forced 

him to conclude that only indifferent results had been obtained, and it 

seems that the committee felt that there were no firm legal grounds upon 

4 which to coerse the cloth dyers. On the national level, the Smoke 

Abatement Society's attempts, in conjunction with similar bodies in 

Manchester and Sheffield, to press the Local Government Board for 

stricter controls were disregarded~ 

ISee for example, SC, 19 March, 11 May, 8 June, 13 July, 14 Sept, 
12 Oct, 19 Nov 1874, 8 Feb, 12 April, 10 May, 14 June, 1875. 

2 J.B. Cohen, loco cit. 

3SC , 11 July 1894. 

4SC , 11 Dec 1893, 12 Feb 1894, 21 Nov 1895; see also, 'Report of the 
Sanitary Committee', Annual Reports of Committees, 1899-1900, 'It will 
be remembered that the powers of the inspector are confined almost 
entirely to boiler furnaces. The worst offenders in Leeds, however, 
are the protected trades •••• ' 

5J •B• Cohen, loco cit. 
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(6} 

In his discussion of the contribution which public health legis-

lation made to the 'elimination of the causes of preventable mortality' 

in nineteenth century Britain, Professor Flinn has argued that, 

'there are two chronologies of public health reform ••• : the 
familiar story of royal commissions and public health acts; 
and the less well-known progress of the actual state of the 
health of the general public •••• In 1875 the death rate 
stood at almost exactly the same level as it had in 1838 
when civil registration began •••• In short, there was very 
little real improvement in public health before the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century •••• The two chronologies -
the legislative and the mortality scales - moved forward only 
with a substantial time-lag between them'! 

What has been said in this, and in the preceding chapter, of the 

development of environmental services in Leeds in the latter part of 

the century confirms his judgment. Table 4.2 shows the movement of the 

crude death rate in this period, and it can be seen that a clear 

downward trend does not occur until the mid seventies. Why it failed 

to fall before then should be ~undantly clear from the evidence which 

has been presented. The actual reasons for its later decline must 

await the detailed investigation of a historian of public health. Our 

purpose in this chapter has been simply to indicate the scope of the 

council's role in the provision of environmental services, and to show 

how effectively, or ineffectively, they were administered. The conclu-

sions cannot be very optimistic. The recurring inefficiency of public 

cleansing, whether by contract or direct works, continued for forty 

years, from the eighteen fifties when the service was inaugurated upto 

lA.P. Stewart and E. Jenkins, The Medical and Legal Aspects of 
Sanitary Reform, 1969 ed., with an Introduction by M.W. Flinn, 
pp. (7) and (8). 
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TABLE 4.2(a) 

Crude death rates' iIi 'the 'borough 

'6fLeeds~ '1865~1905 

Year 
Rate per Quinquennial Year Rate per Quinquennial 

1,000 Average 1,000 Average 

1865 31.0 1885 19.9 
1866 32.5 1886 21.9 
1867 26.2 1887 21.1 
1868 28.3 1888 20.6 
1869 26.6 28.9 1889 22.1 21.1 

1870 28.7' 1890 22.6 
1871 26.4 1891 22.9 
1872 27.9 1892 19.8 
1873 27.6 1893 22.4 
1874 28.8 27.9 1894 17.9 21.1 

1875 26.5 1895 20.6 
1876 25.1 1896 18.9 
1877 23.0 1897 20.1 
1878 24.7 1898 19.4 
1879 23.5 24.6 1899 19.4 19.7 

1880 22.0 1900 20.4 
1881 21.6 1901 19.3 
1882 23.2 1902 17.6 
1883 23.5 1903 16.6 
1884 24.2 22.9 1904 18.1 18.4 

1905 15.7 
, , 

Source: See table 4.2(b). 
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TABLE 4. 2 (b l 

Infant mortality rates in the borough 

of Leeds, 1890-1905 

Year Rate per Quinquennial 
1,000 births Average 

1890 173 
1891 177 
1892 168 
1893 206 
1894 156 176.0 

1895 19l 
1896 169 
1897 190 
1898 183 
1899 172 181.0 

1900 183 
1901 188 
1902 160 
1903 153 
1904 176 172.0 

1905 152 

Sources:- Table 4.1(a): J. Spottiswoode Cameron, 
Annual Report made to the Urban Sanitary Authority 
of the Borough of Leeds, 1903, table 1a p.2, table 1b p.3 
table 1 p.5; 1904, table 1 p.2; 1905, table 1 p.3. 

Table 4.2(b): ibid., 1905, p.17, p.23. 
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the end of the eighties~ The sewerage system had little impact upon 

sanitary conditions from its inception in the mid-fifties upto the 

eighteen seventies, and it could be argued that it was not until the 

eighties, when the number of water closets in use began to increase 

considerably was it likely to have made any significant contribution to 

the diminution of the death rate. As we have shown, the council's 

spirited defence of the privy-and-ashpit system did nothing to hasten 

this. Similarly, the history of the municipal hospitals before the 

very end of the century was less than edifying. 

In many respects of course, Leeds with its middens, its epidemic 

victims lying under canvas, and its dilatory record of sewage disposal 

was perhaps little different from other municipalities at this time~ 

But nevertheless, it is clear from the evidence presented in these two 

chapters why the aims of the public health propagandists of the 

eighteen forties took so long to achieve. 

lFor a comparison with Manchester, see: A. Redford, The History of 
Local Government in Manchester, ch. XXVII, 'The Manchester Sewage 
Scheme', and pp. 404-410, on hospitals. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

MUNICIPAL ENTERPRISE AND PUBLIC SERVICES. 1866 - 1905 
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In the remaining forty years of our period, there was a consider

able expansion in the scope of municipal enterprise. Upto the eighteen 

sixties, the waterworks represented the sole utility in public owner

ship, but in the eighteen seventies it was joined by the gasworks, and in 

the nineties by the tramways and the electricity supply. The public 

services which the council began to provide in this period included public 

parks, allotments, baths, libraries and an art gallery. Two traditional 

aspects of local government policy were also prosecuted with increased 

vigour in the later decades of the century. From the eighteen twenties, 

the improvement commission had adopted responsibility for market 

facilities and street improvements as a part of its agenda, and these 

were amongst the duties inherited by the council in 1842. Because of 

external pressure, the markets had been improved in the eighteen fifties, 

but street improvements had been of only minor and intermitt~nt concern 

up to the mid sixties. After this time, several important and many 

minor schemes involving the improvement of the town's major thorough

fares were executed, and much attention, although some of it indecisive, 

was given to the public markets. 

In the eighteen nineties, the council for the first time became 

involved in education, and after the Education Act of 1902, became 

directly responsible for the organisation and management of primary and 

secondary education in the city. By 1902, the history of state educa

tion already had a thirty-year history independent of municipal control, 

and for this reason, and because the council's involvement begins 

almost at the termination of our period of study, nothing will be said 

here on the demise of the School Board, and the transfer of its func

tions to the municipality. But nevertheless, we shall consider the 
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council's response to the issue of technical education. But this 

chapter begins with an examination of the improvements made to the 

water supply after the criticisms made in the Hunter report. 

(1) 

In the mid eighteen fifties, the council had chosen to remedy 

the increasing inadequacy of the water supply by pumping water from the 

river Wharfe, in preference to adopting a far more costly scheme, 

strongly advocated by the chairman of the waterworks committee, which 

would have involved reservoir-building to supply the town with water 

from the river Washburn by gravitation. As we have seen, within a few 

years, the result of the decision was a water supply which was both 

insufficient for long-term requirements, and polluted by the towns and 

villages of upper Wharfedale. The solution suggested by the borough 

engineer was basically the same as the scheme which had been proposed a 

1 decade before. He advocated the impounding of water from the river 

Washburn by the construction of a series of reservoirs along its valley, . 
and this was adopted as municipal policy with the enactment of the 

Leeds Waterworks Act of 1867~ The project was undertaken in three 

stages. The Lindley Wood reservoir, with a capacity of 750 million 

gallons was built between 1869 and 1875, the Swinsty reservoir, des

igned to hold 960 million gallons was begun in 1871 and completed in 

1877, and the Fewston reservoir, of 870 million gallons was constructed 

3 between 1874 and 1879. The overall cost was £508, 173, which represen-

ted nearly half of the total sum which the corporation had spent on the 

1RS , 1 Aug 1867. 

230 and 31 Vict., c. cxli. 

3~, 4 Nov 1879. 
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waterworks in a quarter of a century of municipal ownership~ In 

addition, the council obtained powers in the 1877 improvement act to 

enlarge Eccup reservoir to hold 1,400 million gallons, representing, 

'a supply of water to Leeds equal to half a year's consump
tion, thus rendering ••• Leeds secure, in the dryest possible 
of seasons, of a supply of water sufficient to meet the 
growing demands of its popUlation for years to come'~ 

Thus by the eighteen eighties the scale and design of the water-

works had completely effaced the effects of the myopic policy of the 

fifties, which had been a threat to public health and an affront to 

public opinion. But the quest for a pure water supply did not end here. 

Although the popUlation in the Washburn valley was small and declining, 

having 2,902 inhabitants in 1801 and 2,027 in 1861, J.N. Radcliffe, in 

his report to the L.G.B. believed that there was a real possibility of 

pollution from 'excremental matter, human and bestial' reaching the 

reservoirs by means of the natural watercourses from the houses and 

farms in the valley: The waterworks committee was aware of the problem 

and 

'endeavoured for years to prevent the fouling of the Washburn 
water and its tributaries but with indifferent success, quiet 
but determined hostilities having met them at every point. 
The local authorities were indifferent. The supposed powers 
of the Rivers Board had also proved futile and helpless to 
assist us'~ 

Finally, in 1896 the committee proposed that the council should follow 

the example of other major towns and obtain parliamentary powers to 

lThe preamble to the Leeds Improvement Act, 1877 40 and 41 Vict., 
ch. clxxviii, states that the council had spent £1,188,144 on the 
waterworks. 

2RB , 26 Sept 1877. The history of the water supply is treated at 
length in J. Toft,(~_~hesis , ch. IX. 

3J •N• Radcliffecintresanitary state of Leeds, with particular reference 
to diarrhoea and fever, P.R.O. MH l2}15247, pp. 26-27. 

4LM, 8 Oct 1896. 
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purchase all the land in the area of the watershed. This provision 

was included in the local act of 1897! and extensive areas of land 

were bought in the following years. 

The large scale reservoir building programme raised the question 

of how the work was to be undertaken, with opinions divided over the 

relative merits of direct works, and independent contractors. In 1869 

the council approved the committee's proposal to 'construct the Lindley 

Wood reservoir by direct works. In this the committee had the support 

of Hawksley, one of the leading civil engineers of the period who 

had told it that 

'it would no doubt be better and in the end cheaper for the 
corporation to make their own works, but he very, much feared 
whether the ratepayers would be satisfied unless they had 
the advantage of what was commonly called competition, which 
meant a considerable number of tenders varying from sixty to 
a hundred percent. It was almost impossib1e ••• to decline 
one or the other of the low tenders, but then the work was 
often 'scamped' and the contractors broke, and at last the 
corporation had to finish the work upon its own responsibility 
and at its own expense'? 

Opposed to this view was one which stressed the importance of fin-

ancia1 accountability, as when one councillor claimed that, 

'if their engineers constructed the works they would have an 
unlimited pull at the public purse ••• because there would be 
no check over them. In the case of an outsider, if he did 
not do the work satisfactorily the engineers would not pass 
it, but what was to be done if they undertook the work them
se1ves?,3 

The debate was renewed in 1905, when the committee was beginning 

to plan a new reservoir complex to meet the growth of demand. In 

financial terms, the direct labour experiment at Lindley Wood was a 

1Leeds Corporation Act, 1897 60 and 61 Viet., ch. cxcix, section 20. 

2LM 12 Aug 1869. 
-' 

3'b'd 1- 1- • -



248 

strong argument against repetition, for an estimated cost of £55,000 

1 had turned into an actual expenditure of £119,000, and the council 

2 decided by a large majority to let the work on contract. There had 

never been any decisive case for either method of construction, but 

perhaps in this instance some members shared the view of the chairman 

of the waterworks committee, who 

'gathered from some of the remarks of those who advocated 
direct administration that they regarded this as only a 
stepping stone to the complete abolition of the capitalist 
class,3 , 

and so voted according to their political convictions. 

But nevertheless, by the eighteen seventies, the question of the 

water supply had practically ceased to be contentious, and the major 

issues of municipal enterprise arose from other sources, beginning 

with the policy of the gas committee. 

(2) 

The proposed municipal purchase of both the gas and the water 

supply in the late eighteen forties has been considered in chapter two, 

and as was noted there, the council then acquired only the waterworks 

and did not pursue its original aim of taking the gas companies into 

public ownership. On the grounds of public health, the improvement of 

the water supply was clearly a priority, and the cost of buying the 

gas companies at the same time was probably regarded as too great an 

expenditure. Moreover, the purchase of the waterworks was, in 

administrative terms, an easier proposition. The company was already 

1LM, 2 Feb 1905. 
2"Cfl, 1 Feb 1905. The direct works proposal was defeated by 42 votes 

to 8. 
3 

2 Feb 1905. g!, 
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partly under the control of the council, through the latter's repre-

sentation on the board of directors, and the council also had, under 

the company's acts of 1837 and 1847, statutory powers to buy the 

undertaking. In contrast, the gas supply was wholly independent of 

corporate intervention, and since there were two companies, the Leeds 

Gas Light Company created in 1818, and the Leeds New Gas Company of 

1835, negotiations would have been more difficult. The issue of 

acquiring these two firms was raised again in l868! and this time it 

was carried to a successful conclusion with the enactment of the Leeds 

Corporation Gas Act of 1870: 

There were three arguments in favour of buying out the share-

holders. By superceding the surveyors of the highways and the indepen-

dent bridge and turnpike trusts in the borough, the council by the late 

eighteen sixties was establishing an absolute control over the highways, 

and in one respect, the merging of the two companies under municipal 

ownership was an extension of this policy, for 

'there would not be that breaking up of the roads and streets 
which now prevailed for the purpose of laying pipes first by 
one company and then by another'~ 

But the most important aspect was financial, for it was well known that 

'no corporation had yet undertaken the lighting of a town 
without being able to supply cheap gas and realise at the 
same time a handsome revenue'~ 

The cost of gas for street lighting had been one of the factors 

which had induced the council to consider purchase in the late forties, 

and although the price per thousand feet had fallen from 5/0 to 3/6, 

1CM 1 Jan 1868, 11 Aug, 6 Dec, 1869. 

233 and 34 Vict., ch. 1vi. 

31M, 2 Jan 1868. 

4~, 12 Aug 1869. 
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it was believed that the price might be reduced still further. It could 

not be said that the unification of the gas supply under the council 

would offend against economic orthodoxy, by creating a monopoly, since 

"there was virtually no competition between the gas companies 
at present nor had there been since the new company had 
obtained for itself a firm footing in Leeds. Those who were 
connected with the lamp commdttee would know very well that 
the price charged by one company was exactly what was charged 
by the other; in fact, the two companies seemed to have an 
understanding as to what they would charge all around the 
town' ! 

Negotiations were completed by late 1869, on terms which seem to 

have been very favourable to the shareholders. The 1870 act authorised 

the council to pay upto £140 for every £100 worth of stock, and when 

the transfer had been achieved, the transaction had cost the council 

£763,244 " lOs "4d~ The Leeds Mercury commented that, 

'no corporation has ever paid so handsomely for the purchase 
of gas undertakings, but at the same time, no town had ever 
obtained gas works with a better prospect of making a profit 
out of them either directly or indirect1y'~ 

It certainly appears that a handsome price had been paid for some 

partly obsolescent plant. At the Meadow lane works the council's 

inspector found in September 1870 that of the 612 retorts, 93 needed to 

be replaced, 102 were 'very much worn' and the remaining 417 were 

'a mixed lot, some good and some bad'. In addition, the engine house 

was 'in a very bad and de1apidated state'; the boiler was 'entirely 

worn out and requires a new one immediately'; and some of the 

purifiers were 

'in a most dangerous state, and will require an entire new 
set, as the present ones are rusted through in hundreds of 
places' • 

1LM, 2 Jan 1868. 

2~ Hepper, Leeds; from a surveyor's point of view, (Leeds, 1899) p.S. 

31M , 1 April 1870. 
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Overall, his judgment was that 

'the whole of the buildings are bad, with the exception of 
No. 3 Retort House, the arrangement of which might be con
siderably improved'! 

Similarly, the New Wortley plant, built by the Leeds Gas Light Company 

in 1857, had been extensively rebuilt by 1884, and the York street 

gasworks, which had possessed gasholders built in 1818, had undergone 

, 1 • 'b h "d • h' 2 almost comp ete reconstruct10n y t e ~ e1g t1es. 

Dr. Hennock has observed that, 

'the council spent £763,225 and then discovered that the 
equipment was so worn out that the operations ran at a loss. 
In 1873 and again in 1874 the works had to be subsidised out 
of the rates to the tune of £14,000 in all. There was nothing 
wrong with the policy and it paid handsomely in the long run. 
What was wrong was the valuation at which the purchase had 
been made'~ 

Unfortunately, there now seems to be no record extant of the 

details of the negotiations, and so there is no means of ascertaining 

the basis of the council's valuation of the works. If it paid more 

than a realistic value for the establishments, this may possibly have 

been because it feared that parliamentary sanction would not be obtained 

without the prior appeasement of the shareholders, and thus a relatively 

disadvantageous settlement with them was preferable to a protracted 

battle before a parliamentary select committee, which the council might 

lose. But it is certainly incorrect to suggest that the loss made by 

the gas enterprise in 1873 and 1874, which actually amounted to 

£27,5094 was caused by the inefficiency of the works. These years were 

IGas Purchase Committee Minutes, 9 Sept 1870. 

2LM , 18 Jan 1884. 

3E•P • Hennock, Fit and Proper Persons, p.2l3. 

4F•R• Spark, Collection of Extracts, Documents etc., relating to Leeds 
Gas Matters, 1878-1885, vol. one, f.132. 



252 

the period of the 'coal famine' when the great export boom in coal, 

amongst other products, forced up domestic prices dramatically, and 

inspired a Commons' select committee to enquire into the reasons for 

its 'dearness and scarcity'~ In 1871, the Leeds gas conmdttee was 

paying an average of 9/ld a ton for coal, and 9}5 in 1872. But in the 

next two years the average price rose first to l4}5 and then to 17/9 a 

ton. In the following year (1875) it fell to l3}6 and had declined to 

7}a by laaO~ Had the council been free to pass on the full effect of 

this temporary rise in costs to the consumer, there would have been no 

deficits in 1873 and 1874. But under the terms of the 1870 act, the 

maximum price which it was able to charge was 3/9 per thousand cubic 

feet~ Under these exceptional circumstances, escalating costs comr 

bined with a statutorily-fixed maximum price produced losses in these 

years, but the situation was redressed in the second half of the 

decade, and over the first ten years of operations the gasworks 

produced a profit of nearly £40,000. 

When, in 1881, the town clerk gave evidence before the House of 

Commons select committee on electric lighting, he was asked, 

'Then you don't look upon the making of gas as a means of 
making profit?' , 

and replied, 
4 

'No; we give the gas consumers the benefit'. 

In purely financial terms, the statement was incontrovertable. The 

gas committee took as its priority the supplying of gas at the cheapest 

possible rate. From the 'famine' prices of the early seventies the 

lSelect Committee of the Present Dearness and Scarcit of Coal, 
ar11amentary Papers, X, 1873, 313. 

2F•R• Spark, ~. cit. 

333 and 34 Vict., ch. lvi, section 22. 

4LM, 12 May 1881 • ...... 
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price of gas was progressively reduced until by 1881 the 40,409 con

sumers were paying only IlIad per 1,000 cubic feet~ But by this time, 

the consumers, and some members of the council were not concerned over 

the price, but over the quality of the product. In January 1877, the 

Chamber of Commerce had protested that, 

'the quality of gas is now much inferior to that formerly 
supplied by the companies'~ 

and this was not merely an ex parte statement, for the Leeds Mercury, 

and other local newspapers noted that, 

'the gas supplied, though undoubtedly cheap has been 
decidedly nasty'} 

The nastiness arose from the high sulphur content in the gas. The first 

complaints were made in 1878, and in May of that year the borough 

analyst reported that the average sulphur impurities amounted to 35 

grains per 1,000 cubic feet~ The sulphur level fluctuated considerably: 

in the last four months of 1879 it varied between 25.89 and 43.10 

grains, and in the first quarter of 1880, from 34.69 to 47.4 grains. 

By comparison, Bradford gas in January 1880 held 36.57, Huddersfield 

gas 29.13, and Newcastle gas in February yielded 20.15~ 

In July 1880, the gas committee ordered its engineer to ensure 

that the sulphurous contamination did not rise above twenty grains, the 

lCM, 11 Aug 1880. 

2F•R• Spark, Collection of Extracts, Volume one, p.142, quoting an 
unidentified source. Spark, a publisher and newspaper proprietor, was 
a prominent member of the council, and a member of the gas committee. 
This collection contains much administrative information on the gas 
enterprise which has not survived elsewhere. For Spark, see F.R. Spark, 
Memories of my Life, (Leeds, 1913) 

3LM , 14 Aug 1879. 

4~R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, vol. one~ Report of the Gas 
Committee, 26 January 1882. 

5ibid .,RePorts presented to the Gas Comndttee~~.by the Borough Analyst 
upon Tests made of the Gas consumed in Leeds, Bradford, Huddersfield, 
and Newcastle. 
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level fixed by the select committee of the House of Commons for 

l ' , 1 metropo 1tan gas compan1es. After a series of experiments the engineer, 

by substituting lime for the iron oxide previously used as a purifying 

agent, managed to ensure that the impurities fell to a more acceptable 

level by the early eighties. Another complaint associated with the 

question of the purity of the gas was its illuminating power. Under 

the conditions of the 1870 act, this was fixed at a minimum of sixteen 

candle power. In April 1881, the comndttee found it necessary to order 

that the statutory minimum should be adhered to, and in November 

instructed the engineer to maintain a minimum of seventeen cand1es~ 

These two problems of purity and illumination were the result of 

the gas committee's attitude towards the undertaking: it wished to 

produce both cheap gas and a financial surplus. When in 1885, the gas 

engineer was asked to account for the low yield of gas per ton of coal 

in Leeds compared to other towns, he pointed out that the committee 

chose coals which produced high yields of tar and ammonia but which by 

their nature had 

'gaseous properties ••• which have been almost contemptable'. 

But given the cheap gas policy, the by-products were of relatively high 

value, for 

'when tar preponderated, it was more profitable to us, than if 
the corresponding weight (of coal) had been accounted for in 
gast~ 

We can see here an obvious parallel between the council's concern 

to produce cheap, but poor quality gas in the seventies and its 

decision to obtain a cheap, but inferior water supply in the eighteen 

lGas Committee Minutes, 26 July 1880; F.R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, 
vol. one, Report of the Gas Committee; 26 'January '1882. 

2Gas Committee Minutes, 11 April, 28 Nov, 1881. 
3 
F.R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, vol. two, part two, Report of Gas 
Engineer on low yield 'of gas per tori, '3 July'188S. 
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sixties. The improvement in the gas supply came about through two 

influences, one technical and one political. In 1883, a newspaper 

observed that, 

'no public official in Leeds has been the Object of so much 
grumb ling as Mr. Woodall, the gas engineer. 'For ye ars the 
wretched quality of Leeds gas has been one continual source 
of complaint, and it must be.admitted tnat tne complaints 
were fully justified. But the more the subject is 
ventilated, the more clearly it is shown that Mr. Woodall 
has been made the scape goat, and that the real offenders 
are the members of the gas committee, whose parsimonious 
policy deprives the gas engineer of the requisites for the 
manufacture of good gas'! 

Woodall indeed seems to have been a remarkably capable man, for 

when in 1885 he emigrated to become the manager of the Suburban Gas 

Company in Melbourne, Australia, the Manchester District Institution 

of Gas Engineers, praised him for his 'marvellous success ••• in Leeds' 

and on his 'very distinguished mark as a gas engineer'~ 

The gas question created dissention within the ruling Liberal 

party in the council. As one of the 'progressive' Liberals, F.R. Spark, 

observed, 

'There were advocates of cheap gas, however nasty, and 
advocates of good gas, though nominally dear •••• The Gas 
Committee - managed by a Liberal majority - had decided in 
favour of cheap and inferior gas. Though then a member of 
the Liberal party, ~ could not support the 'Liberal' Gas 
Committee's policy'. 

Spark's campaign embarrassed his party's candidates at the 1884 

municipal election, and led to the defeat of several Liberal candidates, 

and party feeling was such that he was elected as an alderman by a 

majority of only one vote, but his policy prevailed. If, by the mid 

lob ' d 1 ~ ~ ., vo • 
1883. 

two, part one, unidentified newspaper cutting of 17 Feb 

2ibid ., vol. two, part three~ Manchester District Institution of Gas 
EUgrneers, Report of 64th QuarterlY Meeting, 28 November 1885, 
pp. 23-24; LM, 21 Nov 1885. 

3F•R• Spark, Memories of my Life, pp. 21-22. 
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eighties, Leeds gas was cheap, bright and relatively pure, it had 

become so only after persistent protests, both inside and outside 

the council, against the policy of the gas committee. 

But in the nineties the cheap-gas pOlLcy experienced a set-back. 

Throughout the eighties the price remained at lllOd per 1,000 feet, 

but from 1 January 1890, it was increased to 2/2d, and then to 2/4 

from the beginning of 1894. In 1899 it was brought down to 2/0d. but 

increased to 2/3 in July of the following year~ These changes were 

determined. at least until the Conservatives took power, solely by 

movements in operating costs. In the late eighties the works were 

accumulating large deficits, and this forced the committee both to 

reduce illuminating power from nineteen to eighteen candles, and raise 

the price by twopence. Further difficulties were caused in 1892 by a 

coal strike which obliged the committee to import coal from Durham at 

2 greatly increased cost. There was no intention on the part of the gas 

committee to subsidise gas. consumers. Its policy seems to have been 

that of a publicly-responsible monopoly, charging prices which were as 

low as seemed to be compatible with maintaining a reserve to meet 

probable contingencies. Unfortunately it only required unexpected 

changes in the cost of production to upset a finely-calculated balance. 

The implications of this policy for the gas workers will be considered 

in a later chapter. 

1CM, 4 Dec 1889, 6 Dec 1893, 4 Oct 1898, 13 June 1900. 

2MRP , no. 57. Verbatim report of a conference between the Gas Committee 
and the Gas Workers Union as to wages of men, February 1896, p.18. 
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(3) 

Two of the motives which determined the council to purchase the 

gas companies, control over the highways and the public ownership of 

remunerative utilities, were also present in the initial discussions 

on the creation of tramways. In October 1869, the council received a 

letter from a London firm of solicitors informing it of their clients' 

intention to apply for an act of parliament to enable them to establish 

. d 1 a tramway company 1n Lee s. When the question came up for considera-

tion in December, the council decided to oppose the application, and 

two months later agreed to promote a bill on its own behalf to 

enable it to provide this service if it was found that the inhabitants 

thought it desirable~ The arguments in favour of this course were 

compendiously expressed by Alderman George, who maintained that, 

'if there was a great benefit derived from laying down tram
ways, and if there was to be great profit derived from tolls 
for the passage of carriages, the inhabitants of Leeds ought 
to have the benefit. The corporation had spent £60,000 in 
the purchase of the tolls, and had expended a good deal of 
money in the improvement of the streets; they were at pres
ent asking parliament for powers to take over the gas 
companies, so that the streets might be under no control but 
their own, and it would be hardly consistent to allow the 
promoters of these tramways to assume the powers over the 
highways which they wanted'} 

Some months later the Tramways Act of 1870 became law, and so 

removed the need for a private or a local act. This measure gave local 

authorities the right to obtain a provisional order from the Board of 

Trade to construct tramways and to lease the right of user to any 

,. 1 
CM, 6 Oct 1869. 

2eM, 10 Dec 1869, 9 Feb 1870. 

3LM , 10 Feb 1870. 
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individual or company, or to allow general public access. But it 

expressly forbade the local authority to provide and manage the tram-

cars itself, although the permanent way and rolling stock could be 

purchased from the private leasees after twenty one years~ In October, 

the council voted to support a private application to make tramways in 

the town, which the act allowed, providing the local authority gave 

its assent. No explicit reason was given for this change of plan and 

when the lease was confirmed in the following month, a plea for munici-

2 
pal ownership made by one councillor received no response whatsoever. 

The council let the tramway franchise to William and Daniel 

Bushby for £1,000 and a confirming act of August 1871 approved the 

3 partners' plans. They were apparently unable to fulfil their obliga-

tions and a limited company was incorporated in the following year to 

take over from them~ A third act in 1877 gave the company power to 

make additional tramways, and ratified an agreement made in January to 

allow the council to purchase the company within ~ix months~ 

The council failed to do so, but this did not imply a general 

satisfaction with the company's operations. In 1881 it was discovered 

that the tramdrivers and other employees were working a sixteen-hour 

day from 7 am to 11 pm, which as one councillor observed was, 

6 'a system of oppression and nothing but English slavery'. 

Furthermore, although the council had in 1877 called upon the company 

lThe Tramways Act, 1870, 33 and 34 Vict., ch. 78, sections 4, 19 and 43. 

2CM 28 Oct 1870; LM 29 Oct 1870; CM 9 Nov 1870; LM, 10 Nov 1870. 
3 -
Leeds Tramways Order, 1871, in Tramways Orders Confirmation Act, 34 
and 35 Vict., ch. clxxxix. 

4The Leeds Tramways Act, 1872, 35 and 36 Viet., ch. clxxiv. 

5The Leeds Tramways Act, 1877, 40 and 41 Viet., ch. clxix, section 
three. 
6~, 4 June 1881. 
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to fulfil the clause in the provisional order which made provision 

for workmen's fares, it was still refraining from doing so four years 

later, and apparently workmen's cars were not introduced until l889~ 

In the early nineties there appears a new, and recurring complaint 

about the management of the tramways. During a council meeting in 

January 1891, a discussion took place on the 'dangerous and disgraceful' 

condition of the Headingley tramway and further complaints were voiced 

2 in July and November. It see~ that the wear and tear of the permanent 

way was causing danger to other road users, and the poor state of the 

lines was the result of the increasing use of 

'that most objectionable of urban complaints - the steam 
tram' , 

which was introduced onto lines designed to carry the lighter weight 

d 1 3'. ld· o h of horse- rawn tram cars on y. Desp1te severa a mon1t10ns, t e com-

pany did little or nothing to repair the damage, and by April 1893, it 

was recognised that firm action had to be taken, for, 

'it was common knowledge that the Leeds tramway lines were in 
a shameful state of repair. They had used all kinds of persua
sion with the company without any effect. They had spared the 
traIIMay company in the past, but the company had been stupid, 
and the committee (ie. the council's highway committee) were 
now determined to enforce their powers as far as they were 
able' ~ 

These powers were now extensive, for the twenty one year monopoly 

which the company possessed by virtue of the 1870 act was to expire in 

1893, and the council was now at liberty to exercise its option to buy 

the company out. In anticipation, it had'a1ready decided in November 

leM, 3 Oct 1877; ~ 16 June 1881; CM, 2 Oct 1889. 

2LM , 8 Jan, 2 July, 10 Nov 1891. 

3~eeds Electric Tramways', The Electrical Review, vol 41 1897, 
pp. 275-279. 

4LM , 6 April 1893. 
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1892 to give the company notice of its intentions, and after arbitra-

tion in July 1893, the purchase was completed for £114,950. The 

council formally entered into possession on 2 February l894~ 

The highways committee had created a sub-committee to supervise 

the temporary management of the undertaking, since 

'it was at least necessary that the lines should be worked 
by the corporation until they had been put into a proper 
state of repair'? 

but, at this time, there was certainly no intention of adopting it as 

a municipal service. One immediate objection was that, under the 

terms of the 1870 act, the council had no option but to lease the 

actual operation of the concern to private enterprise. But there were, 

so it was believed, other reasons in favour of a policy of delegation. 

The highways committee argued that, unlike the gas and water supply, 

the tramways were used by only a small proportion of the population, 

so that if they were unprofitable, and required 8ubsidising, a minority 

would benefit at the expense of all the ratepayers, and conversely, if 

they made a profit, the whole community would benefit at the expense of 

the tramway users. It seemed probable that the former objection was 

more realistic, for at that time only two corporations had experience 

of municipally-owned public transport, namely Huddersfield and Glasgow, 

and the latter had lost nearly £30,000 since 1882. In addition, the 

activities of local groups of socialists in organising meetings and 

deputations to advocate municipalisation, aroused Conservative objec

tions to interference with private enterprise~ Nevertheless, in 

November 1894, the council decided to apply for an act to allow it to 

lCM, 4 May, 16 Nov l892;LM, 26 July l893;COtincil of the City of Leeds, 
Committees, Officers 'of' the Council, e.tc~ i December 1900 (ie. the 
Corporation Yearbook). 

2LM 10 Nov 1893. 
-' 3 g!, 15 Feb 1894. 
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operate the tramways, but in the debate it was stressed that this was 

simply to be a permissive measure, and did not imply its conversion to 

the principle of public ownership~ In the event, however, it proved 

impossible to lease the undertaking on satisfactory terms, and so the 

council, albeit unwillingly, was obliged to use the powers of its new 

2 act, and move from the provisional into permanent management. 

There are several aspects of the development of this new municipal 

service which require comment. By October 1894 the tramways committee 

had increased the tramway staff by thirty eight, reduced the hours of 

, d 3 d d i 'd b h work and 1ncrease wages, an esp te preV10US ou ts, t e tramways 

were indisputably profitable. We shall review these topics elsewhere, 

and here we shall consider what was done to improve the services 

offered to the public. One important feature of municipal administra-

tion was the marked reduction of fares which took place between 1895 

and 1905. Although the tramways committee steadfastly maintained its 

objection to the proposals for Id. stages and transfer tickets~ cheaper 

fares were progressively introduced, culminating in the decision in 

January 1905 that on every route the first penny stage from the starting 

'1 5 point in town was to be extended to two ID1 es. Overall, by 1903 the 

fares charged were about 60% lower than they had been under the tramway 

company regime? But still the service catered for only a: minority, and 

lCM, 14 Nov 1894; LM, 15 Nov 1894. 

2The Leeds Corporation Tramways Act, 1896, 59 and 60 Viet., ch. lxv. 

3LM , 24 Oct 1894. 

4CM , 5 July 1899, 1 Jan 1902; Traffic sub-committee, 19 March 1906; 
CM, 4 April 1906, 2 Oct 1907, 1 Feb 1911. 

5Sub Highways (Tramways) committee, 16 Jan 1905. 

6G•C• Dickinson and C.J. Longley, 'The coming of cheap transport - a 
study of tramway fares on municipal systems in British provincial 
towns, 1900-14', Transport History, vol. 6 1973, p. 114, table 1. 



262 

in this period there was little improvement in the facilities offered 

to workmen, despite the city engineer's hopes that there was 

'the sanitary or the health aspect of the question, the 
enabling the artisan to live in more airy surroundings than 
he does at present'! 

Workmen's cars were run every morning, with perhaps the earliest 

journey beginning at Wortley at 5.20 am, and upto 7.45 am workers 

could travel in these special carriages at concessionary rates. The 

fare was one penny for any distance between the town centre and the 

city boundary (in either direction), but there was no transfer provi

sion, so that changing routes involved paying a second fare. Moreover, 

the concession was available in the early morning only, and workers 

returning home in the evening were treated as ordinary passengers~ 

Transfer tickets for early morning travel, to allow a two mile journey 

for one penny were introduced in 1904, but a proposal to extend the 

concessionary period to 8.30 am, and to make cheap fares available 

between 4 pm and 6 pm was rejected by the council in January 1905~ 

Thus it is not surprising that the number of workmen using the tramway 

service was only a small proportion of the total passenger traffic. In 

1906, those using the workmen's trams were only 3.3% of total passengers~ 

The reduction of fares achieved by the corporation was possible 

because of cheaper operating costs, and this was essentially the result 

of the adoption of electric powering, an innovation made in 1897. The 

council already had some experience of this, for in September 1890 it 

had been approached by the Thomson-Houston International Electric 

1RB , Jan 1895. 

2Sub H (T) C, 8 Dec 1902. 

3CM, 4 Oct 1904, 4 Jan 1905. 

4Dickinson and Longley, ~. cit., p. 122, table 3. 
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Company with. a proposition to install and operate electric cars on 

the line which the council had built from Sheepscar to Roundhay. The 

tramway company had been unwilling to build the line, and so the 

council, presumably anxious to improve communications between the town 

and Roundhay Park, had acted on its own initiative, and the line was 

opened in February 1890 with horse-drawn trams. In November, the 

council made an agreement with Thomson-Houston to lease the line to 

them for use by their electric vehicles, with the company paying a 

nominal rent of £110 a year~ A year later, an extension along 

Harehil1s road and Beckett street was constructed, and the whole venture, 

according to informed opinion was 'eminently successfu1'~ One duty of 

the tramway committee created in December 1893 was to 'enquire and 

recommend as to the best system of traction', and in June 1895 it 

3 advised the council to construct an electrified system. Two years 

later, seven miles of track from Kirkstal1 to Roundhay had been con

verted for this purpose, and another thirty miles had been relaid in 

anticipation~ By 1900, capital expenditure on the tramways had reached 

£587,580, and track mileage, which had been 22.44 at the time of 

purchase in 1894, had risen to 62.88 in 1900, of which more than half 

5 (36.65 miles) were operated by electric trams. Electrification 

reduced operating costs per mile by about 40%~ and this saving was 

partially passed on to passengers in lower fares, which in turn 

lThe Telegraphic Journal and Electrical Review, vol. XXVII, p. 369; 
eM, 10 Nov 1890. 

2'Leeds Electric Tramways', The Electrical Review, vol. 41 1897, p. 275. 

3LM , 4 Jan 1894; RB, June 1895. 

4art • cit. fn. 28. 

S~nc~of the City of Leeds ••• (ie. Yearbook}. 

6Dickinson and Longley, ~. cit., p.11S, table 2. 
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increased the number of tramway users: in 1895, 10.5 million 

. umb 64 2 '11' 1 passengers were carrled, and a decade later the n er was • ml lon. 

In financial terms also, the results were irreproachable, for the net 

surplus of £4,749 in 1895-96 had grown into £55,000 in 1904-l905~ 

Except perhaps on the issue of workmen's fares, municipal tramways in 

Leeds were an unquestionable success, essentially because the oppor-

tunities offered by electric power were recognised and fully explated. 

But in contrast, the council was far more hesitant in its attitude 

towards the potential of electricity as a form of lighting. 

(4) 

The practical implications of the development of electric lighting 

were considered by a Commons' select committee in 1878-79, and three 

years later the Electric Lighting Act, 1882, laid down a code of 

administrative practice~ The act allowed the Board of Trade, by means 

of provisional order, to authorise any local authority, company or 

individual to supply electric lighting for public or private purposes. 

A local authority could obtain an order, and if it then wished, could 

contract with a private firm to undertake the works, with the right to 

acquire them after twenty one years. During the early eighties there 

was a marked, and indeed financially unstable 'boom' in the promotion 

f 1 " , 4 o e ectrlclty companles, and in August l88ithe council received a 

letter from one company asking for approval for its proposed application 

1 Annual Report of the Tramways Committee, 1895-96, and 1905-06. 
21 ' oc. Clt. -- --
3E1ectric Lighting Act,l884 45 and 46 Vict., ch. 56. 

4r .C•R• Byatt, The British Electrical Industry 1875-1914, (unpublished 
D. Phil thesis, Oxford, 1962), pp. 27-36. 

5 CM, 25 Aug 1882. 
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for the necessary order for Leeds. A conmdttee was set up to consider 

the matter, and reported that there were eight applicants, including 

both companies and individuals, who were intending to seek a provisional 

order, and recommended that the council should do so itself~ This was 

agreed, and in May 1883, the council allowed the electric lighting com-

mittee to spend upto £10,000 in installing an experimental lighting 

"h ". 1 b old· 2 system ln t e munlclpa Ul lngs. The cOmmQttee began with lighting 

trials in the new public library and by October 1885 the system, using 

incandescent lamps, was in full working order~ In the following year 

the Victoria Hall, in the, town hall, was fitted with arc lamps, and in 

1887 incandescent lighting was extended to the mayor's rooms and the 

new art gallery. In all, the committee had spent £10,234 on plant and 

equipment~ and in July 1889, asked the council to approve plans to 

light the council chamber, law courts, and the offices in the town hall 

and municipal buildings for an estimated £3,OOO~ 

More important than this was the committee's proposal for 

'a scheme of lighting to form a nucleus for ••• 1ighting the 
town of Leeds' • 

It recommended that it be allowed to build a new generating station, 

and to supply interior lighting to houses, shops and offices in a 

central portion of the town, for enquiries had ascertained that 

'the desire to have electric light was almost unanimous'. 

The cost of the whole project was estimated to be £68,000, but the 

committee advised an initial investment of £25,000. Although the cost 

1RB , 20 Sept 1882. 

2CM , 2 May 1883. 

3Report of the Electric Lighting Conmdttee. 26 October 1885, (in Annual 
Reports), pp. 9-10. 

4RB , July 1889. 

SCM, 3 July 1889. 
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of electric lighting was 20% more than that of gas, at current Leeds 

prices, (and perhaps 40% if replacing light bulbs was taken into account) 

there were, 

'the indirect but great advantages of electric lighting when 
compared with gas lighting, as affecting health, goods, 
furniture, books, decorations etc., and the absolute freedom 
of the electric light from explosions and personal injury'. 

Whatever the advantages to the consumer, the committee saw several 

valid reasons why the council should embark upon the proposed scheme. 

There had already been six years' delay since experiments had begun, 

and the Board of Trade had shown itself willing to grant licences to 

private companies where local authorities had proved dilatory. The 

committee urged that the council should retain control over 'what may 

prove eventually a very important business', and repeated the argument 

previously used in relation to the tramways and the gas companies, 

that the council should not allow any other body to interfere with the 

streets. In addition, consumers would benefit, as a municipal under-

taking could supply lighting at about lth of a penny per hour, 

whereas a private concern could only do so at at least double the cost~ 

The report was presented to the council in July 1889, when a 

proposal to adopt it was rejected, and the whole issue was referred 

h . 2 back to t e co~ttee. Many council members favoured an amendment 

which claimed that lighting 'can be advantageously provided by private 

enterprise', but perhaps their motives were not to restrict municipal 

initiative for the benefit of private industry, for as one speaker 

remarked, 

lRB, July 1889. 

2CM , 3 July 1889. 
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'no evidence had been produced to convince the council that 
in passing the resolution they would be undertaking a 
profitable concern. In fact they were asked to embark in an 
enterprise of a most speculative character, and there was 
not a single member of the committee who supported it that 
would invest his own money in it if it were to be carried 
Out by the electric lighting committee ••••. They need not 
have any fear that the town would not be provided with elec
tric light. As certain as the summer Drought them new 
potatoes, there would be fools who would invest their money 
in electric lighting'! 

In October the issue was revived, but it was decided to defer 

reconsideration for six months while the comndttee produced a new 

2 report. Shortly after, letters were received from three companies 

stating their intention to apply jor provisional orders, and in 

January 1890 the council decided to oppose the applications, pending 

the committee's report~ which was not presented until October. It 

reiterated the arguments of the previous year, and added two new ones. 

In the first place, the existence of two or three companies in the 

borough would not, as might be believed, result in competition working 

to reduce charges to the lowest possible level, for each company would 

have a monopoly of one district. Secondly, the establishment of 

different companies with different systems would create great diffi

culties if and when the council decided to purchase them~ None of these 

reasons induced the council to cast off its earlier scepticism. One 

councillor believed that, 

'by allowing a company to come into the town they would avoid 
the risk, while they could always buy the company out' 

although another 

'warned the council lest it should have to repeat the 
experience it had with the waterworks, the gasworks and the 
tramways'~ 

1 2LM, 4 July 1889. 
3CM, 2 Oct 1889. 
4CM, 9 Nov 1889, 28 Jan 1890. 
SRB, September 1890. 

LM, 7 Oct 1890. 
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The Leeds Mercury was in no two minds on the issue. Editorially 

it remarked that, 

'the speakers never seemed to realise that they were discus
sing seriously the question whether, in one of the largest 
and most prosperous boroughs in the kingdom, the council 
should undertake the providing of 'the illuminant of the 
future' or should stand aside and leave the work to be done 
by others, thus in effect declaring itself incompetent to 
take upon itself an essentially municipal responsibility ••• 
•• The question is whether or not the electric light should 
be provided by the council as a municipal work, or should be 
left to private enterprise - for say some half-dozen compan
ies to come into the borough and create for themselves 
severally vested rights which must some time or other be 
bought out at the usual cost'~ 

In April 1891, the council gave its assent to the Board of Trade's 

provisional order in favour of the Yorkshire House-to-House Electricity 

2 Company. 

At this stage, we need to consider the advisability of the 

council's decision. Council members were almost certainly correct in 

questioning the prospect of financial viability, given the experience 

of previous years. In the eighteen eighties, commercial electric 

lighting projects were essentially speculative ventures, and often not 

particularly successful ones either. The 'boom' of the early eighties 

resulted in widespread financial losses, as companies tried to compete 

with gas by fixing prices so that electric lighting was as cheap as gas 

lighting, whereas it was (for incandescent lamps), three times as 

• 'd 3 expens1ve to prOV1 e. More important was the question of technical 

development. Lighting technology was still in its experimental stages 

at this time, and rapid advances in design and invention made previous 

l.b·d 11. 
2-

CM, 7 Jan, 17 April, 1891. 
3 I.C.R. Byatt, thesis, pp. 42-43. 
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systems obsolete, or at least much less competitive. In this situa-

tion, expert advice was at a premium, and here the deliberations of 

the electric lighting committee can perhaps be faulted. In its first 

report, it pointed out that it was 

'buying the engines, dynamos, and other materials in the 
open market, and employing ordinary workmen on the instal
lation, thus avoiding not only excessive trade profits on the 
material, but all lrofit on the labour, as well as high pro
fessional charges'. 

But at the same time, a leading trade journal, commenting on the 

delays taking place in Leeds, observed: 

'we trust, however, that the forthcoming installation ••• may 
give as much satisfaction to the inhabitants, in a practical 
sense, as the confidence which the committee have in their 
own ability, without the aid of professional assistance, to 
carry out the same successfully, does to that body. Something 
must have been learned in six years'~ 

The attitude of municipalities in general has been characterised 

as one of being 'very ready to trade, yet careful to avoid speculative 

enterprise'; and this is certainly an understandable position, since 

their funds were not intended, like those of shareholders, to finance 

risk-bearing projects. In 1890, electric lighting schemes, viewed in 

terms of the council's public responsibility, still possessed what 

might be termed the taint of novelty. On the other hand, other local 

authorities had decided to adopt lighting as a public service, as for 

example Manchester in l890~ and it could be said that Leeds took a 

short-sighted attitude to the issue. Indeed, the predictions of the 

Leeds Mercury proved to be partially correct, for in 1897 the question 

of public ownership was re-opened. 

lRB, July 1889. 

2The Telegraphic Journal 'arid Electtical Review, vol. ~ (~art 2), 
19 July 1889, p.7l. 

3I •C•R• Byatt, thesis, p.93. 
4A Redford, The History of Local Government in Manchester, vol. Ill, 

pp. 98-99. 
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In September, the parliamentary conmdttee was instructed to 

report on the possibility of purchase, and in January 1898, recommended 

that this should be done~ The speculative aspect which had made coun-

cil members wary eight years before was no longer present, and as one 

member remarked, 

'the day when the acquisition of such an undertaking had an 
undue element of risk about it had gone by •••• , He was pre
pared to take his share of responsibility with the council 
for having allowed the company to come in at all. But they 
should remember that the experiment the corporation made of 
lighting the town hall and municipal buildings did not prove 
a success, and money was lost upon it. The invention of 
transmitters had, however, changed matters'~ 

One councillor had already raised an old complaint when he said that, 

'no one ••• could have observed the state of the public thorough
fares along which the House-to-House company had recently 
laid wires without feeling that it was desirable that the 
entire control of the streets should be vested in the 
corporation'~ 

In August, the company was given notice of the council's inten

tions, and in November 1898, the agreement was ratified~ The council 

paid dearly for its new acquisition. Under the terms of the Leeds 

Electric Supply Order 1891, the council could purchase the undertaking 

with an issue of S% corporation stock to the value of the company's 

capital assets, but if it did so before ten years had elapsed, it 

would have to make a further, compensatory payment. This was to be 

calculated as a five percent dividend on capital expenditure, less the 

aggregate amount of the dividends which the company had declared upto 

the date of purchase. S The capital value-of the company in 1898 was 

lCM, 1 Sept 1897, 5 Jan 1898. 

21M , 6 Jan 1898. 

31M, 2 Sept 1897. 

4CM, 3 Aug, 9 Nov 1898. 

5 6 " 1 ". C L" " d MRP no. 1, The Yorksh1re House-to-House E ectr1c1ty ompany 1m1te 
ana the Leeds Corporation. Agreement for taking over undertaking 
8 November 1898. 
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1 £154,409, but the payment actually made was £217,420 in 5i: irredeem-

able stock~ which represented a sum forty percent in excess of the 

value of the works. In the next six years, the scale of operations 

rapidly expanded. By April 1906, capital expenditure on electric 

lighting had reached £847,592 (which presumably includes the cost of 

3 purchase), and the number of consumers had risen from 980 to 5,467, or 

slightly more than 1% of total population, which was about average 

4 for the early twentieth century. 

(5) 

Many aspects of municipal policy were influenced, directly or 

indirectly, by the council's underlying, if not always active, 

concern for the condition of the streets and highways. As we have sug-

gested, the issue of interference with the streets was, to a greater or 

lesser degree, one which appeared in the discussions over the proposed 

municipalisation of the waterworks, gasworks, tramways and electricity 

supply, as there was a clear dislike, on the part of the council, of 

independent agencies possessing such powers. This dislike naturally 

extended to bodies which had a most direct interest in the roads, 

namely, the surveyors of the highways and the turnpike trusts. In the 

mid eighteen fifties it was said that, 

'Leeds can boast of having not less than thirteen separate 
Boards of Surveyors of Highways - (and) nineteen separate 
turnpike trusts, having, respectively, jurisdiction over 

1 . . 
lac., Cl.t. 

2- -
Council of the City of Leeds ••• December, 1900, (ie. Municipal Yearbook). 

3Report of the Electric Lighting Committee, 1899-1900, and 1905-6, 
Report of the Finance Committee, 1905-6, (in Annual Reports). 

4I •C•R• Byatt, thesis, p.90, quotes a calculation made in 1910, that in 
80 inland towns electricity consumers were estimated to be 1.5% of the 
population. 
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certain roads situate within the boundaries of the 
borough'! 

and in the following years the council worked to obtain their extinc-

tion. The 1842 improvement act had divided responsibility for the state 

of the streets between the council and the highway surveyors. Before 

this, the latter had maintained those thoroughfares traditionally 

repaired at public expense, that is, the main streets of the town centre, 

and in addition, those new streets which were put into an acceptable 

condition by their owners before being offered for adoption as high-

ways. The 1842 act transferred the initiative from the owners of 

private streets to the council, which could order owners to have their 

streets made up at their own expense, which in effect meant that, 

'it is always done by the council and charged to the owners -
that is almost the invariable practice't 

When this had been done, the council made an-order declaring the 

streets as highways, whereupon their future maintenance became the duty 

of the surveyors. There was no reason why this situation should continue, 

and when in 1850, a bill to amend the law of the highways came before 

parliament, the council petitioned that a clause should be inserted to 

transfer the powers of the highway surveyors to borough councils~ 

There were, from the council's point of view, several arguments in fav-

our of this. As the duties of the council and the surveyors overlapped, 

it would be preferable to have the whole superintended by one authority, 

rather than the thirteen now in existence in the borough, for one 

organisation could 

'manage the business more efficiently and more economically'. 

The council naturally regarded itself as the proper body to do this, 

1 2LM, 3 Feb 1855. 
HLRO, House of Commons Select Committee, Evidence 1866; v61ume 24, 

324 April, f.17. 
RBM, 8 May 1850. 
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as it, 

'represented, as faithfully as any body could do, the 
views and feelings of all classes in the borough.' t 

Nothing came of this proposal, and it was not until 1866 that the 

council sought to supen:ede the surveyors by provisions in its new 

improvement bill. The issue was fully considered by the select com-

mittees of both Houses, and the council did not emerge very creditably 

from the enquiry. One of its witnesses, the distinguished civil 

engineer, Rawlinson, stated that 

'in a walk through Leeds I found it (i.e. the paving and 
flagging) exceedingly defective in many of the bye streets: 
many of the undedicated streets are in a very defective 
condition'~ 

but these were the very streets which were the council's responsibility, 

and thus were evidence of its negligence. Another witness confirmed 

that there were 511 private streets still in existence, and that 

'several of these streets (are) actually scheduled in the 
1842 act'~ 

Nevertheless, the opposition was unsuccessful, and the council was per

mitted to assume the surveyors' powers~ 

The 1866 local act also extended the council's authority to 

negotiate for the purchase and abolition of toll rights exercised in 

the borough by the bridge and turnpike trusts~ As we have seen, the 

council already possessed, in the 1842 improvement act, the right to 

purchase toll rights on bridges, but it had used it sparingly. In the 

five years after 1866 the parliamentary committee began negotiations to 

lLM, 11 May 1850. 

2HLRO , ibid, f .5lo 

3HLRO , House of Lords Select Committee on Leeds Improvement Acts Amend
ment Bill, volume 14, 1866. 14 June, ff. 97-98. 

4The Leeds Improvement Act. 1866,29 and 30 Viet., cap. clvii, section 32. 

5ibid ., sections 34-38. 
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treat for the removal of toll bars, and spent large sums of money in 

extinguishing tolls on both roads and bridges. In this period, the 

trusts were in financial decline as a result of growing competition 

from the railways, and for this reason, coupled wit~ increasing hos-

tility to such enterprises, caused parliament to intervene regularly 

in their affairs. From the eighteen thirties a series of acts wa~\ 

promoted to extend the statutory life of trusts which remained in debt, 

1 and abolished those which had achieved solvency. On their demise, the 

highways became the responsibility of the local authority. As table 

5.1 shows, many of the trusts in the Leeds area were still deeply indebt 

the late eighteen sixties. 

Between January 1867 and July 1869, the council approved agree-

ments for the cesser of tolls on twelve roads and the Victoria, Crown 

Point and Wellington bridges~ and by November 1869 had spent £66,027nU"ld 

3 for these purposes. The disappearance of toll bars had a tangible, if 

minor, influence upon the pattern of urban growth. In 1868 the borough 

lBeginning with 4 and 5 Wm. IV, cap. X. When the regular series started, 
each yearly measure was entitled 'The Annual Turnpikes Acts Continuance 
Act. To help trusts in severe financial difficulties an Act of 1851 
1I4 and 15 Viet., cap. XXXVIII), allowed them to reduce the rate of 
interest on their debts with the consent of two thirds of their credi-

2tors and the approval of the agreement by the Home Secretary., 
These were the Leeds and Harrogate; Leeds and RoundhaYj and Leeds, 
Woodhouse and Meanwood Carr turnpike roads (CM, 1 Jan 1867); the 
Victoria Bridge (CM, 21 Jan 1867); Leeds and Otley turnpike,(CM, 
13 Feb 1867); the Leeds and Homfirth lane end turnpike, and Wellington 
Bridge (CM, 6 March 1867); the Leeds and Dewsbury; and the Kirkstall, 
Otley and Shipley turnpikes (CM, 1 Jan 1868); the Leeds and EIland 
turnpike; and Crown Point Bridge (CM, 31 March 1868); the Shipley and 
Bramley turnpike (13 May 1868); the Leeds and Whitehall; the Wellington 
and Tong lane endj and the Wortley and Pudsey turnpikes, (CM, 2 July 
1869). See also, 30 and 31 Viet., cap. CXXI, 1st schedule; 31 and 32 
Viet., cap. XCIX, 1st and 3rd schedules; 32 and 33 Viet., cap. XC, 
1st, 2nd and 4th schedules, 33 and 34 Viet., ch. 73, 4th schedule, and 
34 and 35 Viet., ch. 115, 10th schedule. 

3RB 5 Nov 1869. 
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TABLE. 5.1 

trusts in Leeds ·in·1867 

Name of Trust Amount of Debt 

Leeds and Whitehall £31,232 

Shipley and Bramley 3,600 

Leeds and Birstall 13,685 

Kirkstall, Otley and Shipley 2,000 (approx. ) 

Wellington and Tong Lane End,) 
) 10,232 (1865) 

Wort~ey and Pudsey ) 

Wortley, Armley and Bramley 30,785 

Leeds and Elland 4,400 

Leeds and Dewsbury 1,638 " 14 " 2d 

Crown Point Bridge 61,495 " 19 " 8d 

Source: 'Report of the Parliamentary Committee as to the 
Proceedings taken in respect of making provision for 
the cesser of tolls on certain Turnpike Roads within 
the Borough', Report Book, 9 August 1867. 
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surveyor observed that, 

'when we consider how rapidly our population has increased 
in past years, we must expect the further growth of the 
borough to affect considerably the outlying districts, 1 
especially now the tolls from the roads are being removed' , 

and the 1861 census had noted that the growth of Wortley was 

'mainly attributed to the abolition of the toll on a bridge, 
and the proximity of the township to the railway station'~ 

The railways also contributed to the growth of road traffic of 

all kinds. For example, coal supplies for the west of the town 

'where there is a very great'consumption' arrived at Marsh lane station, 

3 on the east, and so had to be transported across the town centre, and 

cattle destined for the North street cattle market 1Iot:re brought by rail 

to the Wellington road and Central stations had to be driven northwards 

through the main streets~ Apart from traffic generated by the railways, 

there must have been a considerable growth in the numbers of goods and 

passenger vehicles caused by 'internal' commercial developments. There 

is no information available on the expansion of private and goods 

traffic, but public passenger transport facilities increased consider-

ably. It was claimed that in 1821 there were no hackney carriages, and 

'only a few old fashioned post carriages and not many 
private carriages' 

but sixty years later there were 159 hackney cabs, 200 omnibuses and 

5 waggonettes and 54 tramcars. These changes could not fail to have an 

important environmental impact. Even in the early eighteen forties it 

1 A.M. Fowler, Report to the streets and sewerage committee of the Leeds 
town council, u on formin a draina e district for the south 
tion of the borough, and the effectual sewerage of the same, 

21861 Census, vol. 1, p.312, footnote 'n'. 

3HLRO , House of Commons Select Comudttee, Evidence 1866, volume 24, 
24 April, f. 11. 

4LM , 15 Feb 1881. This had presumably been going on since the creation 
5of the.North street cattle market in the eighteen fifties. 
loc. C1.t. --
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was recognised that the arrival of the railways would increase the 

volume of road traffic, and oblige the authorities to improve both 

streets and bridges to accommodate it. In 1840, the Leeds Mercury, 

advocating the widening of Leeds Bridge, remarked that it, 

'will continue to be the great line of communication with 
the railway stations'l 

and the failure, in 1846, of the ambitious plans for a single central 

, f 11 h 'I • 2 , d statlon or ate ral way companles meant that the streets contlnue 

to bear the increasing traffic between the separate termini. Likewise, 

in 1844, the chairman of the council's streets committee, when moving 

a proposal to widen Swinegate, 

'said that the improvement would be a very valuable one, 
especially as it was likely that before long there would be 
a railway station in the neighbourhood'? 

As we have seen, the council achieved very few street improve-

ments before the mid eighteen sixties, but from this time there was a 

considerable increase in the number and magnitude of the schemes which 

it carried out. By the late eighteen eighties, the council's expendi-

ture for these purposes totalled £369,015, of which £317,598, or 

eighty six percent, had been spent in the township of Leeds~ This sum 

was second only to the amount spent on sewerage, and so on this ground 

alone demands some examination here. 

The first major project to be undertaken was in Boar lane. This 

had long been recognised as desirable, as improvements there had been 

authorised by the 1842 and 1856 acts, although nothing had been 

1LM , 8 Feb 1840. 

2~, 11 July 1846. 
3-
1M, 7 Sept 1844. 

4RB , 25 March 1888. 
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achieved. The 1866 bill embodies intentions virtually identical to 

those of the previous act, but these did not satisfy public opinion, 

which was now anxious for a more ambitious plan. In 1856 the 

council's proposal had been condemned in a letter to the press, which 

had declared it to be, 

'no doubt an important improvement, but a very inefficient 
measure, when the immense traffic which now passes along 
Boar lane is taken into consideration. The three railway 
stations in Wellington street have so greatly increased the 
persons on foot, and the carriages with passengers and goods 
passing along Boar lane, that it has now become a dangerous 
throughfare'! 

and it could hardly be regarded more favourably a decade later. So 

strongly were the public's views expressed at a meeting held to con-

sider the provisions of the bill, that the council was 'almost forced' 

2 to plan a larger scheme. Between 1867 and 1869, almost 21 acres of 

land was purchased, at a total cost of £192,841 which includes the 

cost of land and buildings, compensation to tenants, and legal 

charges~ The other major improvements of this period were less 

expensive. Briggate was extended northwards to join North street at 

a cost of £32,475, and at the southern end of Briggate, £22,146 was 

spent in purchasing property at its junction with Duncan street~ 

Nearby, in Call lane and Kirkgate £31,450 bought property which 

included the Central Market, the council's private enterprise rival, 

which continued in use as a municipal market until destroyed by fire 

in 1893~ In the eighteen seventies, further acquisitions were made in 

lLM, S Jan 1856. 

2HLRO , ibid., f. 32. 

3RB , 27 Oct 1869. 
4 . loco Cl.t. --
SCM, 4 Oct 1893. 
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Duncan street and Call lane, an improvement was made in East street, 

and in 1876 a major project in Hunslet, costing about £22,000 provided 

a new street from Dock street to South Brook street, running into 

1 Hunslet lane. In this decade also, at least £44,000 was spent in 

rebuilding Leeds, Wellington and School Close bridges, and improving 

2 their approach roads. 

The major targets for the council's street improvement plans in 

the eighties were the Quebec Buildings and the Coloured Cloth Hall. 

Early in the century, these had stood on the western periphery of the 

town, but by the 'thirties the buildings in this area were already 

causing inconvenience, and the improvement commissioners attempted to 

remove the worst obstructions: By the end of the century, their posi-

tion was close to an important focal point, where Park Row, Wellington 

street and Boar lane met, and was moreover adjacent to two of the 

railway stations. They had become major obstructions, which the 

council was anxious to purchase and demolish. In May 1882, the council 

entered into an agreement with the Post Master General, who was to 

introduce a bill to purchase the Hall, and to take half the area for 

a new post office, and presumably sell the remaining land to the 

council. But in October the Post Office withdrew, but stated that if 

any independent body was prepared to promote a bill with this object, 

it would be prepared to consider taking part of the site~ In the 

following year the council decided to promote a new improvement bill 

and incorporated provisions to acquire the Hall, but it had apparently 

1 CM, 19 June 1871 (Duncan street, Call lane), 31 March 1874 (East street, 
Call lane), 2 Aug 1876 (Hunslet). 

2CM , 11 May 1870, 8 March 1871 (Leeds bridge), 14 May 1873 (Wellington 
bridge), 12 Aug 1874 (School Close bridge). 

31 C'" 6 1836 mprovement omnuss10n M1nutes, 3 March, July, 17 Aug, 2 Nov , 
431 May 1837. 

CM, 18 May, 13 Oct 1882. 
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not realised the tenacity of the trustees' independence,' and faced 

1 
with 'serious and unexpected opposition' it withdrew its proposals. 

Nothing further was done until 1888, when the council opened negotia-

tions with the trustees of the Hall, and the owners of the Quebec 

Buildings, after being informed by the Pious Use Trustees that they 

2 were also interested in financing a street improvement in that area. 

The committee which the council had appointed to meet with the 

parties involved recommended the council to break off 'in consequence 

of the exhorbitant sums which are being asked' but nevertheless it was 

agreed to offer £66,000 for the Hall, although the demand for £25,000 

for the Buildings was rejected as excessive~ In July, the offer was 

repeated, and £28,000 was offered for the Buildings, but on being 

rebuffed by the owners of the latter, it was decided to go ahead with 

the purchase of the Hall alone~ Four years afterwards, the council 

agreed to purchase the Quebec estate for £33,000~ 

Part of the land was purchased by the Post Master General as the 

site of a new post office, to replace the old Court House, which the 

council had sold to the government in l86l~ On the remaining land the 

council laid out a paved and ornamented area, known as City Square. It 

was, in a lesser but nevertheless ostentatious manner, another example 

of civic pride. It was completed during the 'new era' of Conservative 

power in the council, and the history of its design nicely characterises 

l~, 1 Oct, 26 Nov, 1883, 6 March 1884. 

2~, 1 Feb, 13 April 1888. 
3CM , 18 June 1888. 

4~, 16 July, 1 Aug, 9 Nov 1888. 
5~, 20 Oct 1891, 6 Jan 1892. 
6 
~, 1 Jan 1861. 
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the difference between the two parties. Alderman Scarr, the L.iberal 

'arch economist' had offered to provide a fountain as a centre-piece, 

as 

'he had a desire to put up something which should teach the 
people to live cheaply and comfortably, and nothing taught 
that better than a supply of one of the first necessaries 
of life - water'! 

But the Conservatives preferred to accept a gift from one of 

their new aldermen, T.W. Harding, who presented 

'a central equestrian monument and eight bronze figure 
lamps'; 

and the statue of the Black Prince and 'Alfred Drury's lamp standards, 

nudes representing Night and Morning'; later joined by figures of 

Leeds worthies, stand there at the present. 

We must now consider why in the years after 1866 the council was 

prepared to spend such large sums for street improvements. Part of 

the answer lies in its previous neglect. In cross-examination before 

the Commons' select committee on the improvement bill, one witness, 

when asked, 

'That act (i.e. of 1842) was renewed in 1856 but under neither 
of these acts have the corporation taken action? And Boar lane 
remains in its former state?'i 

was obliged to reply in the affirmative. Many of the improvements had 

now become imperative, and as we have seen, there was strong pressure 

1LM , 7 Jan 1897. 
2-

CM, 6 Jan 1897. 

3John Betjeman, 'Leeds - a city of contrasts', First and Last Loves, 
p.32. 

4 HLRD , House of Commons Select Committee, Evidence 1866, volume 24, 
24 April, f.27. A proposal that the widening of Boar lane should be 
carried out was decisively defeated in 1862, by twenty one votes to 
eight; CM, 12 Feb 1862. 
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on the council over the design of the Boar lane scheme. Furthermore 

the size of the scheme cannot De judged by expenditure alone. Between 

1895 and 1905, £1,289,527 was spent by the improvements conmdttee. 

But if we examine expenditure on purchases in 1899-1900 made in the 

central business district, £134,130 (more than 10i. of the total) had 

to be spent to acquire 4,121! square yards, or 0.85 of an acre. The 

prices paid range from £76 " 18 " 5!d a square yard to £l7~ Thus the 

high price of land in this area obliged the council to spend large sums 

even on small-scale improvements. But a most important point is that, 

in most cases, the council was able, both directly and indirectly, to 

recoup part, and sometimes a large part, of the cost of its schemes. 

This was done in two ways. In 1866, the council attempted to include 

in its bill the power to take more land than was strictly necessary 

to carry out the improvements. The borough surveyor justified this 

intention by arguing that, 

'in taking the limits of deviation we have kept sufficiently 
outside the net width of the street to enable us to put 
frontages to the street. That has been done in some of the 
largest towns in the kingdom. It has been done at Manchester, 
Liverpool and in the metropolis. It is found that if we only 
buy the net quantity for the purpose of the street we have to 
pay an enormous value for the land, and the owners of the land 
on each side get the benefit of the frontage. The recent 
course of legislation has been to enable them lie. local 
authorities7 toerect frontages on the street and thereby cover 
a small portion of the expense't 

On this occasion, the attempt was not successful, but three years 

3 later, in the 1869 improvement act, power was granted to compel owners 

lCalculated from Annual Report of the Improvements Committee, 1889-1900, 
1904-5, and 1905-6. 

2HLRO , ibid., f. 105 

3RB , 5 Nov 1869. 
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to sell all the land scheduled, and not that simply required for the 

actual widening, thus 

'g~ving to the ratepayers the advantage and benefit of the 
improvement for which their money has been spent, and, not 
as hitherto has been the case, paying the owner for the 
front land at a high rate, and then bringing his back land 
to the front, of which he and not the public reaped the 
advantage' ! 

This certainly helped to reduce the cost of improvement, and in some 

of the instances quoted above, the revenue from the auction sales of 

surplus land must be offset against the gross cost. Since the forma-

tion of a new street generally increased the prospective commercial 

value of the sites abutting onto it (and it must have increased values 

still more, as the improvement obviously reduced the area of available 

land), the prices offered for them was, naturally, higher than those 

which prevailed before. The average cost of purchasing property in 

Boar lane by the council was about £16 " 5s a square yard (exclusive 

of legal charges and compensation, but including the buildings 

standing on the land), whereas the estimated average price realised 

at resale was about £19 " Is. In 1869» it was es timated that the 

value of surplus lands in Boar lane was £131,571 (land to the value of 

£108,571 had already been auctioned, and the residue was valued at 

£23,000), and this meant that the actual cost of the scheme was about 

2 £60,590. In the case of the Briggate extension, there was a much 

smaller proportion of surplus land to be disposed of (566 square yards 

out of 7,152 square yards purchased), but here there was another com-

pensating feature, which also applies to some of the other schemes. 

IRB, 27 Oct 1869. 

2RB , loco cit. Although the land was purchased before the powers of 
the 1869 act were acquired, many owners had objected to selling part 
of their land, and the purchase of property committee had taken the 
opportunity of buying the whole where possible. 
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The purchase of property conunittee observed' that, 

'there is no doubt that New Briggate will soon be lined on 
both sides with buildings of a considerably increased rate
able value. The property which was on the ground taken for 
the street was of very little value, and a very great 
proportion of the expense will be recouped by the increase 
in the rateable value of the newproperty,\l 

By 1869 there was already evidence of the increase in rateable 

values as a result of the Boar lane scheme, and it was calculated 

that the increased revenue from the rates would yield an 'interest' 

of 4i% on the cost of the improvement~ 

But such satisfactory results were not always achieved as the 

case of the new street in Huns1et, where 

'the old street (i.e. Huns1et lane) went along in one line, 
and (the borough engineer) suggested a straight street to 
join at right angles the main road at the other end. The 
corporation carried out this straight street and left the 
old way as it was, and the consequence has been that the 
property in the old street ••• is not worth one third of 
what it was before the alteration; and the property in the 
new street is not worth one third of what it was supposed 
it would be worth when the new street was projected. The 
cause of that is that the traffic has been divided between 
the two ways, neither of which are good enough to support 
the trade in the two streets'~ 

One final issue which arose in the eighteen nineties was over the 

best way of dealing with surplus lands. Hitherto the council's policy 

had been to sell the freehold by auction, but in March 1895 an 

unsuccessful amendment was moved to propose that the site of the 

Central Market be let on long 1eases~ It was argued that street 

improvements provided a 'return' of only 5/- in the pound, and that 

by introducing leasehold, 

'in many instances the corporation might with advantage stick 
to properties in view of their prospective va1ue'~ 

1 2 RB, lac. cit. 
3RB, loco cit. 
Evidence of John Barran, Report from the Select Committee of the House 
of Lords on Town Improvements (Betterment), Session 1894, quo 3577. 

~CM, 6 March 1895. 
LM, 2 May 1895. 
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A committee was set up to advise on the possible benefits if 

this suggestion were adopted, and it recommended that 

'it is desirable under certain circumstances, chiefly in 
central situations to dispose of surplus lands by way of 
building leases', 

and that each case should be considered on its merits~ 

The report was adopted, but its suggestions were not put into 

practice, for in the council elections of 1895, the Conservatives 

achieved a majority. The question became a party one, with the 

Liberals advocating leasehold, and the Conservatives firmly opposing 

this. The Liberals based their case on the secular rise in the value 

of urban land, and held that leasehold would enable the ratepayers to 

participate in benefits which otherwise were exclusively enjoyed by 

private landowners. On their part, the Conservatives argued that 

land prices had risen rapidly in Leeds precisely because it was the 

local practice to sell freehold, and that if leasehold had been more 

common, prices would not have risen to the same extent. This, they 

contested, had obvious implications for the future rate of apprecia-

tion of prices if the council were to adopt a leasehold policy. On 

several occasions over the next few years, the Liberals attempted to 

2 
contest decisions to sell surplus lands, and in January 1905, shortly 

after their return to power, they decided to offer a site near the new 

City Square, on a ninety nine year lease. By July there were still no 

offers to take it up, and so the Liberal policy proved still-born~ 

lRB, June 1896. 

2CM , 1 Sept 1897, 4 Oct 1898, 9 Nov 1901. 

3CM , 4 Jan 1905; ~,6 July 1905. 
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(6) 

By the late eighteen sixties, the council owned and managed four 

public markets: that in Kirkgate inherited from the improvement 

commission, the Smithfield cattle market in North street, created in 

the eighteen fifties, the corn exchange which had only recently been 

built, and the central market in Duncan street. The latter had been 

a private concern, until bought for street improvements in 1868, 

although it continued in use until destroyed by fire in l893~ The 

first covered area on the Kirkgate site had been built only under 

duress, for the House of Commons had accepted the council's repres-

entations to refuse the Central Market company powers to enlarge its 

premises only on condition that the council improved their own, and 

this 

'obliged the council, if they are to preserve their market 
rights, to erect a covered market on ••• part of the Kirkgate 
Market Place'? 

But thereafter, it showed no reluctance to make further extensions 

and improvements, and by 1889, about £160,000 had been spent for these 

purposes. By this date, the market area had increased from the two 

acres originally purchased in 1823, to just over five, and was divided 

into six sections. In addition to the original covered market of the 

fifties of nearly one acre, there was a fish, a pig and calf, and a bird 

markets, also roofed over, with an area of 3,690 square yards; a 

fruit and vegetable market (14,364, or nearly three acres, partly open 

lCM, 7 Dec 1868, 4 Oct 1893. 

2RBIA, 4 Aug 1853. 
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and partly occupied by shops); and an open space of 3,000 square yards, 

1 used as a hay and straw market. There was little complaint over the 

adequacy of the prendses, as the relatively trivial criticisms voiced 

b'efore the Market Rights and Tolls commissioner implicitly confirm. 

The council's activities culndnated at the turn of the century with the 

planning and construction of a completely new market hall, to replace 

the piecemeal complex of buildings which had arisen over the previous 

forty years. The markets committee was authorised to make plans in 

December 1898, and contracts for building were let in 19017 The co~ 

pleted market, 'designed in Renaissance style, with details of a 

classical outline', covering more than five acres, and costing about 

d • 43 £100,000 was opene ~n July 190 • There were several reasons why the 

council should take such care over these facilities. Market trading 

was in Leeds as elsewhere a long-established practice, and from var-

ious motives, the council came to control it entirely. The creation 

of specific market grounds enabled it to abolish street trading, and 

so remove a source of inconvenience, and of accidents for traffic and 

pedestrians. Moreover, this was a remunerative investment, as the, 

council derived an income from tolls and rents which in most instances 

was greater than the sums required to meet interest and sinking fund 

charges on capital expenditure. The continuing growth of trading made 

market improvement a profitable enterprise, at least upto the late 

eighties, by which time the borough accountant reckoned that the 

markets as a whole had a deficit of £100 a year. This did not mean 

that every market,- least of all Kirkgate, was operating at a loss. The 

lRoyal Commission on Market Rights and Tolls, vol. IV, 1889, pp. 433-434. 

2CM, 7 Dec 1898, 3 July, 7 Aug 1901. 

3MRP unnumbered, Openingof'theNewMarketHall~ •• l July 1904. 
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source of this minor financial difficulty was two fold. In the first 

place, the council decided to transfer the cattle market to another 

site, and in March 1888 agreed to use the vacated land in North street 

as a recreation ground. Since this was an unremunerative service, 

the whole of the charges outstanding on the original cost of purchase, 

1 and equipping it as a market fell upon the market revenues alone. 

Second, the new market, on which nearly £40,000 was spent, was a less 

successful venture than the others. Indeed, the new cattle market, 

and its slaughterhouses, became one of the most contentious subjects 

of the period. 

Local authorities might be prompted to establish public slaughter 

houses on several grounds. A humane, but perhaps from a local 

authority's standpoint, the least important motive, was that promoted 

by the R.S.P.C.A., which petitioned the council on the necessity for 

public slaughterhouses in August l868~ To the public health admin-

istrator, municipally-managed abattoirs had two principal advantages 

over private ones. The latter were housed in cramped, insanitary 

buildings where 

'you are introduced to a disgusting spectacle of butchers, 
beasts, and blood in all directions ••• The visitor isstruck 
with the total absence of order and cleanliness. On killing 
days blood is flowing in all directions".The flooring of each 
and all is imperfect: they are flagged, and the flagging is 

. broken here and there, and the drainage is incomplete, filth 
repleted'. 

Furthermore, the existence of nearly three hundred such establishments 

in the borough made adequate inspection impossible, so that, as the 

lRoyal Commission, !££. cit. The commissioner's inability to understand 
the details of the markets' finances (see See), p.434) arose from his 
confusion in thinking that the expenditure on the Kirkgate market 
represented total expenditure for all the markets. This is apparent 
from his figures in Sed) p.434. For the North street recreation 
ground, see CM, 28 March 1888. 

2 CM, 12 Aug 1868. 
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medical officer of health observed, 

'the avenues for diseased cattle and diseased carcases are 
so numerous at present that I state fearlessly that this 
bad meat question is hardly touched t • 

Many of the slaughter houses were located in the town itself, and were 

a threat to the health of those living in the adjacent houses, and 

indeed a danger to the public in general, for 

'cattle of every kind must be driven through almost a mile 
of thoroughfares'before they get to the approach of our 
present slaughter-yards. Sheep are seen daily running 
furiously up and down the street, rushing people about for 
safety and shelter'! 

It was probably under the influence of Dr. Robinson, who had been 

appointed a few years before as the first medical officer of health, 

that in August 1869 the council decided by a narrow majority of 

sixteen votes to thirteen, to obtain powers to create public slaughter 

houses when it next promoted an improvement bill~ Such provisions 

were included in the bill of the following year, but as a result of 

the opposition of the butchers and private slaughterhouse owners, 

the clauses were deleted by the parliamentary committee; Indeed, 

opposition from this source was to recur every time the council took 

up the question. The Public Health Act, 1875 gave the council the 

powers it had unsuccessfully asked for five years before, and in 

1876 h k • • d" 4 June , t e mar ets commlttee was lnstructe to lnvestlgate. A 

deputation visited twelve other towns to inspect their facilities, and 

recommended the council to take action. The committee was then direc-

ted to confer with the cattle dealers and butchers on the possibility 

lThe quotations are taken from, ~, no.5, Report on the Slaughter
houses in Scotland and England ••• by Dr. Goldie. 

2CM, 19 Aug '1869. 

3HLRO , House of Commons Select Committee, Evidence 1870, LI, Leeds 
Corporation Gas etc. Bill, 22 March, 1870. 

4The Public Health'Act~ '1875,38 and 39 Viet., ch. 55, sections 
166-169; CM, 12 June 1876. 
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of moving the cattle market from the North street site, and on 

providing an abattoir. The trade objected to the market being trans-

ferred elsewhere, and preferred that the abattoir should be built at 

the present market site, Or on vacant land in Union street, near the 

Kirkgate market; In February 1881, the council discussed the 

committee's recommendation that it should buy a new site at Copley 

Hill, New Wortley. This had been selected because its situation on 

the south western edge of the urban area, and its convenience for 

railway access would allow for future expansion, and prevent the 

disruption currently caused by driving cattle through the centre of 

the town. Most of the butchers and dealers continued to object to 

any but a central location for these facilities. In the council 

debate, the opposition was essentially concerned with the question 

of cost, and contended that the proposed venture would be an unprofit-

able one. The motion to adopt the committee's scheme was defeated by 

2 thirty one votes to twenty one. The local press commented that, 

'after all this expectation and excitement the public should 
behold equal and hopeless division in ••• the bench of 
aldermen, and find science, morality and aesthetics outvoted 
by twenty six ••• councillors against sixteen, is anything but 
edifying. Is it to be considered that the question has been 
decided on its merits, and that medical officers and official 
inspectors, and even practical butchers of forty years' stand
ing, are all in the wrong? Or is it to be considered that 
the question has been 'shelved' as one beyond the capacity 
of the corporation of Leeds?'J 

The council returned to the issue in the following year, 

authorising the markets cOmmQttee to report on suitable sites 

on the outskirts of town~ It recommended one on Whitehall road, not 

lMRP no.7, Report of the Markets Committee on the subject of the removal 
or-the Cattle Market, and the erection of a Public Abattoir, 1880. 

2CM , 14 Feb 1881; LM, 15 Feb 1881. 

3yp , 15 Feb 1881. This was not a partisan statement by the Conservative 
press, as the Liberal Mercury had a similar editorial, ~ 15 Feb 1881. 

4CM , 31 March 1882. 
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far from the one which had been rejected in the previous year. In 

June 1882 the council bought sixteen acres of land there for £14,352, 

1 and in August 1885, granted £2,834 to build eight slaughterhouses. 

By 1889, the market had cost nearly £40,000. 

In one respect it was unsatisfactory, as there was insufficient 

demand for the slaughterhouses. By the late eighties, only five had 

been hired, and a decade later 'not one of the eight ••• was used by a 

butcher in the city' ~ In order to provide premises which would be more 

widely used, the council decided to build a new abattoir and a dead 

meat market. In effect this was a capitulation to the demands of the 

traders, for the buildings were sited on New York street, adjacent to 

Kirkgate market. The contracts were let in July 1898, 

3 pleted twelve months later, at a cost of about £25,000. 

(7) 

and were com-

During this period, the council began to provide one form of civic 

amenity which had already become a popular form of conspicuous expenditure 

in other large towns •. By the early eighteen seventies, many other towns 

possessed public parks, through both gift and purchase. Nearby Bradford 

owned two parks, Peel park, purchased by public subscription, and Lister 

park, named after the individual who donated one third of the cost, with 

a combined area of 109 acres; Birmingham corporation had spent £26,000 

lCM, 5 June 1882, 5 Aug 1885; MRP no. 14, Report of the Markets ComnJttee 
;as to the New Cattle Market in-whiteha11 road, Leeds, 1886. 

2Royal Connnission, p. 456; ~,5 Aug 1897. 

3CM , 4 Aug 1897, 6 July 1898; MRP unnumbered, Opening of the New CitX 
Meat Market and Slaughterhouse~.24 July 1899, p.8. 



292 

in purchasing the forty three acres of Aston park, and had received two 

others, Calthorpe (30 acres} and Adderley (10 acres) through gifts; and 

Manchester had 126 acres of park land, half of which had been munici-

pa11y purchased at a cost of £70,000 and half which had been presented 

to the city~ Leeds, in contrast, received no private benefactions until 

1889, when J.T. North purchased the ruins of Kirkstall Abbey, Abbey 

House and adjoining land in the auction sale of the Cardigan estates, 

and presented them to the borough, and then in April 1901, J. Warburton 

of Headingley gave fourteen acres of land on Woodhouse Ridge, adjoining 

land which the council had agreed to purchase to add to the existing 

2 area of open space. Upto the late sixties, the only municipally-owned 

open space in Leeds was the sixty acres of Woodhouse Moor. This had 

been purchased as a result of public demand to prevent its threatened 

demise into building lots, and the council had left its traditional 

character undisturbed, as the Leeds Mercury testified, when in 1871, 

when it complained that, 

'in its present state it was a standing disgrace to Leeds, 
being little better than a foul quagmire, decorated by all 
the diseased cattle of the town'~ 

But in the following years, there was a marked change in the 

council's attitude, and in two decades it built up an impressive 

collection of public open spaces. The 1866 improvement act authorised 

the council to spend upto £50,000 to provide places for public recrea-

tion, but although it purchased eighteen acres at Bank Lodge, in the 

east of Leeds township in l869~ and ten acres in Bramley in the 

1LM , 30 Sept 1871. 

2CM , 2 Jan 1889, 3 April 1901. 

3LM, 30 Sept 1871. 

4CM , 11 Aug 1869. 
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following yearl it was apparently found to be difficult to obtain 

land which was suitable for this purpose2• Nothing more was done to 

provide recreation grounds until the eighteen eighties, when land was 

bought at New Wortley (31 acres), Famley (4 acres) the east end of 

Leeds (78 acres), Rodley (10 acres), and Cross Flatts (41 acres); and 

so by 1890 the council possessed about two hundred acres of land in all, 

well distributed within, or in easy reach of, the expanding urban area. 

These however were almost insignificant in terms of size and cost 

when compared to the council's great prestige project, the purchase 

of Roundhay Park. In 1871, the Roundhay Park estate, which comprised 

a mansion house, extensive landscaped grounds, and farmsteads in the 

township of Roundhay was offered for sale at public auction by order 

4 of Chancery. A month before the sale took place the grounds were 

opened to the public, and a petition was begun to urge the council 

to purchase part of the estate. The leading advocate of the purchase 

was the mayor, John Barran, who was one of the largest manufacturers 

in the town, and one of its future members of parliament. In September 

1871, the council considered the proposition, and he presented a 

lengthy case in its favour. He spoke of it as a means of enhancing 

civic pride, since 

'if they got Roundhay Park, it would be as great a credit to 
them as their town hall. It would give them a status in a 
way few things would, and he thought they should take pride 
in trying to obtain it'~ 

lCM, 9 Feb 1870. 

2HLRO , House of Commons, select committee, Volume 39, Evidence 1872, L, 
25 April 1872, evidence of C.A. Curwood (town clerk). 

3CM , 1 Oct 1884, 1 Jan 1886, 3 Feb 1886, 6 March 1889, 1 May 1889. 

4HLRO , House of Commons, select committee ••• 25 Feb 1872, evidence of 
John Barran. 

5LM, 30 Sept 1871. 
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But ranged against this were practical objections of distance, 

size and cost. Roundhay, on the north east perimeter of the borough 

was three miles from Boar lane, and much further from the industrial 

suburbs on the south side of river. Moreover, public transport, as 

even Barran himself admitted, was tnot what it ought to be'. This 

obstacle led one councillor to observe that, 

'Roundhay park was very well as a park, but not suitable 
as a people's park'! 

The size, and consequent cost, of the park, were also open to 

criticism. The mansion house and grounds were to be sold in one lot 

of 601 acres, and in addition, Barran was in favour of buying a second 

lot of 172 acres to the south, which would allow the park to be 

entered half a mile nearer the borough. An integral part of the project 

was to set aside about three hundred and fifty of the seven hundred 

and seventy three acres for 'first class residences' so that part of 

the cost of purchase could be defrayed by selling land for villas to 

the 'magnates of Leeds'. Barran claimed that, 

'the land would be eagerly bought up in small lots, there 
being no finer site for villas in all Leeds'~ 

but not everyone accepted his sanguine judgment, since in the opinion 

of some, 

'Roundhay has long been regarded as the most unsuitable suburb 
of Leeds to reside in, and (it was) doubted very much whether 
building sites would be disposed of so readily as was 
imagined' ~ 

Nevertheless, the rate payers seemed, for once, strongly in 

favour of incurring new expenditure. At a public meeting on 

lLM, 14 Oct 1871. 

2LM , 30 Sept 1871. 

3LM , 14 Oct 1871. 
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29 September 1871 in the Corn Exchange,' at which. about ten thousand 

were claimed to be present at one point, there was strong support for 

1 the scheme. At a council meeting on the same day, a commdttee, which 

included Barran was auth.orised, by 33 yotes to 16, to attend the sale 

and buy 'such parts as they may think desirable' for a public park, 

db b • d fO k" 2 if these coul e 0 talne at a alr mar et prlce. On 4 October Barran 

and three others attended the sale, where he purchased the two lots for 

£139,000~ At that time, the council had no authority to spend this 

amount on recreation grounds. The local act of 1866 had limited the 

o 
sum to be used for this purpose to £5,000, and £10,000 had already 

been spent. Hence the 1872 improvement act included provisions which 

allowed the corporation to raise £150,000 for this purpose, and to 

sell part of the estate for building purposes~ The purchase was a 

personal triumph for Barran, but seen in a wider perspective, it was of 

dubious value to the council and the population at large, at least in 

the short term. 

The accuracy of Barran's belief that the park, 

'would be a great advantage to the working classes, by 
promoting their health, improving their morals, enlight
ening their judgement, and in making them in every way 
better citizens'~ 

is, in the nature of things, hardly susceptible to proof. In fact, 

the working classes would have had some difficulty in putting his faith 

to the test. In 1889, nearly twenty years after the park became 

lHLRO, loco cit. 

2CM, 29 Sept 1871. 

3HLRO , .!.2£. ci t • 

4Leeds improvement act, 1872,35 and 36 Vict., ch xcvii, Clauses 50-55. 

5LM , 14 Oct 1871. 
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municipal property, a local directory noted that, 

'at present this magnificent place of recreation can only 
be reached from Leeds by omnibuses running from Briggate or 
by special conveyances; several railway and tramway schemes 
have been devised since 1873, with a view to rendering it 
more accessible but without success't 

One of these was the Leeds, Roundhay Park, and Osmondthorpe 

Junction Railway Company, created in 1874, with the intention of 

building a railway from North street, in Leeds township to Roundhay. 

But three years later the promoters, amongst whom was John Barran, 

had to adndt the impossibility of raising the necessary capital, and 

2 the scheme was abandoned. However, in 1890 the council built a 

tramway to Roundhay, which, in the following year became one of the 

first electrically-driven tramways in the country: 

But it took even longer for the council's plans for suburban 

development to materialise. The council had based its hopes on the 

fact that, 

'there is a great demand for sites for villas, and there is 
no place within the same distance which is so free from 
smoke as the Roundhay Park Estate'~ 

but it seems that less importance was attached to pure air than to 

transport facilities. There were 'plenty of villa sites on the 

different lines of railway,5 and that purchasers presumably preferred 

these became apparent when the council held auction sales of its land 

lKelly's Directory of the West Riding of Yorkshire, 1889, p.636. 

2Leeds, Roundhay Park and Osmondthorpe Junction Railway Act, 37 Viet., 
chi xv, 1874; and Leeds Roundnay Park, and Osmond thorpe Junction 
Railway (Abandonment) Act, 40 Vict., chi xi, 1877. 

3G•C• Dickinson, 'The development of suburban road passenger transport 
in Leeds, 1840-1895'. Journal of Transport Histor~, iv 1960,214-223. 

4HLRO , House of Commons, select committee ••• 25 April 1872, evidence of 
Thomas Fenwick, C.E., f.52. 

5'b ' d f 55 ~., . . 
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at Roundhay. The first auction was held in June 1876, and in all 

twenty five lots, at an average of2/3d a square yard. But at the 

second sale in September prices offered ranged from 1/10d to 2/ld; 

only eight of the forty lots were sold and the others were withdrawn 

since bids failed to reach the reserve price. A further sale in June 

1877 disposed of only two lots at 2/6d a square yard, and no sales at 

all were made in the auction of July l879~ Altogether, the council 

obtained £31,588 for about sixty acres of land, and no further sales 

were made until 1902~ 

The financial implications of this were, of course, that the 

expense of the park, in terms of the size of the debt which had to 

be serviced, was far greater than had been originally imagined. But 

the responsibility for this miscalculation cannot be placed solely 

upon the council. Barran's persuasive advocacy and the clear approval 

of a large number of the electors, was too much to resist. But it is 

significant that when Barran mentioned that the park, after surplus 

land sales, would cost lid in the pound, 'a sum which would not be 

3 felt heavily by anybody', he claimed, neither ratepayers nor council 

objected, yet a few years before, the council had cavilled at the 

proposal to adopt the Public Libraries Act, with its maximum rate of 

one penny. 

The increasing concern to maintain public access to long-

bl ' h d h' h f d •• 1 . I . 4 d esta ~s e open spaces, w ~c oun express~on ~n eg~s at~on, an 

IRB, June 1896. 

2 Corporation Surplus Lands, Register of Sales, consecutive numbers 
114-133, and 136-137. 

3LM, 14 Oct 1871. 

4An Act for facilitating the regulation and improvement of Commons, 
and for amending the Acts relating to the Inclosure of Commons, 
39 and 40 Viet., ch. 56. 
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the creation of the metropoliton Commons Freservation Societyl 

became apparent in Leeds in the eighteen seventies, with the eruption 

of local protests over encroachments on the remaining common lands. 

If the purchase of Roundhay Park is an example of patrician influence 

at work, the municipal acquisitions of common land were made as a 

result of plebian pressure. The first dispute arose at Woodhouse 

Ridge, where in 1875, one Samuel Brumfitt started to build several 

houses. Local inhabitants regarded his intentions with suspicion 

and at a public meeting at Woodhouse Carr, he agreed to cease building 

while the question of common rights was submitted to arbitration. 

Despite his promise, work continued, and some progress was made with 

the foundations of the contentious buildings. As a result, on a July 

evening, a large crowd assembled in front of his house. Some of the 

rioters partly demolished the garden wall, destroyed the hedge, 

despoiled the garden, tore up the offending foundations, and pulled 

down an outhouse claimed to be built across a public footpath. 

Brumfitt's own house was untouched: 

Subsequently, twelve defendants, four labourers, two gardeners, 

two blacksmiths, a cowkeeper, mason, carter, and a carrier, appeared 

at the Assize charged with riotous assembly, and were bound over to 

3 keep the peace for one year. 

A month after the trial, a petition was presented to the council, 

proposing the purchase of the Ridge, and after negotiations with the 

lords of the manor, the l6i acres were bought for El,105~ 

lLeslie Stephen, Life of Henry Fawcett,ch. VII. 

21M , 8 July 1875. 

3LM , 12 Aug 1875. 

4CM , 3 May, 29 Sept 1876. 
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It seems that the local reaction to the thIeatened curtailment 

of common rights at Woodhouse Ridge stimulated the council to consider 

what could be done to safeguard the remaining urban commons in the 

borough. Although the 1856 improvement act had allowed the council 

to negotiate for the purchase of both Hunslet and Holbeck moors upon 

receiving a requisition from the inhabitants of the respective town-

h · 1 d t h h h' . S lPS, an 0 c arge t e co-st to t elr lmproveme.nt rates, these 

provisions had never been set in motion. In July 1876, while the 

acquisition of Woodhouse Ridge was being finalised, the corporate 

2 property co~ttee recommended the council to purchase Holbeck moor, 

and was given permission to begin negotiation with the manorial 

3 lords. When the council decided to promote a new improvement bill 

in October, it included provisions to buy both Holbeck and Hunslet 

moors, but later removed Hunslet moor from the bill, as it intended 

to obtain land for recreation grounds elsewhere in the neighbourhood~ 

After the bill became law, a three acre section of Holbeck moor, known 

as the Intake was bought for £2,538, but by this time, it was the 

future of Hunslet moor which was giving cause for concern. 

Across the moor ran a waggon-way, which had been sanctioned by a 

private ae~ of 1758, to convey coal from Middleton colliery to Leeds~ 

The dispute in 1877 arose over the Middleton Estate and Colliery 

Company's decision to build a new, unauthorised, line over the moor, 

119 and 20 Viet., cap. cxv, clauses VII-X. 

2RB , 27 July 1875. 

3CM , 2 Aug 1875. 

4CM , 1 Jan 1878. 

5G• Rimmer, 'Middleton Colliery, near Leeds, (17]0-1830)' Yorkshire 
Bulletin, vol. 7 no. 1, March 1955, p. 48. 
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to which the commoners raised objection. Their protest movement, 

although like that of Woodhouse, local in origin, acquired the 

dubious asset of the leadership of John de Morgan, an activist from 

the metropolitan Commons Preservation Society. De Morgan addressed 

local meetings in November and December of 1877~ and wrote to the 

"1 " ak·" 2 counc~ to urge lt to t e actlon. His letters were referred to the 

corporate property committee, which in April 1878 was given per~s-

sion by the council to treat with the manorial lords, and in 

September, the transfer of about sixty nine acres of the moor was 

agreed for £4,000~ The sale was ratified by a specially-promoted 

act, in the following year~ since the town clerk believed that pro

ceedings under the Commons Act, would be 'complicated, prolonged and 

5 costly' • 

By 1890, the council had spent £194,228 on the provision of 

open spaces: £139,000 on Roundhay Park, £47,585 on recreation grounds, 

and £7,643 in acquiring common lands. Over the next fifteen years, 

new parks were created in Armley, Stanningley, Chapel Allerton, Burley, 

6 
Harehills, Lower Wortley, and Chapeltown. In 1900 the remaining 

nineteen acres of Holbeck moor became public property, and public access 

l LM , 26 Nov, 10 Dec 1877. For De Morgan's role in the protest, see 
TI7 Branston, 'The development of public open spaces in Leeds during 
the nineteenth century'. (Unpublished M.Phil, Leeds, 1972), pp. SO-52. 

2CM , 1 Jan 1878. 

3CM , 30 Sept 1878. 

4The Leeds Corporation Act, 1879, 42 and 43 Viet, chI 23. 

SCM, 1 Jan 1878. 

6CM, 6 Jan 1892, 15 Nov 1893, 7 July 1897, 4 Jan 1899, 5 Sept 1900, 
2 Oct 1901, 4 June 1902. 
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to Woodhouse Ridge was increased in 1901 and 1902 by gift and 

1 purchase. Expenditure on the purchase of parks in these years was 

more than £135,000. 

From the early nineties the council also provided land for use as 

allotments. Early in 1891 deputations from Burley, the north and north 

east wards, and memorials from Wortley, New Wortley and Armley 

urged the council to adopt the Allotments Act of l887~ In June it did 

so, and purchased 9{ acres in Burley for £3,545 and some months later 

obtained 5i acres for £2,471 at Harehills~ 

(8) 

In 1861 the council had rejected the suggestion that it should 

adopt the Public Libraries Act of 1856, and provide a free public 

library, but seven years later it authorised the mayor to hold the 

public meeting which the Acts of 1856 and 1866 required to allow the 

electors to vote on the issue. Those who supported the creation of 

a library could point to the fact that the cellars of the town hall 

already held 2,500 volumes of patent specifications which had been 

presented to the borough for public use by the Patent Office, and files 

1 f · 4 of loca newspapers or the prev~ous twenty seven years. Opposition to 

the scheme did not arise simply on financial grounds, as some members 

of the council, and in particular Alderman Luccock, who was chairman 

of the Mechanics' Institute,.were concerned over the possible injurious 

lCM, 3 April 1901, 4 June 1902. 

2CM , 7 Jan, 4 Feb 1891. 

3CM , 3 June, 5 Oct 1892, 16 Feb 1893. 

4LM , 13 Feb 1868. 
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effect which a free library would have upon the numerous voluntary 

institutions in the borough~ One council member claimed that, 

'it was a well known fact that there was scarcely a portion 
of the borough which was above 200 yards distant from an 
institutional or congregational library'? 

There were sixteen institutional librarieswitn stocks of between 300 

and 13,000 volumes, and eighteen Wesleyan schools with libraries of 300 

to 1,200 books. The former were not free, but were accessible for a 

subscription of lid to 2d a week. 

The necessary public meeting was held, and discussed whether a 

public library would injure those already established. It decided 

that it would not, and accordingly voted in favour of a municipal 

1ibrary~ The council then adopted delaying tactics, and decided that 

the question should be deferred until after the November elections~ 

but in January 1869 a motion to appoint a committee 'to enquire and 

report on the carrying into effect' of the acts was defeated by three 

votes~ Seven months later the issue was still in abeyance, and 

Sir Andrew Fairbairn, the engineer, addressed a letter to the council, 

., ak . 6 A f k ft th f d urg~ng ~t to t e act~on. ew wee s a er e arguments or an 

against were rehJrsed, and a committee was appointed to carry the acts 
"-

into effect? The size of the majority (30 votes in favour to 2 against) 

was probably not the result of sudden conversion, but of the town 

l.b'd ~ ~ . 
2 LM, 20 Aug 1869. 

~, 12 March 1868. 

4~, 31 March 1868. 

SCM, 1 Jan 1869. 

6CM , 11 Aug 1869. 

7CM, 20 Aug 1869. 
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clerk's declaration that the council was legally bound to act since 

the town meeting had voted in favour and thus 

'that if the council do not within a reasonable time ••• carry 
this act into effect, the law may be put into motion by any 
individual ratepayer and we shall be compelled to carry it 
into effect'. 1 

The committee decided to hire rooms in nechanics' institutes in 

Wortley, New Wortley and Holbeck for use as branch libraries, since 

this could be done cheaply, and to let the library rate fund accumu

late until it was sufficient to provide a central building~ Barran, 

the future promoter of the Roundhay Park purchase, protested that, 

'a town which had perhaps the finest hospital in Europe (ie. 
the General Infirmary), and one of the finest and most co~ 
plete of town halls, should not be content with other than a 
noble building for a free library'~ 

But there was some justice in Alderman Gaunt's riposte: 

'the three libraries mentioned were well used, and each was 
in a situation where it was most needed. Mr. Ald. Barran 
talked about a centre. Where could he get a better centre 
than Hunslet? That was where the masses lived. It was not 
in the neighbourhood of Boar lane or the railway szations, 
which was the centre round which Mr. Barran moved' • 

In June 1870, a borough librarian and manager was appointed at a 

-·5 salary of £200 a year. 

The council obtained the nucleus of the museum stock in 1882, 

when it was offered, and purchased, the 

'implements and weapons of stone, bone, bronze and iron, and 
also a pretty considerable collection of pottery' 

6 from John Holmes of Roundhay, for about £250. The sum was found by 

lLM, 21 Aug 1869. 

21M, 1 April 1870. 
3-:-b 'd 1. 1. • 

4'b'd 1. 1. • 

5 CM, 4 June 1870. 

6CM , 2 Jan 1882. 
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economising on new acquisitions for the library. This was not an 

indefensible decision as by this time the council possessed twenty one 

branch libraries and a stock of over 117,000 books, which in total had 

1 cost £48,000. The creation of branch libraries entailed relatively 

slight expense, as they were accommodated in buildings, principally 

police stations, the need for which there was no reason to dispute, and 

it was not until 1902 that, with the opening of the Armley branch, 

there was any building provided solely for library purposes~ Like so 

many nineteenth century social measures, public libraries were seen to 

have a moral influence on the community. When local debate began in 

1869, one councillor instanced with approval the experience of Salford 

where 

'during the year the demand for works of fiction had continued 
to decrease whilst the issue of works on history, science, and 
political economy had increased'~ 

and in 1890, Alderman Spark urged that the council, 

'must not look at the direct expenditure, but at the indirect 
saving in the creation of a more healthy moral tone and in 
the diminution of juvenile crime'~ 

By 1886 the central library had twenty five branches, and 

'the proportion of books to popUlation (was) greater than any 
other municipal library in the kingdom'~ 

In the following year, the council agreed to appoint a committee 

to consider the possibility of providing an art gallery and museum? 

The committee accepted that, 

'in the present condition of trade the ratepayers might not 
approve the erection of a costly building on a conspicuous 
Site' 

IF.R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, volume three, f. 35b. 

2MRP , box 12, Armley brartchlibrary. 

3LM, 20 Aug 1869. 
4-

LM, 2 Oct 1890. 

5RB , 4 Aug 1886. 

6CM, 8 April 1886. 
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and recognised that it would be impracticable to suggest that the 

council should obtain parliamentary powers to increase the maximum 

rate which could be levied for this purpose, which under the Library 

Acts was fixed at one penny. It recommended that the scheme should 

be achieved within existing arrangements, by appropriating £800 a year 

from the income of the library rate, a sum which represented about 

sixteen per cent of the current library rate yield. Of this, about 

£400 would be absorbed by running expenses, and the remainder would 

be sufficient to service the interest and sinking fund charges on an 

outlay of more than £8,000 to provide a building~ The council accep-

ted the report, and in March 1887, approved a plan which was to cost 

2 nearly £9,000. Thus despite initial evasions, the council's record 

over the provision of library services may be said to have been credit-

able. In 1890, a new subject of immediate relevance to the improvement 

of educational facilities came before the council. The Technical 

Instruction Act of 1889 allowed certain local authorities to levy upto 

a penny rate to finance this kind of instruction, either by providing 

it directly, or by giving financial assistance to existing institu

tions~ The act was adoptive, and in January 1890 the council received 

petitions and deputations from many local bodies including the School 

Board and the Chamber of Commerce asking it to put the act into opera

tion in Leeds~ The council was not enthusiastic: a motion proposing 

the appointment of a committee to consider how to carry out the terms 

IRB, 4 Aug 1886. 

2CM, 15 March 1887; RB, 10 Dec 1886. 

3peter Gosden, 'Technical instruction committees', in History of 
Education Society, Studies in the Government and Control of 
Education since 1860, pp. 27-41. 

4CM , 1 Jan 1890. For the educational activities of the Chamber, see 
M.W. Beresford, The Leeds Chambers of "Commerce, ch. VIII. 
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of the act was defeated, and an amendment to set up a conmdttee simply 
. 

to report on the question was accepted only as a result of the mayor's 

casting vote~ It is hardly surprising that the council should be 

unwilling to increase the rates', when we consider its previous reluc-

tance to adopt a similar rating power to finance the public library, 

and indeed in October of that year, it rejected a proposal to include 

a clause in the planned improvement bill which would raise the maximum 

2 library rate from a penny to twopence. The situation was saved by the 

enactment of the Local Taxation (Customs and Excise) Act in 1890, 

which increased duties on beer and spirits, and allowed the extra 

revenue to be distributed as subsidies to county and county borough 

'I 3 COunCl S. These local authorities were empowered to spend the money on 

technical education, if they wished to do so. As a result of this, 

the council devoted between £6,000 and £7,000 a year from the proceeds 

of its grant for this purpose, although from 1892 the library received 

a sizeable portion of it (£500 in 1892, raised to £1,000 in 1894 and 

thereafter upto 1902), to buy technical books and drawings. Of the 

remainder, at least £4,500 a year was given to the School Board, the 

Yorkshire College of Science, (later the university) and the Leeds 

Institute, and smaller sums were given to science classes in working 

men's institutes and to church and chapel schools~ What little contro-

versy there was over the annual allocation of funds arose between the 

nonconformists and Anglicans over the size of the sums paid to the latter. 

1CM, 1 Jan 1890. 
2 CM, 1 Oct 1890. 

3Gosden, ~. cit., p. 29. 

4See table 5.2. 
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TABLE" 5.2 

GtantSmadeby"thecouncilto"institutions 

providing "techrtica1 "instructiou; "1891;1895, 

1900 "and "1905 

1891 1895 

School Board £3,000 2,500 
Yorkshire College of Science 1,000 1,000 
Leeds Institute 1,000 1,000 
Evening Science and Arts 200 -Class Association 
Yorkshire Ladies' Council 100 100 

of Education 
Holbeck Mechanics' Institute 14l"10s -
Woodhouse Mechanics' Institute 141"10s 40 
Y.M.C.A. 100 20 
Arm1ey Higher Grade School 100 -
Wortley Working Men's Institute 50 40 
Working Men's Hall Institute 50 -
Leeds Working Men's Institute - 20 
Public Library Committee - 1,000 
Armley Evening Science Classes - 40 
Leeds Parish Church Middle - 150 

Class Schools 
St. Peter's Church Schools - 15 
Primitive Methodist Science - 15 School, Hunslet 
Rodley Science Class - 10 
Institute for Blind, Deaf and Dumb - -
Hunslet Mechanic's Institute - -
Stanningley Church Schools - -Science Class 
Central and Cockburn - -Secondary Schools 

Total 5,883 6,009 

1900 

1,920 
1,500 
1,250 

-
220 

60 
50 
-
-
50 
-
20 

1,000 
50 

500 

25 

-
10 
50 
40 

10 

-

6,755 

Source: Council Minutes, 20 Oct 1891, 9 Oct 1895, 
3 Jan 1900, 1 Feb 1905. 

1905 

-
1,550 
2,000 

-
150 

80 
100 
-
-

100 
-
-
--

175 

-
-
20 
60 
50 

20 

2,000 

6,305 
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Although about three quarters of the money was given to three recipients, 

there were doubts over the utility of making small donations to possibly 

less competent bodies. In July 1899, the technical instruction sub-

committee reported that it was, 

'impressed with the waste resulting from the present system of 
distribution of money among small classes where multiplicity 
necessarily means weakness, both financial and technical'~ 

but it saw several reasons for taking no immediate action. A sudden 

end to these grants would disrupt 'good work' currently going on, but 

probably of more importance was that the creation of a municipal tech-

nical school would entail further (and rate-financed) expenditure in 

addition to the amount received under the 1890 Act. Despite the 

evidence which the report offered as a result of its investigations 

into the educational activities of other major municipal authorities~ 

no action was taken before the structure of educational administration 

was changed by the 1902 Act. 

The possibility of providing public baths and wash houses had, 

like the public library question, been considered some years before, 

in this case in 1846 when the first general act permitting their public 

provision had been made. Thirty two years later, in 1878, the council 

formally adopted the measure, and appointed a comndttee to consider its 

" b"l" 3 d"t d d h t b t £6 000 b b "ld appl~ca ~ ~ty, an ~ recommen eta a ou , e spent to u~ 

d " 4 baths and washhouses on corporate Ian 1n Lemon street. This was 

opposed by alderman v Scarr, on the ground that many towns had incur-

red losses from these services, and the committee was instructed to 

lMRP no. 63, Technical Instruction. Report of the Sub-Finance Committee, 
(July 1899). 

2~. cit., and see also A. Redford, The History of Local Government in 
Manchester, vol. 111, pp. 155-156. 

3RB , 1 Aug 1878; CM, 7 Aug 1878. 

4CM , 31 March 1879. 
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consider the desirability of building washhouses only! The comudttee 

then advised that washhouses be built on the same site for £2,250, 

but this proposition was also defeated~ Then in 1886, the corporate 

property comudttee was allowed to spend £500 in providing a swimming 

3 bath at the New Wortley recreation ground. 

The matter was brougbtup for reconsideration in the early eigh-

teen nineties, and in March 1893, it was suggested that two baths 

should be built, one on land which had been cleared of slums near 

Kirkgate market, and a second on Kirkstall road~ The chairman of the 

committee admitted that, although 

'he could hold out no hopes of the scheme paying ••• there were 
many things carried out by the corporation which could not be 
weighed up in pounds shillings and pence, and baths were of 
the number. They were as necessary as recreation grounds, 
and though there might be a financial loss they might hope to 
See an improvement in the health of the people'~ 

Over the next ten years the council built eight bathing establish-

ments, and purchased the premises of a private company in the centre 

of Leeds? The distribution of swimming baths was not as extensive as 

that of recreation grounds, as six were in Leeds township, and one in 

Hunslet and one in Holbeck, but in a decade the council had spent more 

than £114,0007 on a service which it had previously totally neglected. 

1LM , 1 April 1879. 

2CM , 5 June 1879. 

3CM , 3 Feb 1886 •. 

4RB , March 1893; CM, 5 April 1893. 

5LM , 6 April 1893. 

6CM, 7 Feb 1894 (Kirksta1l road baths); 4 April 1894 (Union st.); 
16 March and 9 Nov 1896 (Huns1et); 1 July 1896 (Ho1beck); 7 April 
and 9 Nov 1897 (Meanwood road); 2 March 1898 and 6 Dec 1899 (purchase 
and alteration of the premises of the Oriental and General Bath 
Company, Cookridge st.); 1 Aug 1900 (York road), 6 Feb 1901 (York 
road and Bramley); and 4 May 1904 (Jewish baths). 

7Council of the city of Leeds. committees. officers of the council, etc. 
1905. (ie. Municipal Yearbook.) ---- . 
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(1) 

The later nineteenth century was a period of increasing concern 

over the housing problems of large towns, as the 'housing of the 

working classes' issue began to evoke a practical response from both 

private organisations and public authorities. Pamphlet and periodical 

literature l and the appearance of semi-philanthropic housing companies2 

was matched in the public sector by government enquiry and local and 

national legislation. The bipartate attack upon substandard housing 

conditions in Leeds began with the creation of the Leeds Industrial 

Dwellings Company in 1866, representing the private initiative, and 

with the adoption by the council of new legal powers in the improvement 

acts of 1870 and 1877, and the beginning of slum clearance, at first 

tentative, but later very extensive. Of course, not all working class 

housing was the object of concern, and to understand the nature of the 

housing problem it is first necessary to outline the process of urban 

change which created slum areas and examine the reasons why they con-

tinued to attract tenants. 

As we demonstrated in an earlier chapter, the 'east end' of Leeds 

township, comprising the east, north east and north wards was already 

attracting unfavourable comment in the eighteen thirties. Although 

much of the property was then of relatively recent construction, it 

already exhibited most of the pre-conditions for the making of a slum. 

The activities of several generations of small-scale speculative buil-

ders, working without co-ordination and without the constraint of 

1See Andrew Mearns, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, edited with an 
introduction.b~ Anthony S. Wohl, for a review and a selection of con
temporary writings. 

2See David Owen, English Philanthropy, 1660-1960, ch. XIV, t "Philanthropy 
and Five Per Cent": Housing Experiments'. 
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building bye-laws, had left a legacy of high density back-to-back 

housing, often without sanitary facilities of any kind, built in a 

spatial jumble of closed courts, yards, and narrow streets which were 

usually undrained and unsurfaced. The passage of time rapidly added 

decrepitude to this catalogue of defects, for by the eighteen sixties, 

it was being said of some of the properties, built scarcely forty years 

before, that 

'the said messuages are very old (sic) and require con
tinual repairs'l 

a nd of others of the same age, that, 

'the said cottages required constant repairs and the yearly 
expense of making such repairs was about £70, the entire 
annual income was about £390'~ 

There were several barriers which inhibited the maintenance, let alone 

improvement, of many properties. Small-scale landlordism meant that, 

'the owner of two or three cottages cannot afford to pull 
one down in order to make the rest of his property decent, 
especially if to do so would improve an adjoining estate 
more than hi s own' ~ 

Furthermore, there was a high degree of absentee ownership, and this 

was accentuated through the division of property amongst legatees 

whose interest in the property solely as a source of income led them 

to 'ignore the duties of ownership'. Since the thirties, the east end 

was notorious as an area where diseases characteristic of an insanitary 

environment flourished. In the streets to the east of Marsh lane, 

'case after case of the most malignant typhus springs up 
amongst the inhabitants of this undrained district, seizing 
the houses in rotation'~ 

lLeeds Corporation Deeds, no. 8610. 
2ibid ., no. 4860/12/69. 
3Edmund Wilson, 'The housing of the working classes' ~Journalof the 
Society of Arts, volume XLVIII (1899-1900), pp. 253-263. Wilson, the 
secretary to the Leeds Industrial Dwellings Company, also provided 
information to the Webbs. see Webb Lac.Gvt.Coll., volume 265, which 
elaborates slightly on the information given in his article. 
4~, 29 Oct 1842. 
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the press reported in the eighteen forties. Twenty years later, the 

Leeds Mercury published an article on the 'hotbeds of fever in Leeds', 

and gave a list of the streets and localities which had produced 

patients for the fever hospital, nearly all of which were 'of a very 

-1 
malignant form of typhus fever'. All the streets were situated in the 

east and north east wards, and practically all of them were in four 

areas. These were, the Union-Ebenezer-Millgarth streets district, the 

Leylands and the streets to the north, the south-western corner of the 

Quarry Hill area, and the streets in the district to the east of Marsh 

lane. The high death rate in the east end continued unabated into the 

eighteen nineties. When the council submitted evidence on the state 

of the district which became the 'York street insanitary area', it 

showed that the average mortality rate there between 1893 to 1895 

was 39.16 per 1,000, against an average for the city as a whole of 

20.26, and in the 'Quarry Hill insanitary area', the rate in the years 

2 1898 to 1900 was 28.00, compared to the city's overall average of 19.8. 

By the eighteen eighties there was clear evidence of rising stan-

dards in working class housing conditions in Leeds, achieved largely 

through 'self-help', or more specifically through building societies, 

of which the most important were the Leeds Permanent Benefit Building 

Society, established in 1848, and the Leeds Provincial Building Society~ 

The manager of the former stated that in the thirty six years of the 

libid., 20 Feb 1866. 

2yp 13 March 1896; House of Commons Select Committee on the Local 
'Co;ernment Provisional Orders (Housing of the Working Classes) (No.2) 
~eeds ordeiZ Bill, 2 July 1901, Speech by Mr. Balfour Browne, p. 4. 

3The following information is taken from the evidence of Mr. Thomas Fatkin 
to the Royal coumdssion on the Housing of the Working Classes, volume II, 
esp. Qu. 10,791; 10,799; 10,800; 10,862; 10,871; 10,879. 
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society's existence at least 13,000 houses in Leeds had been built 

with the help of mortgages which it had provided! Evidence of this kind 

lee some contemporaries, including the medical officer of health, 

to believe that houses in the inner urban area, 

'are gradually being depopulated as residences, and people 
get more into the country'~ 

presumably by exchanging houses in the east end, 'which mostly consist 

of only two rooms altogether'; and in other inferior inner city 

working class areas, for suburban homes financed through the building 

societies, which as the manager of the Leeds Permanent stated, 

'are three-roomed or four-roomed cottages, ••• we have none 
with less than three rooms in them if you count the bed
rooms'. 

Although this may be true in the case of skilled workers, it was 

certainly not an accurate description of the housing situation amongst 

the unskilled, and for them the sanguine view of urban morphology held 

by Dr. Goldie cannot be substantiated. The opportunities offered by 

the building societies were limited to the better-paid workers. The 

average wage of the members of the Leeds Permanent was about 30/- to 

35/- a'week, and amongst its shareholders it had 'a few common labour-

ers, but not many'. The houses which the society was prepared to 

finance cost about £160, and these would have cost a tenant at least 

4/3d a week to rent. This was beyond the means of the 'substratum', 

earning 18/- to 22/- in unskilled occupation~ who found accommodation 

lOn a rough calculation (from the printed census), about 32,-33 000 
houses were built in the borough of Leeds between 1851 and 1885. 

2R•C• on the Housing of the Working Classes, volume II, Qu. 9,790. 

3House of Commons S.C., 2 July 1901, Qu. 202. 

4R•C• on the Housing of the Working Classes, volume II, Qu. 9,811. 
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in the east end. A survey of five hundred houses in the York street 

area in the mid-nineties
l 

showed that 75% of them were let at rents of 

upto 3/- a week, more than a third below the minimum which would be 

paid for a newer, larger house, which if built since the mid sixties, 

would be located in an area laid-out under the provisions of the build-

ing bye-laws. As one newspaper commented, 

'slum property still seems to be popular, owing to the small 
rent. To-day, in consequence of the increased cost of land, 
labour, and building material, and to the greater restric
tions imposed by the authorities, a house cannot be erected, 
which will yield a return to the owner if let at less than 
2s. 6d. a week'? 

We may disagree over the level of rent, but the statement is otherwise 

incontrovertable. Apart from rent, there was a second factor which 

accounted for the continuing demand for accommodation in the slums of 

the east end. In the mid-nineties, of a working class population of 

slightly more than 3,000 living in the York street district, 24% 

were living in common lodging houses and a further 20% were defined as 

3 
'people depending on casual employment'. Thus nearly half of the 

inhabitants were gaining a living from irregular jobs, and it was 

necessary for these to be close to potential sources of employment, 

such as the markets, railway goods yards, warehouses and wharfs of the 

canal and Navigation companies. One council official remarked that, 

'the area itself from its position in the town and especially 
its proximity to the Public Markets, is one in which many of 
the poorer classes prefer (sic) to reside. The truth of this 
statement is proved by the present over-crowded state of the 
area, and also the fact that there is scarcely an empty house 
in it'~ 

lG.F. Carter, 'Operation of the Housing of the Working Classes Act in 
Leeds', Journal of the Royal Sanitary Institute, volume XVIII, 
pp. 465-472. 

2YEP , 14 Jan 1896. 
3-

G.F. Carter, art. cit., p. 467. 
4' b ' d 469 ~., p. • 
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The east end had a long history as the home of the most deprived 

groups in the community. The Irish had established themselves there 

by the thirties, and from the eighties the Jewish migrants from 

Eastern Europe were moving in, so that by the end of the century, the 

latter comprised, according to one estimate, more than half of the pop

ulation in the Quarry Hill area~ 

(2) 

One result of the growing awareness of the working class housing 

problem was the appearance of joint-stock companies which aimed to 

cater specifically for this type of demand. The creation of the Leeds 

Industrial Dwellings Company in 1866 was the first indication that the 

new social problem of the age was producing a response in Leeds, and a 

brief outline of its history is obviously relevant here, as it exempli-

fies both the potential and the limitations of private initiative in 

this sphere. The company was founded in February 1866, and incorpora-

ted in July, with the aim of, 

'providing healthy and comfortable dwellings, shops, and 
premises, and acquiring land, buildings and dwellings'? 

Established within a few years of the Peabody Trust and the Improved 

Industrial Dwellings Company, its aim, like that of its metropolitan 

models, was to show tnat sound finance and philanthropy were not 

incompatable partners in the housing market~ At first its emulation of 

these two bodies went further, for presumably inspired by its London 

counterparts, it built a block of flats, the first of its kind to be 

1House of Commons S.C., 5 July 1901, Qu. 1201. 

2PRO BT3l/30751, Memorandum of Association of the Leeds Industrial 
Dwellings COmpany, 12 July 1866. 

3W• Ashworth, The Genesis of Modern British Town Planning, pp. 82-86. 
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erected in Leeds. The blocK consisted of three floors, with six 

dwellings on each, alternately two and three roomed. Water was laid 

on to each living room, and there was a washhouse on each floor, and 

water closets on the landtngs. This building, begun in 1866, cost 

£1,440~ The venture was unsuccessful, as this type of accommodation 

was not only new to the town, but unwelcome, for it was felt that, 

'they resembled a barrack or workhouse; the idea of patron
age and charity was suggested, and there were many practical 
objections besides't 

When one of the L.G.B's inspectors visited Leeds four years after they 

were completed, he reported that, 

'these buildings were not more than half occupied at the 
time of my inspection, and they show signs of great 
neglect'~ 

After this failure, the company languished for a decade until in 1876 

~t was rean~mated by a new group of shareholders. Of the orl'gl'nal ten 44, 

only W.B. Denison, the owner of the town's 'model' lodging house, 

, d4 
remalne • Acting on the advice of Edmund Wilson, the company's secre-

tary, it was decided that their policy should be to purchase existing 

property and renovate it~ In January 1876, the company made its first 

purchases, both in the east ward. These were twenty eight houses in 

one of the fold-yards, and twelve back-to-backs in Upper and Lower Cross 

streets, in the district to the east of Marsh lane~ Not until November 

1886 were there any further purchases, but from then the company began 

lThe Builder, volume 25, 9 March 1867, p. 173. 

2Edmund Wilson, ~. cit., p. 254. 

3pRO MH12/15248, Mr. J. Nethen Radcliffe on the Sanitary State of Leeds, 
with particular reference to Diarrhoea and Fever, p. 31, daggered 
footnote. 

4Edmund Wilson, !!!. cit., p. 255. 

Sloe. cit. 

6Leeds~rporation Deeds, no. 1988, 'Particulars of certain freehold 
estates ••• valued on 12th and 13th June 1889'. 
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to expand its activities in earnest.· By June 1889 it owned two hund-

red and seventy nine houses, of a total value of £19,230, which it 

1 mortgaged to the council at 3!% • Five years later, it owned 504, in 

January 1899 850, and by January 1900 it possessed One thousand houses 

2 standing on fourteen acres of freehold ground. In financial terms also 

progress was satisfactory, with shareholders receiving a regular 4% 

3 
dividend by the end of the century. 

Not surprisingly, the company's largest estates were in the north 

and east wards of Leeds township, but other large holdings were to be 

found in the west ward, and in Hunslet and Ho1beck. As the company 

realised, the solution to the problem of balkanised ownership, which we 

noted was a prevalent feature of the 'east end', was to purchase groups 

of adjacent properties in order to put relatively large blocks of 

property under its unitary control. For example, one group of eighteen 

houses was acquired through five separate purchases. The first was of 

four houses without any conveniences and 'in a very delapidated state', 

the second was of five houses owned by 'a collier' who did not live in 

Leeds, the third of two houses where, 'their doors and windows had been 

walled up for years', the fourth was of two houses without conveniences, 

and the final purchase was a group of five houses~ Once this was done, 

the company could carry out repairs and if necessary demolish the least 

salubrious property to make way for sanitary accommodation or simply to 

allow improved ventilation. 

1 . loco C1 to 

2Webb Local Gvt. Colltn., volume 265, six pages of notes, headed, 
'Leeds 1899 Housing'. 

3 . 10c.c1t. 
4 . loc.c1t. 
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If the company was not increasing the volume of rented property 

available to the lower-paid sector of the population, it was 

ameliorating the conditions in which it lived, and its programme of 

refurbishing existing property rather than attempting demolition and 

reconstruction was probably a wise one under the circumstances. Con-

temporaries were well aware that housing companies which built their own 

tenements were catering not for the unskilled worker but for the 

artisan class. As one local newspaper observed, 

'the Peabody Buildings, and the buildings of Alderman Water10w 
and the rest are all far beyond the means of the classes of 
people among whom fever is bred. These houses, at rents of 
four and five shillings a week, supply the well-paid mechanics 
with homes, and a very good work this is, but they are as 
inaccessible to the crossing-sweeper and his wife, to the 
matchbox-maker and his daughter, as Buckingham Palace itse1f~1 

Admittedly, this claim is made on the experience of the metropolitan 

housing companies, but had this policy been adopted by the Leeds 

Company it would have increased operating costs, and unless it charged 

higher rents, would thereby have reduced dividends. But nevertheless, 

the company's operations had two serious drawbacks which made its con-

tribution to the solution of the working class housing problem of 

less than major significance. Firstly, in aggregate terms, the number 

of houses it owned, even by the beginning of the present century, was a 

very small proportion of the probable amount of sub-standard housing 

in Leeds township alone, and if the volume of such property in Huns1et 

and Holbeck was also included, the percentage would fall still further. 

Secondly, the way in which the company operated brought it ultimately to 

a problem which, within its own terms of reference, was insuperable. 

It was really performing a 'holding' operation, for although it ndght 

lyp and LI, 1 April 1866. 
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arrest the degeneration of the buildings it purchased it could do 

nothing to halt the process. Furthermore, the ownership of relatively 

small estates in the midst of large slum areas adversely affected the 

company's good intentions. Edmund Wilson, its secretary, 

'knew that the Industrial Dwellings Company would have to 
spend a large sum of money on the property to make it hab
itable, and ••• knew from experience that that expenditure 
would be largely thrown away so long as the adjoining houses 
were kept in an unsatisfactory condition'l 

Demolition and rebuilding were in the long-run the only effective ans-

wer, and here the latent tension between philanthropy and finance were 

bound to emerge. As Wilson observed to the Webbs, 

'the directors were timid, and never liked to knock down 
'bricks and mortar'.'f 

The only institution capable of planning and financing large-scale 

urban redevelopment was the local authority. 

(3) 

The ultimate solution to the problem of substandard housing is 

demolition, and both local authorities, with Liverpool in the forefront, 

and central government, promoted legislation for this purpose from the 

eighteen sixties. The local history of legislation in Leeds began with 

the improvement act of 1870. In January 1868, a sub-co~ttee of the 

scavenging and nuisance committee visited Liverpool to investigate the 

adoption of different types of water closets there. But it would seem 

that it was impressed by another of Liverpool council's pioneering 

schemes, namely the slum clearances it was undertaking under the 

lyp, 31 Oct 1896. 

2Webb Local Gvt. Colltn,loc~cit. 
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sanction of its local act of 1864. For when the subcommittee reported, 

it concluded by, 

'expressing their conviction that the pulling down of 
buildings so as to admit a free circulation of air in the 
courts, would necessarily constitute one of the chief ad- 1 
vantages and contribute largely to the improvements effected~, 

Thus in 1870, the council obtained powers, explicitly modelled on those 

. 1 2 in the Llverpoo act, to purchase and demolish property in 'any court 

or alley or any premises' which the medical officer of health declared 

to be, 

'unfit for human habitation, or in a condition, state or 
situation injurious, dangerous or prejudicial to health'~ 

In examining the history of slum clearance in Leeds, two distinct 

periods can be distinguished. The first, between 1870 and 1890, in 

which the council only sparingly exercised its new powers, and the 

second, that of the subsequent fifteen years during which large-scale 

clearances were planned and put into execution. We shall consider the 

reasons for this change of attitude later in the chapter. 

But demolition alone merely exacerbated the wider social problems 

which helped to create slum areas. Since, as contemporaries were 

aware, 

'a slum represents the presence of a market for local, 
casual labour'~ 

a reduction in the number of dwellings meant that those workers who 

were obliged to remain in close proximity to possible sources of 

ISNC, 29 Jan 1869. 

2HLRO, House of Commons Select Committee, Evidence 1870, volume 17, 
Leeds Corporation Gas and Improvements Bill, 30 March 1870, ff. 4-11, 
(evidence of C.A. Curwood, town clerk). 

3The Leeds Corporation Gas and Improvements etc., 1870,33 and 34 Viet., 
ch. xciii, sections 11-31. 

4Quoted in H.J. Dyos, 'The slums of Victorian London' , Victorian 
Studies, volume 11 1967-68, p. 34. 
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employment had little alternative but to remain in the area, and so 

increase the density of habitation. still further. It is well known that 

street improvements and railway construction were often applauded as 

the beneficent agents of destruction! as for example when in the late 

sixties in Leeds the press commented favourably upon the new railway 

building in the east end, claiming that, 

'in opening up many of the slums in this district, the North 
Eastern Railway Company has proved a most effectual sanitary 
reformer. The works in connection with the new line to 
Marsh lane have cut right through some of the dismal recesses 
where fever was bred and disseminated; destroying overcrow
ded courts by wholesale, and spreading the blessings of light 
and ventilation in all directions'? 

But those with a close experience of urban conditions took a different 

view. It was, not unexpectedly, a poor law officer, who speaking of 

the same event observed that, 

'we are going to have a worse job than ever through the new 
railway, and if cellars are against the law you must send 
down 3,000 tents from London'J 

For the same reason, the council was told, the sanitary committee, 

'had not pushed the extinction of cellar dwellings to the 
extent to which they might have pushed it, for the very 
simple reason that houses at such a rent as such poor persons 
could afford to pay were not available, and that therefore to 
turn those persons out of cellar dwellings at a greater rate 
than had been done would have been simply to turn them into 
the streets without houses and without homes'~ 

For this reason, the Artisans' and Laboui&' Dwellings Act of 1875, 

whilst allowing urban sanitary authorities to make clearance schemes for 

lH.J. Dyos, 'Urban transformation: a note on the objects of street 
improvement in Regency and Early Victorian London', International 
Review of Social History, volume 11 1957, 259-265, 

2LM , 9 Feb 1869. 

3~port by Dr. Henry Julian Hunter on the circumstances endangering 
the public health of Leeds' J Eighth Report· of· the Medical Officer of 
the Privy Council, 1865, p. 238. 

4LM , 16 Jan 1877. 
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entire districts, also contained provisions to ensure that evicted 

occupiers were rehoused. This raised questions about the proper sphere 

of municipal enterprise, which as we shall see, were debated locally in 

the eighteen seventies and again in the nineties, and forms another 

aspect of the" council's slum clearance programme which we shall con-

sider in the following pages. 

Once the council's improvement bill became law in July 1870, the 

medical officer of health quickly took the opportunity to recommend 

suitable areas where the powers to order demolition could be exercised. 

Before the end of the year, Dr. Robinson informed the sanitary commit-

tee that houses in East lane, off Kirkgate were unfit for human 

habitation, and in January 1871 he submitted a comprehensive report on 

1 
the courts and alleys in the borough. He suggested that demolition 

should be undertaken in three areas, all situated in 

'the registration district where the death rate is highest, 
and additional free space urgently required't 

These areas were East lane, the Old Post Office yard, and Wellington 

yard, adjacent to Kirkgate market and adjoining the site of the once-

notorious Boot and Shoe yard; the courts between George, Harewood, 

Union and Millgarth streets and Pollard's yard, lying immediately north 

of the first mentioned; and finally several courts near the gasworks at 

Quarry Hill. The sanitary committee appointed a sub committee to con-

. 3 sider these suggestlons. The sub committee decided that it was 

desirable to deal with the Kirkgate yards immediately, and began 

negotiations with the property owners, presumably to ensure that there 

lSC, 6 Dec 1870, 19 Jan 1871. 

2SC , 19 Jan 1871. 
3 . lOC.Clt. 
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would be no serious opposition. In March 1871, the medical officer 

presented to the council his report on, 

'the houses and appurtanances included between the east 
side of East lane and the west side of Wellington yard, 
Kirkgate'. 

He provided a classic description of a slum, where, 

'the houses generally are in a de1apidated condition, and in 
very many instances have been so modified and altered to 
suit the various occupants from time to time, that from an 
exterior view it is impossible to ascertain where an indi
vidual tenement begins and ends,so intimately do the rooms 
ramify one into each other. In some instances lower rooms 
are cut off from the staircases communicating with bedrooms 
above, and access to the latter gained either from the out
side or by a way broken through from an adjoining house. 
Some of the houses are divided into separate appartments, 
and farmed out as furnished rooms, and others are let as 
common lodging houses. Several houses have been closed as 
unfit for human habitation ••• and others are unoccupied on 
account of their untenantable condition'. 

The site, covering slightly more than half an acre, nominally contained 

sixty houses and twenty one cellar dwellings, providing accommodation 

for about six hundred individuals, most of whom were 'migratory 

2 characters'. The council made the necessary order, and instructed the 

town clerk that it was to be carried out 'with as little delay as 

possible'? By May 1873, the conveyancing was completed, and the sani-

tary committee ordered demolition to begin~ Sixteen months later, the 

whole area had been cleared, and had already acquired an unsavoury 

reputation of a different character, for the Leeds Social Improvement 

Society complained of, 

ISub-sanitary (courts and alleys) committee minutes, 14, 27, Feb 1871. 

2CM, 31 March 1871. 

3CM, 5 April 1871. 
4 
SC, 26 May 1873. 
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'the disgraceful state of a large open space owned by the 
corporation, where whole streets have been pulled down, 
and vacant land allowed to become a depot of every kind of 
filth a scene of immo-rality and debauchery both by day 
and night'f 

In May 1871, the sub committee visited the courts in the Union 

street area, the second of those featured in Dr. Robinson's January 

report, and in the next month it asked the terms upon which the owners 

2 were prepared to treat. According to the medical officer's submission 

to the council, the area had one hundred and sixty three houses and 

forty six cellar dwellings, which housed a population of about a 

thousand. The death rate in these properties had for the previous five 

years averaged 50.3 per 1,000 which was, 

'a ratio vastly disproportionate not only to that of the 
entire borough, but also immensely in excess of the regis
tration district in which the property is contained'~ 

On 13 October 1871 the council agreed to let purchase and demolition go 

ahead. Neither was achieved quickly. In September the sanitary com

mittee had appointed a land surveyor to negotiate with the owners~ and 

these continued for nearly five years, as the committee 

'believed arrangements could be made without having resort 
to the costly mode of arbitration'~ 

But by June 1876, the purchases had been completed, and plans for dem-

olition were made. It was decided to build a mortuary and police 

6 station on the vacant land on Mi11garth street, and another part of 

the site was later used for a public bath house. It has not been 

1CM, 30 Sept 1874; SC, 12 Oct 1874. 
2 Sub S(CA)C, 18 May, 16 June 1871. 

3CM , 13 Oct 1871. 

4sc , 27 Sept 1871. 

SLM, 1 April 1876. 
6-
SC, 13 June 1876, 8 Jan 1877, 9 Sept 1878; CM 1 Jan 1876, 
7 Feb 1877. 
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possible to discover the total cost of demolishing the Old Fost Office 

and Wellington yards, but most of the property was purchased for 

E12,697~ The cost of purchase and clearance of the Union street yards 

2 was E24,940. 

No further action was taken to clear away unhealthy property until 

the mid eighties. In November 1884, the streets and sewerage committee 

recommended the closure of houses in Holmfirth yard, Meadow Lane to 

the sanitary committee~ The medical officer suggested that the houses 

should be acquired and demolished, as this 

'would remove·a lot of houses totally unfit for human 
dwellings, and ventilate a now overcrowded and dirty 
locality'~ 

and in February 1885, he certified thirty one houses in Holmfirth 

yard and Shepherd's fold as unfit for human habitation~ Two members of 

the committee were authorised to negotiate for the property, and in 

August the council approved the purchase of twenty four cottages 

6 and a foundry for El,130. The owner of the remaining cottages deman-

ded E1,100 for them, and the committee, refusing to pay this obviously 

exborbitant sum, ordered him to make them habitable. In the following 

year, five houses in Holmfirth yard, presumably belonging to the 

recalcitrant owner were certified as unfit for human habitation and, 

when their defects were not repaired, they were ordered to be closed? 

These were the three only occasions on which the provisions of 

the 1870 improvement act were put into operation. Indeed, they were 

lSC, 21 April 1871; Leeds Corporation Deeds, nos. 264, 265, 269, 277, 
280, 281 and 308. 

2F•M• Lupton, Housing Improvement, a summary of ten years' work in 
Leeds, (1906), p.13. 

3 SC, 17 Nov 1884. 

4SC , 12 Jan 1885. 
5 6SC , 9 Feb 1885. 

CM, 5 Aug 1885. 
7SC , 12 Oct 1885, 10 May, 7 June 1886. 
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such isolated incidents that when, early in the next century, the 

chairman of the council's unhealthy areas committee surveyed its work 

in slum clearance, he believed that the courts in the Union street area 

had been demolished 'under the ordinary provisional orders for street 

improvement,l and did not even mention the East lane and Ho1mIirth 

yard schemes, presumably because he was unaware of them. There are 

numerous instances of the sanitary committee using its powers, derived 

from the bye-laws, to declare houses unfit for habitation~ often in 

order to put pressure on owners to repair them, rather than with the 

3 intention of permanent closure. But the number of houses so dealt with 

was very small in relation to the probable number in need of renovation, 

and in any case this could only be at best a palliative measure. Although 

no measures were taken to rehouse the slum dwellers who were affected by 

the council's clearances, this question had not gone unconsidered. In 

a report upon the legislation of the previous parliamentary session, 

the town clerk drew the attention of the sanitary committee to the 

Artisans' and Labourers' Dwellings Improvement Act, and suggested that a 

sub-coumdttee might be appointed to consider its application, since 

'it is needless to say there is great scope for the action 
of this committee in Leeds'~ 

He noted that a major problem created by slum clearance was the need to 

IF.M. Lupton, op.cit., p. 11. 

2The Leeds Corporation Gas and Improvements etc., Act, 1870, 33 and 34 
Viet., ch. xciii, section 33, and Bye-Laws as to New Streets and 
Buildings, etc. (10 Aug 1870), number 18. 

3See for example SC, 8 March, 12 April, 7 June, 12 July, 11 Oct, 15 Nov, 
13 Dec 1886, 24 Jan, 14 March, 13 April, 13 June, 11 July, 8 Aug 1887. 
There are few references to the use of this power before this date, but 
SC, 14 July 1884, suggests that previously the medical officer of health 
may have invoked it without the need for the specific approval of the 
committee. 

4SC , 15 Nov 1875. 
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rehouse, and suggested that the vacant land should be offered for sale, 

perhaps to the Industrial Dwellings Company, but in any case, 

'restricting the use of it to the erection of suitable 
dwellings for the labouring class'. 

In doing this the town clerk had anticipated a problem which the board 

of guardians brought to the attention of the council a few months later, 

when in January 1876 it sought the council's assistance~ It emphasised 

the 'great deficiency' in working class accommodation in the town, which 

was so severe as to force people to apply to enter the workhouse for 

lack of any alternative, and urged the council to exercise its powers 

under the 1875 act. The council thereupon directed the sanitary commit-

tee to consider means for the rehousing of those displaced by market 

extensions and the closing of houses as unfit for habitation. The 

reports of the town clerk and the medical officer were not sympathetic 

2 to the implementation of the act. The latter, calling it 'tedious and 

cumbersome', observed that it contained a 'paradoxical provision', for 

it required that the council should, 

'reaccommodate on those areas condemned as once overcrowded, 
ill ventilated and poorly lighted, as many persons as we have 
unhoused'. 

This seemed to imply the construction of blocksof flats as the only way 

to avoid reproducing the previous unhealthy conditions. Dr. Goldie was 

opposed to this on medical grounds, and as we have seen, the Industrial 

Dwellings Company had found this type of building to be unacceptable for 

other reasons. The town clerk recommended the council to obtain power 

to purchase land on the outskirts of the town and to build houses there 

IF.R. Spark, The Leeds Record of Current Events for 1875, volume 1, 
p. 191 for the guardians' meeting of 29 December; GM, 1 Jan 1876. 

2sc , 14 Feb 1876. 
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for the 'very poor', who he defined as those earning less than 25j-

to 30j- a week. He disagreed with the view that it was necessary for 

them to live in the town centre, and stated that they 'should be co~ 

pel1ed' to live on the outskirts where accommodation could be provided 

at moderate rents, and where they would be removed, 

'from the temptations of drunkenness and other vices which 
beset them in their present abodes'. 

Such a scheme would have the advantage of being financially viable. 

Cottages with four rooms and conveniences erected on land which would 

cost about 4/- a square yard would yield a profit from rents of more 

than 4%, which was greater than the cost of capital which the council 

was able to borrow. The town clerk countered the argument that this 

would interfere with private enterprise by claiming that those who 

would benefit from his proposals, the 'very poor' were in a different 

situation from the artisan class, and 

'as a special evil exists it must be dealt with out of the 
ordinary way'. 

The council would not be acting in conflict with the principles of 

private enterprise, since the rents from its houses, whilst they would 

not yield a return sufficient to attract the private builder, would be 

sufficient to cover the interest charges on a local authority loan. 

The sanitary committee accepted these recommendations, and advised the 

council to obtain powers in its next improvement bill to buy land on the 

I outskirts of the town, 'and provide dwellings for the poor'. The council 

agreed to do this in August 1876, and in the following year incorporated 

provisions in the improvement bill, which enabled it, 

1SC , 10 July 1876; RB, 10 July 1876; CM, 2 Aug 1876. 
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'to purchase and hold land for the purpose of having erected 
thereon, suitable dwellings for the labouring c1asses ••• and 
if they are unable to enter into any agreement with other 
persons, they may erect houses', and lease or 1et'them'! 

The parliamentary committee informed the council that these powers 

were ones which 'no other corporation has', but if they were at that time 

pioneering, they nevertheless remained passive, and the question of the 

public provision of housing did not re-emerge until the eighteen nine-

ties. 

(4) 

As we noted earlier, the tentative manner in which the council 

approached the problem of the slums in the seventies and eighties 

changed completely in the following decade. Whereas about £40,000 was 

spent on the demolition of slum property in the twenty years after the 

council adopted powers to enable it to do so, in the subsequent fifteen 

it inaugurated two major and several lesser clearance schemes which by 

the end of our period had cost more than three quarters of a million 

pounds. This clearly indicates that some new element had appeared to 

influence municipal policy making. 

One conceivable influence is perhaps to be found in the political 

motive. Since the establishment of the reformed corporation in 1835, 

municipal government had been securely under the control of the 

Liberals, but by the early nineties the political allegiances of the 

electorate were beginning to change, and the conservatives were 

emerging as serious rivals. The two parties vied with each other to 

1RB , 26 Sept 1877, section headed 'As to Sanitary Matters' in the 
report of the parliamentary committee; and see The Leeds Improvement 
Act, 1877, 40 and 41 Vict., ch. c1xxviii, section 25. 
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present themselves as the parties of effective reform, and for the 

first time local elections were being contested on party programmes which 

promised the improvement of public services. At the head of its list 

in 1893, the Liberal manifesto promised, 

'the immediate clearing of insanitary areas, with due regard 
to the provision of accommodation for persons displaced by 
demolitions'! 

This was probably an important factor then, but the sanitary committee's 

preparation of a comprehensive scheme pre-dates the appearance of such 

election promises, although the threat to their hegemony may have 

strengthened the political nerve of the Liberals when the time came to 

decide whether to implement it. Another part of the reason might have 

been financial. The scale of municipal expenditure and the growth of 

rateable values would have made the slum clearance programme seem less 

of an impossibly costly venture, in the context of the total municipal 

budget. For example, the improvement act of 1893 envisaged new capital 

expenditure on the gas and water works, and on street improvements and 

2 sewerage to a sum of nearly £1,120,000. But it seems that the decisive 

influence was the changes in the law of land purchase by local authori

ties brought about by the Housing of the Working Classes Act of 1890; 

under the sanction of which the council's clearance programme was 

carried into effect. If we accept the usual verdict on the 1890 act, 

the question is difficult to answer, as it is commonly regarded as 

being merely a consolidating measure, and so containing nothing 

lQuoted in E.P. Hennock, Fit and Proper Persons, p. 254. 

2The Leeds Improvement Act, 1893, 56 and 57 Vict., ch. ccx, preamble. 

353 and 54 Vict., ch. 70. 
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significantly new~ But in fact there is clear evidence that this 

statute was regarded in Leeds, and perhaps elsewhere, as enacting a 

most important advance, since the Land Clauses Consolidation Act had 

hitherto inhibited the municipal purchase of property for slum clearance 

purposes. We have already provided an instance of the law of compulsory 

purchase in operation when we outlined the history of the extension of 

Kirkgate market in the eighteen forties, but we must now look at the 

question in somewhat greater detail. 

The Land Clauses Consolidation Act came into being in 1845, as one 

of a trio of bills, the other two being Company Clauses Consolidation 

2 acts. As their titles imply they did not contain any legal innovations 

but like other 'consolidation acts' of the perio9~ had as their object 

'simply to embody in one uniform act the various enactments 
relative to the subjects which were scattered through many 
acts of parliament. There was an immense number of statutes 
relating to these matters, which occasioned great uncertainty 
as to their provisions and effect; and to remedy this incon
venience the bills in question had been framed'~ 

The act dealt with the procedures to which all incorporated bodies were 

subject when'purchasing real property, and although introduced specifi-

cally to meet the needs of railway promoters it thus applied to municipal 

corporations also. Whilst the practices which it codified were legitimate 

1For example, according to H.J. Dyos ('The slum attacked', in The Origin 
of the Social Services, no pagination, but nominally p.7), the act 
'apart from increasing the penalty on landlords for failing to deal with 
unhealthy houses ••• , and relaxing the definition of an unhealthy area to 
one that was injurious to health rather than actually disease-ridden, 
made no changes of importance ••• '. W. Ashworth (op.cit., pp. 99-105) 
considers the question of compensation, but assigns no particular sig
nificance to the 1890 act. 

2H• Parris, Government and the Railways in nineteenth century Britain z 
pp. 99-100. 

3F•W• Clifford, History of Private Bill Legislation, volume 1, p. 321. 

4parliamentary Debates, third series, volume LXXVII, column 170, 6 Feb. 
1845; see also op.cit., volume LXXIX, columns 588-589. 
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where commercial transactions were involved, these had a deleterious 

effect upon the cost of acquiring land where the motive, as in slum 

clearance, was not private or public profit. One eminent barrister 

defined the principal involved as follows: 

'the Land Clauses Acts were originally passed in respect of 
property to be acquired by trading companies and others 
working for private profit, and it was said: 'You must pay 
not only the market value of the lands that you are going 
to take, but you must pay something in respect of the proper
ty, so as to give the landowner a profit out of those lands, 
and it is not unfair that you should pay something in respect 
of that profit' ,,~ 

In framing the law, then, parliament was allowing a limited infringe-

ment of the rights of property, but on the other hand it was felt 

necessary to acknowledge that such interferences were exceptional 

privileges and this was recognised by correspondingly large concessions 

to the owners affected. They were to be treated as unwilling parties 

to the transaction, and were to receive not simply the market value of 

their property, which would have assumed a willingness to sell, but in 

addition compensation for an enforced deprivation of their rights. As 

one legal authority observed, 

'the true measure of compensation"under these acts is the 
value of the land to the owner, and this may in cases be 
quite independent of the market value'? 

We suggested in an earlier chapter that contemporary opinion believed 

that the law greatly inflated the cost of land purchases, and provided 

an instance of the law in operation in Leeds in the early eighteen 

forties, which confirmed the truth of this. Such experience led the 

lSpeech of Lord Robert Cecil, House of Lords Select Committee on the 
Local Government Provisional Orders Housin of the Workin 
~NO. 2) /Leeds Order Bill, 26 July 1901, p.6. The reference to Acts' 
refers to the subsequent acts amending)the original measure, in matters 
not relevant to the present discussion. 

2J •H• Balfour Browne and Charles E. Allan, The Law of COmpensation, 
second edition, 1903, p. 543. 
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council to act very cautiously in:these matters, and provided the 

reason why it failed to adopt the national housing acts of 1868 and 

1875. In a discussion upon Torren's bill in 1867, one councillor 

observed that, 

'the value of the property was to be arrived at under the 
Land Clauses Consolidation Act. Everybody knew that that 
was a tedious and expensive process ••• corporations buying 
under it generally had to pay double the value of what 
they purchased'! 

Similarly, on the subject of the 1875 act, the town clerk wrote to the 

Home Secretary informing him that, 

'practically the present measure was valueless because of 
the enormous cost involved'? 

In 1886, a private members bill, the Compulsory Purchase of Land Com

pensation bill; proposed to amend the law in this respect, and the 

council petitioned in its favour, one of its members observing that 

although, 

'it was only fair that a man who had to part with his 
property unwillingly should be fully and fairly compensa
ted ••• it was argued that extravagant sums had to be paid, 
and that instead of property being injured by compulsory 
sale, it was sometimes materially benefitted'~ 

Although the proposer of the bill noticed in passing, that the Land 

Clauses Acts imposed a serious disadvantage upon local authorities, the 

main purpose of the bill was to reduce the costs incurred by railway 

companies. For this reason it encountered serious opposition, which 

forced its promoters to drop their bill at the end of the session. 

lLM,\26 March 1867. 
2-

LM, 3 Jan 1876. 

3See ParI. Deb.,third series, volume CCV, columns 855-868, 12 May 1866. 

4CM , 4 June 1886; ~, 5 June 1886. 
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The significance of the 1890 act was that its provisions 

extensively revised the disadvantageous conditions imposed by the Land 

Clauses Act where corporations intended to purchase property for slum 

clearance purposes. Under the act, property within an insanitary area 

was to be valued by new terms of reference. Arbitrators were explicitly 

directed to estimate the value of lands 'upon the fair market value' and 

'without any additional allowance in respect of the compulsory purchase'. 

In making his assessment, the arbitrator was to take into account whether 

or not the rental of the property was enhanced by its use, 

'for illegal purposes or being so overcrowded as to be 
dangerous or injurious to the health of the inmates, or if 
it was 'in a state of defective sanitation', or if it was 
incapable of being repaired so as to make it fit for human 
habitation'l 

The fact that this revision of the law was crucial in its influence upon 

the council's policy was attested many times in the evidence which the 

corporation's witnesses and legal counsel gave before L.G.B. enquiries 

and before select committees of both Houses of Parliament. As the 

chairman of the sanitary committee stated in evidence to the L.G.B. 

inspectors in 1896, 

'as to dealing with the properties with in the area under 
the Land Clauses Act, such a course would mean the 'killing' 
of the scheme on account of the enormous additional cost 
that would be entailed'? 

The property owners who petitioned against the schemes also 

testified, by implication, in support of this and similar statements, in 

claiming that their own properties should, for various reasons, be 

lSee Charles E. Allan, The Housing of the Working Classes Acts. 1890-
1900, second edition 1901, pp. xxxvii, and 26-35 for commentary on 
section 21 of the act. 

2yp , 20 March 1896. 



335 

valued under the Land Clauses, rather than the Housing of the Working 

Classes Act~ There is some evidence on both the negotiated and arbitra-

ted settlements with property owners in Leeds under the 1890 Act, which 

suggests that the new principles of compensation acted, as we have 

claimed, to allow less exhorbitant compensation to property owners than 

would have previously been possible. Of the transactions with the one 

hundred and fifty two owners involved in one of the council's major 

slum clearance projects, the York street insanitary area, financial 

details are available in seventy three cases where purchase was made by 

agreement, and in the ten cases where arbitration was involved. The 

aggregate amount initially claimed by the owners who eventually settled 

without arbitration was £91,342, and that offered by the insanitary areas 

sub-committee, £55,221. The total amount finally agreed came to £65,322, 

or about 30% less than the owners' total demands, and about 20% more 

than the sub-committee's original offers~ Those who took their cases 

to arbitration fared less well than this. They claimed compensation to 

a total amount of £21,854, in contrast to the sub-committee's offers of 

£12,160. The L.G.B. arbitrator, however, awarded only £12,970 in all, 

thus virtually confirming the estimates of value which the sub-co~ttee 

had made~ F.M. Lupton believed that the total cost of purchasing the 

sixty seven acres within the council's two principal slum clearance 

areas, York street and Quarry Hill, was 

'probably between 10 per cent. and 20 per cent. over the 
actual value of the properties, had they been offered for 
sale in the open market'~ 

1see, for example the remarks of Sir George Morrison and Mr. Hepper 
before the L.G.B. local enquiry, YF, 13 March 1896. 

2Notebooks drawn up in the City Engineer's Office, and consulted by 
permission of Professor M.W. Beresford. 

3Sub Sanitary (Unhealthy Areas) Committee minutes, 12 June 1900 gives 
details of the claims, offers, and awards. 

4 
F.M. Lupton, op.cit., p. 9. 
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but there is every reason to believe that these were far more favour-

able terms than would have been obtained under the Land Clauses Act. 

The slum clearances which the council planned and put into effect 

between 1890 and 1905 can be divided into three groups. In the first, 

and by far the most important were two projects, the York street 

insanitary area, and the Quarry Hill insanitary area, which were 

designed under Part I of the 1890 Act. This allowed local authorities, 

subject to the approval of the Local Government Board, to purchase the 

whole of the property in any district regarded as beyond regeneration 

to enable them to make a comprehensive redevelopment. Part II of the 

Act enabled a selective approach to be taken where local authorities 

believed that a district was capable of improvement by the removal of 

only some of'the properties in it, leaving the remaining houses as 

suitable for occupation as a result. Only one area, Camp Field, was 

dealt with in this way. The third group of clearances were those which 

were not carried out under the 1890 Act. Neither primary sources nor 

commentaries actually specify under what authority this was done, but 

it seems probable that the council used its powers under the improve-

1 ment act of 1877. Since we have claimed that the Housing of the Working 

Classes Act was responsible for a major change in the attitude of the 

council towards slum clearance, we ought first to consider why these 

exceptions were made. The first of them involved the total demolition 

lLupton, op.cit., p.12, notes that the council had originally intended 
to use Part II, but was able to come to agreements in all cases. He 
does not specify under what legislation this was done. W.T. Lancashire, 
'Operation of the Housing of the Working Classes Act in Leeds', Journal 
of the Royal Sanitary Institute, XXX 1909, p. 378, simply noted that 
'the corporation have in various parts of the city effected improvements 
by removing obstructive buildings, though not always under Housing Acts'. 
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of East King and East Queen streets in the east ward of Leeds township. 

This was a group of 104 houses on one and a half acres of land which 

the sanitary committee purchased between 1892 and 1895 for £11,127, 

although slightly more than half of this sum (£5,645) was spent in 

. . bl' h 1 acqulrlng two pu lC ouses. This was followed a few years later by 

a scheme of selective demolition in Holbeck. Following a meeting with a 

deputation from the Holbeck Social and Sanitary Association in June 

1898; the sanitary committee decided to 'open out' a few courts in the 

streets off Meadow road. Several open spaces were made by removing 

3 137 houses at a cost of about £16,000. A similar project in the dis-

trict of West street in the west ward of Leeds township involved the 

demolition of 115 houses, costing about £12,000. A further £8,000 was 

spent around Mabgate and the Bank in the east end of Leeds, and in 

several parts of Hunslet in purchasing 93 houses for 'sanitary 

improvements'~ In all, then, about 450 houses were purchased at a cost 

of some £46,000 without reference to the 1890 Act. The most probable 

explanation for this is that it had been possible to reach agreement 

with all the owners involved, and they were prepared in virtually all 

cases to settle for reasonable amounts~ Thus it was unnecessary to 

invoke either the compulsory purchase powers, or the compensation 

provisions of the Act. Although additional borrowing powers for slum 

clearances could only be obtained if they were made umer the Act, the 

lLupton, op,cit., p.llj se, 8 Feb 1892; CM, 16 Nov 1892, 16 Feb, 15 Nov, 
6 Dec 1893, 6 Feb 1895. 

2 se, 9 June, 8 Sept 1898. 

3Lupton op.cit., p. 12. Lupton wrote before several of these schemes 
were completed, and where the figures given here differ from his, they 
have been taken from the Report of the Unhealthy Areas Sub-conmnttee, 
1902-3 to 1908-9. 

41 . OC.Clt. 
5--

Lupton, ~.~., p. 11 and p. 12. 
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cost involved was small enough to be raised from current revenue, 

and the sanitary committee received an annual subvention for this 

purpose. But there was, perhaps, another factor which influenced the 

sanitary committeets decision to undertake these schemes under the 

local act. Any scheme sanctioned under the Housing Act had to make 

provision for the rehousing of displaced tenants! and, as we shall 

see, there was considerable reluctance on the part of the committee to 

accept this responsibility. 

One modest scheme was, however, carried out under Part II of 

the Act. This was in Camp Field, a district of about three acres 

in the south ward of Leeds township on its boundary with Holbeck. 

There were about a hundred back-to-back houses with the front houses 

facing onto three streets and the rear ones onto courts which had been 

partially built over with houses and out-houses. In April 1892, the 

medical officer of health first brought this district to the attention 

of the sanitary committee; but no decision was made until January 1895, 

when it was agreed that it should be improved under the Housing Act~ 

The L.G.B. approved the scheme, but insisted that the council should 

provide ten houses to partially replace the fifty nine which we~e to be 

demolished. The council had these built at a total cost of £2,845, and 

they were let at rents of 5/6d and 6s a week~ They remained the only 

houses which it owned upto the end of our period. It seems that the 

reason why the committee decided to undertake the scheme under the Act 

was because it had been impossible to reach agreement with the owners 

153 and 54 Viet., Ch. 70, section 11 sub-sec. (1) and section 40. 

2sc, 11 April 1892. 
3 

SC, 11 Jan 1895; CM, 6 Feb, 7 Aug 1895. 
4 . CM, 3 Feb 1897, 1 June 1898; Lancashire, art. cit., p. 378. 
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of the property to be demolished; and so it was forced to invoke com-

pulsory powers which had been unnecessary elsewhere. 

The inception of the council's two major clearance schemes can 

be dated from an outbreak of typhus fever in the east end of Leeds 

township in l890~ The outbreak. which began in April and continued 

into June was not a major one as there were only forty six cases 

altogether, but there were two disturbing features about it. The first 

arose from the nature of the disease itself. As the medical officer 

of health observed in exculpating his colleagues in private practice 

from any possible charge of negligence. 

'there seems to be a certain amount of difficulty on the 
part of many medical men in recognising typhus fever. 
This is not very much to be wondered at, considering how 
improved sanitary conditions have almost banished this 
disease from England'. 

Secondly, all the victims lived in the north east ward, and a third 

lived in Allison's Buildings. Quarry Hill. The medical officer rev-

iewed the history of epidemics in this area since 1867, and concluded 

that, 

'the neighbourhood seems therefore to be one surrounded 
by property in which infectious diseases are more or less 
habitually prevalent'. 

In 1888, the streets and sewerage committee had actually visited 

Allison's Buildings and had advised the sanitary committee that, 

'the purchase by the corporation of the site of the premises 
in consideration of its being left permanently open, would 
be a great sanitary improvement of the neighbourhood'~ 

lThe council decided to go to arbitration on 6 April 1898, see CM for 
that date. 

2 SC, 6 May 1890 contains the report of the M.O.H., from which the 
following quotations are taken. 

3SC , 8 Oct 1888. 
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but no action had been taken' on this. Dr. Cameron now suggested the 

possibility of cutting two intersecting streets through the northern 

part of the Quarry Hill district, as 

'to do so would enable you to destroy a considerable 
number of unwholesOme dwellings. It would give more air 
to the streets around, and would do some little towards 
relieving this neighbourhood from the opprobrium of being 
a hotbed of fevert. 

The committee, however, was prepared to consider a more ambitious 

project than the one he suggested. It directed him to prepare a 

report on the particulars of all the property in the area bounded by 

Quarry Hill on the north, Mabgate beck on the east and Marsh lane on 

the south, 

'with recommendations as to what property should be 
demolished for sanitary improvement', 

and an alternative scheme was to be prepared for two new streets, one 

on a north-south and the other on an east-west axis to be driven through 

1 the area. This was presumably to be done under the powers the council 

possessed to remove dwellings unfit for human habitation, acquired under 

the 1870 improvement act, and made perpetual under the local act of 

1877~ It was probably not until four months later, September 1890, 

when 

'a copy of all acts of parliament passed in the last session 
having reference to sanitary matters together with notes 
upon them prepared by Dr. Cameron'3 

were circulated to members of the comndttee, that they became aware of 

the 1890 act, and we cannot be certain at what date its beneficial 

provisions were realised. In September 1891, Dr. Cameron certified the 

l SC , 6 May 1890. 

2RB , 26 Sept 1877, see under heading 'As to Sanitary Matters'. 

3SC , 8 Sept 1890. 



341 

area within the boundaries mentioned above as an unhealthy area within 

the meaning of the 1890 act, and the committee decided that he and the 

borough engineer should co-operate to produce a report on the best way 

of dealing with it! The scheme which they had drawn up, which now 

incorporated an adjacent area to the north west, the Leylands, was 

presented to the committee in January 1892, and they were directed to 

calculate the probable cost involved, and work out a plan for improving 

the area in small sections~ It is not apparent at this stage what 

exactly was envisaged. Although we cannot be precise about the chrono-

logy, we do know that the committee, 

'at first hoped that it might be dealt with under Part II of 
the Act - that is to say, by taking a house here or a house 
there, or a little bit here or a little bit there, and deal
ing with that: but prolonged examination convinced them 
that that was a perfectly impossible way of dealing with 
this area, and they came to the conclusion that it must be 
dealt with under Part I'J 

Considering the sheer size of the area involved, that is, about sixty 

seven acres, it is hardly surprising that it took the committee some 

time to acclimatize to the implications involved in redeveloping it. 

Here, perhaps, political considerations exerted an influence. In 

January 1892, the mayor broached the subject cautiously in public, 

observing that, 

'the time might come, though he did not think that it would 
come just yet, when the corporation would see its way to 
apply for powers to purchase the insanitary property ••• , pull 
it down, and provide for the erection of habitations fit for 
people to live in. In doing this, however, it must not be 
forgotten that those who might enter upon the enterprise would 
require a fair return for money invested'~ 

lSC, 14 Sept 1891. (See maps in map-pocket). 

2SC, 11 Jan 1892. 
3 House of Lords S.C., 26 July 1901 (Speeches), p. 2. 

4yp~15 'Jan 1892. 
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But, as we have noted, just over a year later, the promise of immediate 

action on this issue figured prominently in the Liberals' municipal 

manifesto. Even so, it was some time before planning preparations 

were completed. By May 1894, the committee had decided upon its 

strategy, and six members were delegated to work with the town clerk, 

city engineer, and medical officer to co-ordinate plans for dealing 

with 'Insanitary Area No. l'~ This, the York street insanitary 

area containing a population of 3,844 of whom 2,119 were defined as 

working class, was a 16{ acre segment in the south west corner of the 

area specified in the medical officer's report of September 1891. A 

year later, the legal and engineering details had been finalised, and 

the council was asked to approve Dr. Cameron's deposition declaring 

that the 

'sanitary defects in such area cannot be effectually reme
died otherwise than by an improvement scheme for the 
rearrangement or reconstruction of the streets and houses 
within such area or of some of such streets or houses't 

When in April 1895, the matter came formally before the council the 

Leeds Property Owners Association petitioned for the decision to be 

postponed, but an amendment to refer the scheme back to the sanitary 

committee until it had 'completed the work already in hand' was suppor-

ted by only four council members, whilst forty seven voted to instruct 
3 I 

the comrndttee to present its plans for approval. In September the 

committee decided to exclude property on the south-east' side of Marsh 

4 land from its plans, and in the following month, presented its scheme 

1SC , 7 May 1894. 

2CM , 3 April 1895. 

31oc.cit. We have considered the 'work already in hand', above, pp.336-337. 

4SC , 25 Sept 1895. 
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I 

for the York street insanitary area' to the council for confirmation. 

This the council did with few dissentients, the voting being fifty in 

favour and only five for delay~ The net cost would, according to the 

co~ttee's submission De £106,971. The purchase of land and buildings 

was expected to cost £129,185, and a further £36,259 would be spent in 

the alteration and construction of streets. But to offset this, the 

city engineer estimated that the value of surplus land to be disposed 

of after the works had been completed would be £58,473~ 

In conformity with the provisions of the 1890 act, the council 

thus applied to the L.G.B. for a preliminary enquiry to be held, so 

that if satisfied with the scheme, the Board could promote the provi-

sional order which would allow the council to go ahead. The enquiry 

was held in March 1896; and the council was opposed by some of the 

property owners involved who claimed that the scheme was merely 

intended to enable the council to make street improvements, and so was 

not within the terms of reference of the Housing of the Working Classes 

Act. Amongst the objectors was Edmund Wilson, the secretary to the 

Industrial Dwellings Company, who likewise condemned it as, 

'an attempt to make a city improvement under the guise of 
sanitary reform'~ 

Obviously, in the process of redevelopment, it would be necessary to 

construct new streets, but of course the real aim of the owners was to 

avoid having their property purchased under the 1890 act, and so sac-

rificing the financial advantages which would have been gained by a 

valuation under the Land Clauses Acts. The Board accepted the council's 

lCM, 9 Oct 1895. 
2 . loco C1t. 

3yp , 13-20 March 1896. 

4yp 20 March 1896. -' 
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proposition, and granted its provisional order in May~ The confirming 

act became law in August l896~ 'Four years later, arrangements had 

been completed to purchase all the property in the York street insan

itary area; but by this time, plans were already in preparation to 

acquire the far larger remaining area with a population of 10,577, 

originally certified in 1895. The sanitary committee had realised that 

it would be impossible to redesign the area in successively purchased 

sections, and so recommended that the council now apply for powers to 

take the district of about fifty acres designated as the Quarry Hill 

insanitary area. The net cost was calculated to be £298,034, with the 

probable cost of acquiring the land and buildings, at £450,567 and the 

additional expense of altering and constructing streets, at £72,467, 

4 offset by sales of surplus land at an estimated value of £225,000. 

The same procedure of local enquiry, provisional order, and confirming 

act took place. The objections rehersed before the L.G.B. inspectors 

were the same as those advanced five years before; but in the Commons 

the bill encountered some opposition, for reasons we shall consider 

later in the chapter. Nevertheless, the confirming bill became law~ 

and purchases began in 1902? The council succeeded in buying the 

greater part by agreement, and had acquired virtually the whole of the 

b h d f . d8 property y teen 0 our perlo • 

lSC, 4 June 1896. 
259 and 60 Viet., Ch. CCXXXVlll. 
3SC , 14 June 1900. 
4SC , 14, 26 June 1900; CM, 4 July 1900. 
5LM , 2-7, 9, 22, 23, March 1901. 
6-1 Edw. 7, Ch. clxxi. 
7Report of the Unhealthy Areas sub-committee, 1902-03. 
8W•T• Lancashire, 'Operation of the Housing of the Working Classes Act 
in Leeds', Journal of the Royal Sanitary Institute, XXX, 1909, p. 379, 
states that out of 555 owners involved in the Quarry Hill scheme, only 
24 resorted to arbitration. This source gives the cost of purchasing 
the York street area as £191,000, and Quarry Hill as above £565,000, 
total £756,000. Lupton op.cit., p. 13 quotes £718,456 which was pres
umab~y t~e cost of purchases wh!ch had been n~gofiated.at the time of 
pub1lcat!On, about three years before Lancash!re s artlde •. 
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Although by the turn of the.century the council owned about 

sixty seven acres of the worst slums in the city, and so had great 

potential scope to make major environmental improvements, the sanitary 

conunittee was very cautious in carrying out its clearance programme. 

In 1902, its chairman declared that it, 

'did not intend to make a tremendous clearance all at once. 
Alderman Lupton, chairman of the Insanitary Areas committee 
computed that twenty five or thirty years would be required 
for the completion of the scheme't 

Lupton, a Conservative alderman who became chairman in December 1896~ 

was a keen exponent, of this gradualist approach, and under his guidance 

the sub-committee followed a 'conservationist' policy. This entailed 

the removal of only those houses which were in an irremediable condi-

tion, whilst at the same time working to extend the life of the less 

derelict property. As the sub-committee reported in 1904: 

'whilst aware of the fact that many of the houses are 
uninhabitable, (it was) repairing those which are capable of 
being made rea~onably habitable and not required for immed
iate demolition'~ 

This was combined with an equally cautious financial policy, as evi-

denced by the statement that, 

'the income derived from and the expenditure on the reasonably 
habitable houses is being carefully watched and recorded'~ 

By the end of our period three hundred houses or under half of the 

York street area had been cleared, and at Quarry Hill, 

'excepting that a few houses have been pulled down to open 
up the most congested places ••• , the only work of demolition 
has been in regard to a wide street which is ultimately to 
run through the area from east to west'~ 

lLM, 4 Dec 1902. 
2sub-Sanitary (Insanitary Areas) Committee minutes, 10 Dec 1896. 
3Report of the Unhealthy Areas Sub-committee, 1903-4. 
4loc .cit. 5-- . 
Lupton, ~.ci,., p. 7, and p. 8; Lancashire, art.cit., p. 379, stated 
that by 1909, on the basis of the number of persons displaced, two-thirds 
of the York street area and one quarter of the Quarry Hill area have 
been cleared'. 
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By this time, the council, with an income from rents in these two 

1 areas of £22,569, must have been by far the largest slum landlord in 

the city. It will be obvious that this policy was, in essentials, 

that of the Industrial Dwellings Company writ large, and indeed since 

d b f h C 'd' 2 1901, Lupton ha een one 0 t e ompany S 1rectors. 

In the last years of the century, the most important is~ues which 

arose in relation to the slum clearance schemes were those related to 

the council's rehousing obligations under the 1890 Act. 

In approving the York street scheme, the L.G.B. had specified in 

the provisional order that the work was to proceed in four stages. 

Once the first was completed, and before the second stage of demolition 

could begin, houses for 500 displaced tenants had to be built to plans 

approved by the Board. Again, before stage three was carried out, 500 

more were to be rehoused, and before beginning the last stage a further 

b 'd d 'h' d' 3 Th' d f 1,000 were to e prov1 e W1t accommo at1on. 1S accounte or 

slightly less than two thirds (2,000 out of 2,119) of the inhabitants 

of the area who were defined as working class. These stipulations 

resurrected a problem which had been discussed in Leeds in the seventies, 

that is, the proper sphere of municipal enterprise in the housing market. 

In February 1897, the insanitary areas sub-committee decided to 

send a deputation to the L.G.B. to ask its opinion on the possibility of 

building through houses for 1,000 persons on part of the Ivy Lodge 

estate~ This was an estate of 78 acres a mile from the insanitary area 

lReport of the Unhealthy Areas Sub-committee, 1905-6. 

2pRO , BT 31/30751; Lupton's own views on the value of these schemes is 
expressed unequivocally in Lupton, ~.cit., p. 14. For the view of the 
secretary to the L.I. D. Co. on the schemes, which was as unenthusias
tic as Lupton's, see Edmund Wilson, art. cit., pp. 258-259. 

359 and 60 Vict., Ch. ccxxxviii, section 6-.--

4SS (lA), 1 Feb 1897. 
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which the council had bought in 1886, intending it for a recreation 

1 ground. Later in February the sub-committee applied for permission to 

2 erect fifty houses initially, which the Board approved. The sub-

committee then reversed its decision to build these houses as municipal 

property, a~d agreed that land for fifty six hous~s should be sold by 

auction, and that the houses which were to be built were to conform to 

plans approved by the council and the L.G.B~ This decision raised 

opposition from several radical political groups. In July, a deputa-

tion representing the I.L.P., the National Labour Party, the Leeds 

Reform Union, and the Trades Council appeared at a council meeting 

'and urged that the land should be retained, and the 
dwellings erected by the corporation'~ 

The leader of the deputation argued that the council should provide 

houses at rents which were as near as possible to those which tenants 

were already paying, and that it could do this because it could. 

borrow money on more favourable terms than those available to private 

builders~ An amendment to ensure that the land was retained in munici-

pal ownership, and that the council should build the necessary houses 

was defeated by thirty votes to eighteen. The amendment was moved 

again on 1st September, and again lost~ Its proposer supported his 

case by claiming that housing was only another service which should be 

added to an already well-established municipal agenda, observing that 

'some members might object to the corporation entering into 
what they considered the domain of private enterprise; but 
its possession of the gas works, the water works, and many 
other works for the public benefit showed that it was al
ready a great trading concern, and he could not see that it 
would enter into any new departure in building suitable 
dwellings for the people in question'. 

lCM, 3 Feb 1886. 
2SS (lA), 10 Feb, 3 May 1897. 
~SS(lA), 3 May, 9 June 1897. 

CM, 7 July 1897. 
5LM , 8 July 1897. 
6CM, 1 Sept 1897. 
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Alderman Lupton, not surprisingly, spoke against the motion, and 

claimed, 

'that it was not the duty of the corporation to compete 
with private traders; that they had no right to use public 
money for the purposes of such competition, even if it 
could be shown to produce a profit to the city'! 

As we noted earlier, the town clerk had considered this objection 

twenty years before when he argued that there would be no unfair comr 

petition, since the council would only be providing houses for those 

whose incomes were too low to be a source of effective demand for the 

private sector. The question of rents naturally remained central to 

the debate, and here arose another problematic issue. The houses 

which were built on the Ivy Lodge estate were, by the standards of the 

period, well-designed, soundly-constructed homes, but let at rents 

much higher than most of the inhabitants of the insanitary areas could 

afford. This was only partly the result of private builders' costs. 

The L.G.B. set the standards for these houses and, 

'the lowest rent of a house complying with the central 
authority's requirements was 5s. 6d. per week'~ 

This was true whether they were erected by the public or the private 

sector. The two-bedroomed houses erected by the council in Derwent 

Avenue as part of the Camp Field scheme were rented at 5/6d and 6s, 

3 but still failed to meet the sum required to cover the loan charges. 

Under these circumstances the argument in favour of municipal housing 

which the then town clerk had put forward in 1877 no longer applied, or 

at least had to be severely modified. As Lupton observed, 

1LM , 2 Sept 1897. 

2LM , 4 Dec 1902. 

3Lupton,.£E.. cit., p.lO. 
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'the type of houses erected ••• wou1d be of the 5s. 6d. a 
week class, and he did not believe in the corporation 
building houses for people who could afford that amount. 
If they did anything at all, it should be for the very 
poorest of the people'! 

It was presumably with this difficulty in mind that in November 1898, 

the insanitary areas sub-committee sent a deputation to the Board to 

try to persuade it to allow back-to-back houses to be built on the 

York street area when cleared; predictably, the Board refused to con-

'd h' 2 Sl er t lS. Some cheapar accommodation became available when in 1900 

the council sanctioned the building, again by private enterprise, of 

a tenement block containing two and three-roomed flats to house 198. 

3 people, in the York street area. But the sub-comndttee did nothing 

to meet the Trades Council's request to adopt Part III of the 1890 

Act, and build working class lodging houses~ Alderman Lupton stressed 

the superiority of private enterprise, based simply on financial con-

siderations, when he opposed municipal lodging houses in January 1905. 

Noting that those in other provincial towns yielded a return of between 

1.9% to 6%, he continued. 

'in London, the municipal lodging houses made 4% on their 
capital, whilst a private company - Lord Rowton's - declared 
6%, and so far as he could make out from the accounts, made 
about 11%. That was the difference between private and mun
icipal management. The municipality always rushed into some 
extravagance or other, and in the end did not give better 
accommodation' ~ 

lLM, 2 March 1905. 

2SS (lA), 29 Nov 1898, 24 Jan 1899. 

3SS (lA), 26 Sept 1900; Lupton,~. cit., p. 7. These flats are still 
in occupation (1975). 

4SS (lA), 29 Jan 1896. The Leeds Housing Reform Council sent a deputa
tion to the sanitary comndttee with the same request in 1901,see SC, 
16 April 1901. 

5g!, 5 Jan 1905. 



350 

By the turn of tnecentury, arrangements had been made, in 

theory at least, to accommodate 906 displaced tenant~ on the Ivy Lodge 

estate. But, in fact, although these houses had been built to compen-

sate for the numbers demolished in the York street area, they 

'did not provide for a single person displaced by the 
'clearance of the insanitary area ••• the rents being from 
5s. to 6s. a week'~ 

Accommodation for a further 198 individuals was available in the 

cheaper Brick street flats, but this is most unlikely to have been 

sufficient to meet the demand for cheap housing in this neighbourhood. 

Furthermore, the council's assistant engineer had noted in 1896, that, 

'there is a great need in Leeds for some really good common 
lodging houses'~ 

but no action had been taken to meet this need. We can thus imagine 

that many residertts must have been put to some hardship by this first 

stage in the council's slum clearance programme. This point was taken 

up again when the council applied to obtain a provisional order to 

allow it to redevelop the Quarry Hill area. But on this occasion, 

opposition to its proposals came not~ from local radical groups, but 

from some members of the House of Commons. The confirming bill proposed 

to enable the council to demolish on a first clearance houses accommo-

dating a total of one thousand residents before any rehousing was 

obligatory. When this stage had been reached, dwellings were to be 

built for seven hundred people, after which a further thousand could be 

displaced and another seven hundred rehoused. This process was'to be 

l~, 5 Sept 1901. 

2G•F• Carter, 'Operation of the Housing of tne Working Classes Act in 
Leeds', Journal of 'the Royal Sanitary Institute, XVIII, 1897, p. 469. 
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repeated until six thousand 'persons of the working class' had been 

. l' d . 1 provided w~th a ternat~ve accommo at~on, out of a total working class 

population in the area of an estimated 9,234. The remainder were 

expected to move into the five hundred empty houses within a mile 

2 
radius of the area. 

When the bill was brought up for its second reading, several 

M.Ps. questioned the decision to allow demolition to take place on so 

great a scale without any initial provision for rehousing, although 

their opposition was insufficient to prevent the bill from going to the 

select committee~ Thus in one sense it was, paradoxically, fortunate 

that the council did not adopt a more vigorous approach to slum clear-

ance. To the working class residents of the insanitary areas this would 

have involved considerable upheaval, leading either to greatly increased 

housing densities in adjacent districts, or considerably higher rents 

if they were able to move away from the east end. The only way in which 

the council could have provided accommodation at a comparable cost 

would have been through subsidised municipal housing, which it was not 

prepared to contemplate. During the council debates in 1897, when this 

question was discussed, one speaker said, 

'the town clerk would tell them that they could not carry 
out the Socialistic idea of the corporation remaining the 
1and10rd'~ 

and another that, 

'he objected to five hundred people being benefitted at the 
expense of the rest of the community. The scheme proposed 
was Utopian, and he hoped the council would not adopt it'~ 

11 Edw. 7 Ch c1xxi, article III, sub-section S. 

2House of Commons S.C., 2 July 1901, quo 194-197. 

3parl • Deb., 4th series, volume XCV, columns 388-398, 14 June 1901. 
The bill received its second reading by 307 votes to 52. 

4LM , 8 July 1897. 

SLM 2 Sept 1897. 
-' 
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It was to be several decades before municipal policy in Leeds came 

to adopt the 'Socialistic idea' urged upon it at the end of the 

nineteenth century. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

MUNICIPAL LABOUR RELATIONS 'AND 

UNEMPLOYMENT RELIEF SCHEMES 
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One aspect of municipal policy which became increasingly important 

towards the end of the century arose from the involvement of the coun

cil in trade union and labour affairs. This involvement with the 

labour movement arose from several sources. By the late nineteenth 

century the corporation had become a major employer of semi skilled 

and unskilled labour, and at the end of our period employed nearly four 

thousand men in various departments. As the size of the sanitary 

department increased, especially after the decision to create a direct 

works department to deal with scavenging and ashpit cleansing, and with 

the purchase of the gas works in 1870 and the tramways in 1894, and 

consequently the transfer of a large number of workers into municipal 

employment, labour relations understandably became an important part of 

the work of the council's committees. These became a significant 

feature of policy and politics with the arrival of the 'new unionism' 

in Leeds in 1889, and the subsequent activities of the Gasworkers' and 

General Labourers' Union. In the following pages we shall examine the 

impact which the union had upon the labour conditions of the men 

employed by the three most important labour-employing committees, the 

gas, sanitary and tramway committees. 

After 1891, the council was exerting a limited influence over 

wages in private industry, insofar as independent firms took on 

municipal work, through the adoption of the 'fair wage' clause in 

council contracts. Besides the conditions of those in employment, the 

problems of the unemployed became an important issue. Unemployment and 

the means of alleviating it became an item of debate, and from the 

eighteen nineties, the organisation of relief schemes was added to the 
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municipal ,agenda. Hence this chapter falls into three parts: the 

first begins with a review of the gasworks dispute of 1889-1890, and 

examines the efforts of the Gasworkers t and General Labourers' Union 

to improve the conditions of workers in municipal service, the second 

describes the acceptance and enforcement of the 'fair wage' stipula-

tion in council contracts, and the third reviews the local history of 

schemes to assist the unemployed. 

(1) 

The first experience which the council had of 'new unionism' was 

in October 1889, when the gas co~ttee received a series of demands 

from the stokers, firemen, coal wheelers and labourers of the three 

gas works at Meadow lane, York street and New Wortley, which had been 

formulated at a meeting held on Vicar's Croft on 29 September~ The men 

asked for an eight-hour day for stokers, firemen and coal wheelers, with 

5/- for the shift, time and a half for Sundays and all overtime, and 

double time for the day and night shifts on Sunday and Good Friday. 

They also wanted a week's paid holiday a year for all permanent 

employees, an increase of 4d a day for yard men and purifiers, and a 

modification of the work load of firemen and stokers. The committee 

yielded upon hours and wages for the time being, but refused to issue 

a new set of rules detailing all the concessions demanded, so as not 

to be bound, and awaited the falling away of the seasonal demand for 

gas would allow it to adopt a less conciliatory position. In April, it 

refused to negotiate with the local secretary of the G and GLU2, and in 

lGas Co~ttee Minutes, 17 Oct 1889. This well-known dispute has been 
widely noticed, particularly in E.P. Thompson, 'Homage to Tom Maguire' , 
A. Briggs and J. Saville eds., Essays in Labour History, especially 
pp. 299-301, and E.P. Hennock, Fit and Proper Persons, pp. 237-2~~; 
here we have confined the description to the detailed causes and results 
of the lock-out. 

2GC , 17 April 1890. 
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May issued a new set of rules. These embodied the accepted eight-

hour day, in shifts be~inning at 6 am, 2 pm and 10 pm, reiterated the 

wage and overtime terms, but increased work loads and offered only 

two days' paid holiday a year, Christmas Day and Good Friday. A second 

version of the regulations contained a wholly new condition, namely, 

that no worker could give notice between October and January, the 

period when demand for gas was at its height, a provision obviously 

intended to reduce the bargaining power of the union~ 

In June, when informed that no signatures had been received as 

agreeing to the new rules, the committee gave a fortnight's notice to 

1 k d f ' 2 a1 sto ers an ~remenJ and on 1 July the lock-out began. A brief 

but violent dispute followed, with riots, military intervention and 

3 about 10,000 made unemployed by the failure of the gas supply. Under 

these pressures, the gas committee was obliged to negotiate with the 

union. On 3 July an agreement was drawn up. It was agreed that 

28 days' notice should be given by either side, or 14 days when a bed 

of retorts was to be closed down, and the rule preventing stokers from 

leaving work between October and January was abolished. The union did 

not press its claim for a week's paid holiday, and accepted Whit 

Monday and the first Monday in August, besides the existing two ho1i-

days on Christmas Day and Good Friday, as holidays with pay, or for 

those required to work, days on which double time was paid. It was 

also agreed that the stokers were to charge the retorts with 60, 

instead of 55 cwts. a shift, and that the firemen were to do the extra 

IGC, 15 and 20 May 1890. 
2 

GC, 16 June 1890. 

3yp 4 July 1890. The clothing trade was apparently worst affected, 
since it relied on gas for motive power. 
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work which this entailed for them~ 

The borough accountant later' estimated that the cost of the claim 

conceded in October 1889 had been' to increase the wage bill in the 

first six months of 1890 by 27% compared to the same period in 1889. 

He also calculated that the stokers' agreement to increase their 

work load would in effect save the committee 13% on the increased cost 

of carbonising coal, and that the acceptance of two extra days' , 

instead of one week's paid holiday would cut the cost of the conces

sion from £790 to £264 a year~ The strike itself had cost the gas and 

watch committees £3,069.15.5, the major items being food, beer and 

tobacco, beds and blankets for the men imported, and compensation and 

railfares paid to them when the gas committee revoked their guarantees 

of employment, and payments to the military and police borrowed from 

3 other towns. 

In February 1891, another dispute seemed imminent when the stokers 

at New Wortley complained that notice had been given to men who had 

previously been employed throughout the year, so reversing the previous 

custom that men hired for the winter months should be discharged first. 

Negotiations began with the G and GLU, and the committee agreed to 

amend the rules to make the previous understanding explicit~ 

The events of 1889-1890 had established the viability of the union, 

and in the following years it made regular representations to the 

labour-employing committees of the council to improve its members' 

conditions. Its policy had six principal aims: the creation of 

lGC, 3 July 1890. 
2 RB, Oct 1890. 
3 1 . oc.Cl.t. 
4-

GC, 9, 16, 19, 21, 23, 24 Feb 1891. 
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'closed shops', the,general establishment of the eight-hour day, the 

improvement of conditions of work, increases in wages, the extension 

of overtime payments, and an increase in the number of holidays with 

pay. The comndttees defeated all attempts to oblige them to employ 

only unionised labour. In December 1891 and August 1892 the gas 

comndttee resisted pressure to dismiss non-union men, as did the 

sanitary co~ttee in January l896~ It would seem, however, that the 

success of the union's recruiting campaign had made this into a 

secondary issue, as it complained of no more than sixteen men as not 

being members at the Meadow land and New Wortley works, and only two 

men in the ashpit cleansing department had refused to pay their sub-

scriptions, and were transferred by the sanitary committee to other 

work7 

Although the 1890 dispute had guaranteed the stokers an eight-

hour day, other classes of labour in the gas works remained on longer 

hours, many working for twelve hours a day. An eight-hour day for 

purifiers and cinder-throwers was agreed in February 1896, for yard

men in October 1896 and for pipe layers in June 1899; but the union 

had little success in improving wages and overtime. In December 1895, 

it asked for increases of 9d a shift for stokers, coal wheelers and 

firemen (to give them 5/9, 4/9 and 5/9 respectively), 6d for purifiers 

(to give them 4/0) 4d for yardmen (to give them 4/0) and 5/- for 

4 engine men, as well as an eight-hour day for the last three groups. 

Negotiations took place in February, and were re-opened at the union's 

lGC, 17 Dec 1891, 18 Aug 1892; SC, 13 and 15 Jan 1896. 
2GC , 17 Dec 1891; SC, 13 Jan 1896. 
3GC , 20 Feb, 15 Oct 1896, 2 June 1899. 
4 Ge, 19 Dec 1895. 
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request in October 1896, but the committee refused to accept any 

demands except those already mentioned, for the introduction of the 

1 eight-hour day. The men claimed that although there had been a reduc-

tion of hours for stokers and others in 1890, there had been no increase 

in earnings, and that in other respects, conditions of work had since 

changed for the worse. They stated that the works were using larger 

quantities of lower-grade coal, and that the reduction in the number of 

Sundays worked made work on Mondays more laborious because of the extra 

effort involved in repairing retorts which had 'cracked' in cooling, 

and in refiring them. On its part, the committee claimed that wages 

in the Leeds gas works compared favourably with those paid in other 

2 towns. 

In November 1898, the union asked for a general increase of 4d a 

day, and the comndttee granted 2d to all except yardmen and purifiers, 

and a further increase of 2d was agreed to for stokers, firemen, coal 

wheelers, machine attendants and cinder throwers in June 1902~ 

The union's dealings with the sanitary committee appear to have 

been attended by more success. In November 1891, it applied for an 

improvement in scavengers' wages and conditions, asking for a half day 

holiday on Saturday, a full shift's wage for Saturday night work, 

instead of the 2/- then paid, double time for Sunday work and that 

existing rates of 18/-, 20/- and 22/- be increased by 2/- all round~ 

The committee agreed to pay time and a half on Sundays, a full day's 

pay for Saturday night, a half day, where possible, on Saturday, a 

ICC, 20 Feb, 15 Oct 1896; MRP, no. 57, Verbatim report of conference 
between Cas Committee and GaSworkers Union as to wages of men, 
February and October 1896. 

2Verbatim report (February, pp. 3, 8, 9, 11-12, 16 and 21; and 
Verbatim report (October), pp. 6, 12, 18-20. 

3 
4GC, 23 Nov 1898, 29 March 1899, 23 May 1902. 

SC, 23 Nov 1891. 
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48 hour week and a general increase of Ij- at all levels. A later 

request for time and a half on Good Friday and Christmas Day was also 

1 granted. 

In Decenber the union asked for an advance of 2/- in the wages of 

~n in the Ashpit Cleansing Department, and a three-shift eight-hour 

day for furnace men at the destructors. The furnace men were given an 

eight-hour day, and the ashpit men a ten hour day (day shift 6 am to 

4 pm, night shift 6 pm to 4 am) with meal breaks of one and a half 
2 

hours. Wages were also increased,as fo11ows:-

Day throwers out 22/- to 23/-

Day East ward sweepers (old men) 18 to 19 

Day cartmen 22 to 24 

Night throwers out 25 to 26 

Night throwers out (Bramley men) 25 to 26 

Night wherry men 25 to 26 

Night cartmen 23 to 25 

In February 1898, a similar improvement was requested, namely a 

general 2/- advance, a week's paid holiday. double time for Good 

Friday and Christmas day, and an eight hour day for the 'lads' employed • 

• The committee gave an eight hour day, exclusive of meal times to all, 

and an increase of 1/- a week to most classes of 1abour~ Again, in 

October 1903, the union asked for an advance of 2/- and 1/- was given 

to most of the committee's workmen~ 

lSC, 23 Nov. and 9 Dec 1891. 

2SC , 14 Dec 1891, 19 Jan 1892. 

3Sub-sanitary (scavenging) committee, 8 Feb, 10 March 1898; SC, 
30 March 1898. 

4 SC , 8 Oct, 19 Nov 1903. 
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Thus over the same period, the employees of the sanitary 

committee had achieved a much greater financial improvement in their 

working conditions tnan had tneir fellow workers under the gas 

committee, although they did not have the same number of holidays. 

No request was made on this subject until July 1904, when a week's 

1 paid holiday a year was asked for, as only two days was then allowed. 

This was not granted, but in January 1905, the committee increased 

the number of holidays to four, in line with a recommendation made by 

the recently-created committee to consider labour questions~ 

To tramway workers, municipalisation in February 1894 meant a 

great improvement in wages and hours, with wages being increased by 

3 twenty per cent, and hours reduced from 81 to 67 a week, and as 

table 7.1 shows, wages for most groups of workers were increased at 

least three times up to 1903, and in the latter year the tramways com

mittee introduced a six-day, sixty-hour week~ But this improvement was 

not as advantageous to the committee's employees as it may seem, for 

in 1903 the 'split turn' system was introduced. This meant that the 

total number of hours worked was spread over the day, with 'free' time 

interspersed between periods of work. In January 1904 it was estima-

ted that 12i% of the labour force would have a spread of more than 

5 twelve hours (from 7 am to midnight), about once every three weeks. 

lSC, 14 July 1904. 

2sC , 14 Sept 1905. The committee referred to was the Consultative 
Committee, created on 1 Feb 1905 (see CM of that date) to consider 
questions of 'workmen's wages, holidays and hours and conditions of 
labour' • 

3sir Bosdin T. Leech, 'Tramways and their municipalisation', Journal 
of the Manchester Statistical Society, session 1897-1898, p.138. In 
1881, one councillor had referred to the working conditions of the 
tramway company's employees as 'a system of oppression and nothing but 
English slavery', (LM 4 June 1881). 

4Sub-Highways (Tramways) Committee (hereafter TC), 27 July 1903. 

5LM , 7 Jan 1904. 
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TABLE 7.1 

Wages in the Tramways Department, 1894-1903 

(hourly rates in old pence) 

April 1894 June 
1894 

July-Aug 1897 Feb 1900 july 1903 

Occupation On After After - On After After First After First Next 
appt- three six appt- three six six six six twelve 
ment months months ment months months months months months months 

Three horse drivers 41,_ 4i 5 4i 5 51 51 5i 
Two horse drivers 41 41 ',4i 41 41 5 5 51 
One horse drivers 3! 4 41 41 4! 5 - -
Steam car drivers 5 51 51 6 51 5! 61 61 61 
Electric car drivers 4i 5 51 5i 61 6 61 

Conductors: 

horse cars 31 3i 4 3i 4 4{ 41 5 
steam cars 4i 5! 
electric cars 41 5 5 5! 

Source: Sub Highways (Tramways) Co~ttee ndnutes, 20 April, 1 June 1894, 9 July, 10 Aug 1897, 
26 Feb 1900, 27 July 1903. 

Next 
twelve 
months 

~ 

51 

Notes: The increase in the rates of steam car drivers on 1 June 1894 applied only to the maximum 
(5Id) rate. The rates of electric car drivers were decided on 10 August 1897. 
There was no intermediate stage in electric car drivers' rates between the second and the 
maximum. 

There-
after 

6! 

6 

I 

j 

w 
a..... 
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TABLE 7.2 

Paid Holidays of Corporation Workmen 

in August 190~ 

Approx. number Men with 
Holidays with Pay 

(Days) 
Department of workmen no holiday 

employed paid for 
2 3 4 6 7 10 14 

Electricity 136 35 49 17 35 

Gas (summer) 925 815 43 64 

Highways 320 311 9 

Parks 108 89 19 

Sanitary 709 699 10 

Sewerage 100 100 

Tramways 1345 146 214 905 43 5 32 

Street Lighting 165 165 

Waterworks 101 76 

3909 181 1273 100 891 1021 262 57 96 

Source: Consultative Committee minutes, 31 August 19~ 

18 

3 

25 

28 
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Understandably, the men resented this innovation, and pressed without 

. b 1" 1 • f d • success for ~ts a 0 1t1on. The comm~ttee re use to pay h1gher rates 

on Sundays, Bank Holidays, Christmas Day or Good Friday; but some 

compensation for this was given by paid holidays. In 1905, 67% of the 

department's staff were receiving six paid holidays a year, although 

3 14% had only 2 days, and 11% had none at all. In September of the same 

year, the committee adopted the suggestion of the consultative 

comnnttee, and gave all workers at least four days a year~ 

(2) 

In July 1891, a deputation from the trades council requested the 

council to include in future specifications for municipal contracts a 

provision requiring the contractor to 

'pay his work people (whether artisan or labourer) not less 
than the minimum standard rate of wages of the district in 
each branch of the trade where the work is performed, and 
to observe the recognised hours and conditions of labour of 
each respective trade'~ 

Such conditions had already been adopted in contracts let out to 

tender by the War Office and the Metropolitan Board of Works, but 

they were not readily accepted by the council. Whilst one member 

believed that 

'he thought it would tend to equalise the conditions of 
competition ••• they would be setting a good example to other 
employers of labour in the borough', 

lTC, 21 Sept 1903. 
2 TC, 17 June, 15 July 1901. Double time on Christmas Day was paid 

from 1905, TC t 6 Dec 1905. 

3Consultative Committee, 31 Aug 1905. 

4TC , 18 Sept 1905. 

SCM, 1 July 1891. 
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another asked if the council was to decide 

'that each tradesman in the borough of Leeds was not to 
conduct his business to the best of his judgment? because 
if they passed the resolution, he would know directly that 
they were interfering with the way in which he conducted 
his business'l 

and this attitude was further reinforced by references to 'dictation' 

and 'species of terrorism'. The proposal was narrowly defeated, but 

when in the following month it was re-introduced, it was carried by an 

equally narrow majority; In 1893, the question of the legal validity 

of these stipulations was raised, and a committee was set up to consi-

3 der what was to be done. It made enquiries of other local authorities, 

and consulted the trades council, 

'as to the best mode to be adopted for enforcing any condi
tions which may be imposed'. 

The town clerk also considered the legal problems involved, and a 

satisfactory form of words was ultimately agreed upon~ 

The vigilance of the unions and the trades council ensured that 

infractions of the 'fair wages' agreement were brought to the attention 

of the comuattees, although it would seem that such cases were few, and 

'f' d5 
were generally rect~ ~e • 

lLM, 2 July 1891. The proposer of the motion was F.R. Spark, a 
'Progressive' Liberal, who had previously campaigned against the gas 
committee's policy in the eighties. 

2CM , 5 Aug 1891; LM, 6 Aug 1891. 

3CM , 6 Sept 1893. 

4MRP , no. 41, Report of the Special Comudttee as to Fair Wages; 
MRP no. 42, Supplementary Report •••• ; CM, 9 May, 5 Sept, 1894. 

5~, for example, SC, 31 Dec 1894, 8 Jan, 12 Feb 1903. 
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(3) 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the problem of 

unemployment was beginning to be publicly recognised as an important 

social issue, and Leeds corporation, like many other local authorities, 

became involved in schemes designed to alleviate it. In a national 

context, the 'cpamberlain circular' issued from the Local Government 

Board in 1886 has often been interpreted as a significant advance in 

the recognition of the need to make some public provision for the 

unemployed which was separate from that offered by the poor law. It 

encouraged local authorities to provide work for the unemployed in 

parks, cemeteries, roads and sewage works as an alternative to recourse 

to relief from the guardians. This proposal had two purposes: it 

enabled 'those who do not ordinarily seek poor relief' to take work 

provided by public authorities which was free from the 'stigma of 

pauperism', and in doing so, it would prevent the working classes from 

being 'familiarised with poor relief', so reducing the deterrent aspect 

of the poor law, and leading to a growth in poor law expenditure~ The 
~ 

'historical and practical significance'·" of the circular has recently 

been conteste~ and, as we shall see, it would certainly seem to have 

had no influence upon the development of municipal policy in Leeds. 

The council first participated in a large-scale unemployment 

relief scheme eight years before the circular was issued. The project 

was inaugurated in response to the 'long continued and continually 

increasing depression' combined with an early winter of 'unusual severity' 

lSixteenth Annual Report of the Local Government Board, 1886-87, pp. 5-7. 

2J • Harris, Unemployment and Politics: A study in English social 
Eolicy, 1886-1914, pp. 76-78. 
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in 1878-79. A public meeting held on 28 December 1878 decided to 

create a committee to organise the distribution of a voluntarily-

1 
subscribed fund of £5,717. The distress committee, with the mayor as 

president and the deputy town clerk as secretary, established a code of 

detailed rules and administrative method. Applicants were sent to 

register with their ward committee, and they were then assigned to a 

visitor, who was usually a member of the Benevolent Society or the 

Charity Organisation Society. The visitor came to the home and investi-

gated the circumstances of the case, and later this was supplemented by 

an enquiry made to the applicant's last employer. When this had been 

done, the committee reviewed the case, and made a decision on what 

relief, if any, was to be granted. Certain applications were auto-

ruatically ineligible, as in instances where the family income was more 

than lOs. a week; where distress had been caused by 'extravagance or 

intemperance' J or the individual was classed as 'unworthy'; where the 

unemployed person lived in a common lodging house, or was clearly a 

transient; where there was an opportunity for employment; where 

distress was not 'temporary'but 'chronic'; and finally, where parochial 

relief was already being received. Despite disagreement on the commit-

tee, it was decided to enforce this last provision, since although on 

the one hand it seemed unfair that 

'persons obtaining a miserable pittance by test work should 
be refused relief, while others received it on condition as 
it seemed of remaining idle ••• it seemed ••• that everY'effort 
should be made to keep respectable persons from resorting 
to poor-law aid, and so making themselves paupers'. 

The maximum allowed to each family was lOs. a week, (in the form 

11M , 1 Aug 1879. All the following details come from the 'Report of 
the Leeds Distress Fund Conmdttee' printed therein. 
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of credit notes for food and fuel), exclusive of rent, but in fact upto 

the Rdddle of February 1879, the weekly average amount given had been 

4/7id. per faRdly. By this time, the committee had decided to try to 

introduce relief work as a condition of assistance, since the ward 

organisations had collapsed as a result of their efforts, 

'to see that only those who were in extreme need and most 
deserving got relief'! 

It approached the corporate property and the streets and sewerage 

committees of the council, and these agreed to employ men referred to 

them in improving municipal property, while the relief payments rem-

ained the responsibility of the distress committee. This arrangement 

lasted until the end of March, when, with the voluntary funds nearly 

exhausted, and the unemployment situation still urgent, the council 

agreed to take on the financial obligation also, leaving the committee 

still in charge of the administration. The scheme continued until the 

end of June, by which time between 700 and 1,000 men had been employed. 

They received credit notes for 1/6d. for each five-hour shift worked, 

with no-one being allowed to work more than three shifts in a week. By 

the time the distress committee issued its final report, it had made 

'grants of relief' to some 4,515 workers. Of these, labourers formed 

the largest single group, (1,508 or 33%), a further 20% were classed, 

unhelpfully, as 'Rdscellaneous', 15% were women, 16% came from the 

building trades, 9% from metals and engineering, and 7% from textiles. 

The history of this scheme has been given in such detail because it 

establishes several important points. By the late seventies it was 

already locally agreed that the poor law was an inappropriate and indeed, 

degrading method of dealing with 'respectable persons' who temporarily 

l~, 6 June 1879. 
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found themselves without a livelihood. To this end, it was necessary 

to ensure that the relief funds were directed solely towards 

'the needy and deserVing, to the exclusion of the multitude 
of drunkards, idlers and imposters, who are ever found 
eager to profit by the genuine distress of more deserving 
persons'. 

Hence the conmdttee employed the officers, and methods of the C.O.S., 

with the implicit assumption that the problem of unemployment was to be 

treated merely as an aspect of voluntary charitable work, and within 

the context of current economic, social and moral orthodoxies~ The 

transfer of the project from private to public responsibility did not, 

of course, change the criteria. One local newspaper emphasised that, 

'so long as the council only pays for the work actually done, 
there is no violation of sound economic principles; and so 
long as work is not created, there is no danger of the theo
ries of socialism being reduced to practice'~ 

Certainly, the unemployed were not receiving relief on a scale which 

would discourage them in any way from taking work if it were available. 

Yet even these small sums, paid to a selected group of the workless, 

exhausted the comndttee's financial resources within three months. 

Privately-raised funds were insufficient to cope with the alleviation of 

unemployment on a regular basis, and where the private section failed, 

the initiative then lay with the local authority. Some years before 

the issue of the L.G.B. circular, then, the basic principle of the 

organisation of unemployment relief schemes had been established in 

Leeds. The municipal authority was the only body capable of providing 

a viable alternative to the poor law in the alleviation of a cause of 

poverty for which the traditional agency was increasingly regarded as 

inappropriate. 

lSee also T.W. Hutchinson, A Review of Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929, 
2P ' 410. 
~, 7 June 1879. 
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But in fact for more than a decade, the council paid no further 

attention to the issue.' In the eighteen eighties it was raised only 

once, when in 1887 the council received a memorial asking it to provide 

work during the winter~nths! The response was wholly negative. When, 

two months later~ the chairmen of two of the labour-employing committees 

were asked what action had been taken they said that, 

'little had been done. No grant had been made for the purpose. 
The qUistion dropped, further remarks being ruled out of 
order'. 

But in the early nineties~ municipal relief works in Leeds were 

suddenly revived. In the winter of 1892-93 the Labour Department of 

the Board of Trade reported that, 

'the most important relief works carried out by English local 
authorities were undoubtedly those provided by the corpora
tion of Leeds'~ 

In November 1892, the council decided to allocate £10,000 to be 

spent on relief works~ and a register of the unemployed was opened in 

the city engineer's office~ Applicants were questioned on their 

family and financial situation, and enquiries were made to the appli

cant's last employer, but no further selection was attempted, and there 

was no systematic co-operation with the guardians or the voluntary 

societies as there had been on the previous occasion. Between 

15 Dec 1892 and 15 March 1893, 1,874 men had registered. Of these 711 

were rejected as ineligible, or withdrew their names, and the remaining 

lCM, 18 Nov 1887. The source of the memorial is not given. 

2~, 2 Feb 1888. 
3Board of Trade, Labour Department, Report on the Agencies and Methods 
for Dealing with the Unemployed, 1893, p.2l9. 

4CM , 16 Nov 1892. 

5The following details are taken from the Board of Trade Report, 
pp. 222-228. 
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1,103 were employed in 'spade labour' at six of the municipal parks. 

Each worked a nine hour day and a three day week, for 5d. an hour, so 

earning II/3d a week. In addition, during the winter months, men were 

employed by the scavenging and the highways departments in moving snow. 

The relief works were closed on 26 April, although a small number of 

men were allowed to continue work on the same terms for at least ano-

ther four months. In the following year, 1893-94, similar schemes were 

re-introduced~ A total of 2,486 men registered with the corporation, 

of whom 1,665 were found work of the same kind, and on the same terms 

as before. In the winter of 1894-95, only snow-clearing work was 

offered by the council, although this was supplemented by relief pro

vided by a voluntarily-organised distress relief fund~ This raised 

£5,200 for distribution in the form of food tickets, and operated in 

much the same way as before. It adopted the procedure formulated by 

the comndttee of 1878-79, and like its predecessors, the ward relief 

committees found, 

'ample scope for the exercise of their charity, and also of 
their discretion'~ 

We now have to explain the re-emergence of municipal relief 

activity in Leeds in these years. As we have said, the L.G.B. circular 

of 1886 did not create any local response and although the re-issue in 

1892 is mentioned as a contributory cause in the Board of Trade Report~ 

we can assume that, taken alone, it had no appreciable influence on the 

council. The importance of economic conditions is also debatable. By 

1892, according to the Board of Trade, 

lSecond Report from the Select Committee (of the House of Commons) on 
Distress fram Want of Employment, 1895, pp. 36-37, 38-39, 43-44, 
325-326, 341-344. 

2 
MRP no. 48, Report of the Central Committee, for the information of the 
SUbscribers to the Fund, 1895. 

3 
Second Report from th Sel t C 'tt 44 e ec omnu ee ••• , p. • 

4~.~., p.222. 
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'for some time past Leeds has suffered from a somewhat acute 
depression in the iron trades'~ 

and as can be seen from table 7.3, iron workers were consistently the 

second largest category of those employed in relief works. But the 

largest group was composed of unskilled labourers, and in any case, 

given the relative numerical importance of those employed in the iron 

trades in Leeds, we might expect, ceteris paribus, that this would be 

reflected in local unemployment statistics. Moreover, although these 

are not available, in national terms the figures provided by the trade 

unions which made monthly returns to the Board of Trad~ show that 

unemployment was just as severe in the winter months of 1886-87, when 

the council took no action, as in the winter of 1892-93, when it was 

promoting relief works. 

If the L.G.B. circulars and local trade fluctuations alone were 

contestable influences on the council's actions, it is clear that 

working class pressure was of decisive importance. As the Board of 

Trade Report observed: 

'there were a few centres, such as Leeds ••• , where ••• the'unem
ployed' agitation attracted a special amount of public 
attention •••• A series of meetings were held in the Town Hall 
Square, demanding work, before the corporation undertook the 
extensive relief works'~ 

We have already outlined the influence upon municipal labour relations 

which the appearance of 'new unionism' had in Leeds, and the new spirit 

of the labour movement was obviously exerting itself in matters con-

cerning the unemployed as well. The local trades council, which had 

ignored the 1890 gas strike~ was now itself involved in the agitation 

1 . loc.c1t. 

2Board of Trade, Labour Department, ~.cit., p. 181. 

3ibid ., p. 183. 

4E•P• Thompson, 'Homage to Tom Maguire', in A. Briggs and John Saville 
eds., Essays in Labour History, p.297. 
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TABLE 7.3 

Municipal Te1iefschemes1892~1895 

and 1902-1905 

~ 

1892-93 1893-94 1902-03 1904-05 

Number of workers 1,874 2,486 3,758 7,010 
registered 

Number employed 1,104 1,665 1,625 2,384 
% of number registered 58.9 66.9 43.2 34.0 

Expenditure £ (12,465) 14,301 5,453 12,899 

occupations No %age No %age No %age No %age 

Labourers 927 49.5 1277 51.4 2174 57.8 4186 59.7 

Iron workers 423 22.6 564 22.7 646 17.2 921 13.1 

Woollens 100 5.3 196 7.9 107 2.9 184 2.6 

Building trades 108 5.8 89 3.6 192 5.1 653 9.3 

Leather 73 3.8 128 5.1 234 6.2 524 7.5 

Miners 20 1.1 9 0.4 20 0.5 72 1.1 

Miscellaneous 223 11.9 223 8.9 385 10.2 470 6.7 

Sources: (1) 1892-93 and 1893-94, Second Report from the Select 
Committee on Distress from Want of Employment, 1895 
pp. 342-343. 

Notes: 

(2) 

(3) 

1902-03, 'Report of the Parliamentary Committee' , 
Annual Reports of Committees, 1902-03. 

1904-05, MRP no. 112, Report on the Unemployed, 
1904-05. -

(1) £1,423 was spent in snow-clearing in 1894-95, see (1). 
MRP no 112, p.9, states that £9,477 had been spent, 
'during the previous register', presumably in 1903-4. 

(2) For a comparison with Birmingham, see, F. Ti11yard, 
'Three Birmingham relief funds - 1885, 1886 and 1905', 
Economic Journal, XV(1905), pp. 505-520. 
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for relief works, and pressing the council to take action, as were 

other groups, including the.I.L.P~ The vigorous organisation of the 
...... 

unemployed, and the vigorous tactics used2 grated on the sensibilities 

of the middle class. The mayor observed, dismissively, that, 

'the decision ••• not to.allow the unemployed to assemble in 
the crypt of the town hall ••• provided the labour leaders 
with another topic for the exercise of their oratory'~ 

and at a meeting of the distress relief committee, 

'fear was expressed by more than one speaker lest some 
intemperate language on the part of the unemployez might 
prejudice intending subscribers against the fund'. 

In April 1895, the council decided to appoint a committee to discuss 

with the trades council and the I.L.P., 

'the best methods of dealing either permanently or tempor
arily with the questions of the unemployed, and with severe 
distress in the town, in the event of its being overtaken by 
either question in the future'~ 

and the Chamber of Commerce and representatives from the Boards of 

6 Guardians were invited to co-operate. An interim report in October 

recommended the establishment of a permanent register of the unemployed, 

and the council decided to do this? The attitude of the labour repre-

sentatives towards this proposal was equivocal. In 1892 a labour 

'bureau' had been temporarily established, and 

lCM, 7 June 1893, 7 Feb 1894, 6 Feb, 6 March 1895. 

2See 1M, 7 Feb 1895 for an account of the various public protests of 
the unemployed. 

3 . 
Second Report from the Select Committee •••• p. 39. The mayor, alder-
man Gilston, had been responsible for the gas committee's tactics 
during the 1890 strike. 

4MRP no. 48, Report of the Central Committee ••• , p. 6. 

SCM, 3 April 1895. 

6CM, 3 July 1895. 

7CM 9 Oct 1895; MRP, no. 56, Final Report of the Committee appointed 
bY' the Council to consider and advise on the question of the 
Unemployed, p.l. 
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'attempts have . recently (sc. 1893) been made to make the 
bureau permanent, and connect it with the principal employers 
by telephone; but the organisation as hitherto conducted has 
met with no sympathy from the local trade unionists, who are 
of opinion that, while valueless as a means of dindnishing 
want of employment generally, it ndght easily become a centre 
for the supply of non-union labour at the time of a trade 
dispute'l 

. 1 h . . . 'f' d2 and in one lnstance at east, t elr SUsplclons were verl le • The 

final report of the conmnttee was far from s~athetic to the position 

of the unemployed. It assigned a minimal role to municipal relief 

works, suggesting that they be 'strictly limited to exceptional and 

temporary conditions', and expressed the belief that 

'the legislature having delegated to Boards of Guardians the 
care of the destitute poor, it is obviously advisable that, 
as a general rule, the task of relieving the unemployed should 
be left to them, and that only in times of very exceptional 
trade depression, should other agencies be called into action'; 

This was certainly very far removed from the policies being 

advocated by the trades council and the I.L.P., which proposed the 

general introduction of the eight hour day, the establishment of a 

municipal direct works department, and a more efficient municipal 

relief scheme~ These two bodies also attacked the council's attitude 

towards the unemployed, declaring that in the winter of 1894-95, 

lBoard of Trade, Labour Department, ~.cit., p, 225; see also, 

2 

John Saville, 'Trade unions and free labour: the background to the 
Taff Vale decision', in Briggs and Saville, ~.cit., p. 337, for the 
early use of 'informal' labour exchanges as a means of recruiting 
strike-breaking labour. 

~, no. 56, p.6. 

3ibid ., pp. 2-3 

4~., 'Minority Recommendations', pp. 6-8, signed by four members of 
the delegation from the I.L.P. and the trades council. See also, 
The Unemployed: A discussion of the causes and remedies for scarcity 
of employment, with special reference to Leeds, prepared by a commJttee 
appointed jointly by the Leeds Trades and Labour Council and the Leeds 
Independent Labour Party, June 1st 1895, especially pp. 10-16. 
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'when the frost had prevailed" several weeks, a large depu'
tation of the unemployed waited on the council to complain 
about their inaction; but the council passed on without 
one word of reference to the complaint •••• This is the third 
consecutive winter in which relief, either in work or charity, 
has been necessary in Leeds .- and with each of these succes
sive winters the council remained uniformly callous and 
incapable'l 

Municipal relief works were not resumed until January 1902, and 

they followed the now familiar pattern: 3,758 men registered, of which 

1,625 were selected for work for three days a week, receiving 11/3d~ 

The same practice was followed in subsequent years, with the number 

offered work, and the cost of the schemes gradually rising, although 

the percentage classed as ineligible increased considerab1y~ 

In July 1905, the council, 

'believing idleness to be demoralising to the individual and 
ruinous to the state, and the provision of useful work for 
the unemployed poor at once a national and a local need' , 

petitioned in favour of the Unemployed Workmen' bill~ When it became 

law, they applied to the L.G.B. for an order to establish a 'distress 

committee' under the act; the provisions of which enabled the commit-

tee to register and provide work for the unemployed, supported by the 

6 proceeds of a id rate. The committee, consisting of eighteen members 

of the council, fourteen poor law guardians and eight persons 'experienced 

in the relief of distress' was set up in October? The act 

1The Unemployed ••• , pp. 3-4. 

2'Report of the Parliamentary Committee' Annual Reports of Committees, 
1902-03. 

3 
MRP, no. 112, Report on the Unemployed, 1904-5; CM, 27 Oct 1904. 

4CM , 5 July 1905. 

SCM, 6 Sept 1905. 
6 
MRP, no. 194, Unemployed Workmen Act, 1905. Report on the provisions 
or-the act as affecting. Leeds. 

7CM , 19 Oct 1905. The eight were the vicar of Leeds, the president of 
the Free Church Council, the chairman of the chamber of commerce, the 
president and secretary of the trades council. a representative of the 
Salvation army and 'two women'. 
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did little more than give a definite statutory sanction to informal 

1 practices which had already been evolved in Leeds and in other towns, 

but the local Liberal press hoped that, 

'the very limited powers granted by the grudging government 
measure for the assistance of the unemployed will doubtless 
be exercised to the full in Leeds't 

1J • Harris, Unemployment and Politics, pp. 157-180. 

21M, 20 Oct 1905. 
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On introducing his account of Gladstone's budget of 1853, his 

biographer remarked, 

'certainly if anything can be more odious than a living tax, 
it is a dead onet~ 

and if this observation is applicable to the subject of national 

financial policy, then it applies afortioti to the history of municipal 

finance. Local authority finance, however, must necessarily occupy some 

place here. The development of accounting conventions and the debate 

over the appropriate methods of rating assessment are technical topics, 

which will not be considered. But an outline of the council's sources of 

income, from rates, borrowing, grants in aid, and municipal enterprises 

is of obvious relevance~ By far the greatest proportion of its income 

came from taxation and borrowing, for there was a 

'great difference between Leeds and many other towns, such as 
London, Liverpool etc., where there were large incomes der
ived from borough and corporate property; but in Leeds the 
corporation possessed no property, and had to levy upon the 
burgesses rates for the smallest improvement'~ 

Although this was not strictly correct, the investments inherited, 

(or perhaps more appropriately, wrested) from the unreformed corporation, 

1J • Morley, The Life of William Ewart Gladstone, 1905 ed., vol., p.461. 

2A detailed analysis of income and expenditure is not possible within 
the scope of the present work. The abstraction, reassembly and aggrega
tion of information from the various separate tables of accounts which 
comprise the corporation's annual financial statement, (in which close 
attention to accounting conventions would also be necessary in order to 
properly distinguish between current and capital expenditure and 
interest charges), is a task large enough to require an independent 
study. For one such exercise, see D. Gregory, The Public Accounts of 
the County of Lancashire from 1820 to 1889, unpublished M.A. thesis, 
University of Leeds, 1966. At present, then, the basic choice is 
between either providing a superficial outline, or probably misleading 
the reader: we have been obliged to choose the former. 

3LM , 23 Nov 1850. 
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and the real estate, in the form of Kirkgate market,· transferred from 

the improvement commission in 1842, were of slight financial signifi-

cance. Rates for several purposes were levied by the council, and upto 

1893, their number increased as the range of municipally-controlled 

services expanded. The Municipal Corporations Act authorised the levy 

of a 'borough rate' to cover the cost of the obligations which it 

imposed. In financial terms the most important of these was the 

maintenance of the police force, which in the eighteen forties, 

accounted for about three quarters of municipal expenditure~ 

The council's acquisition of the powers of the improvement act in 

1842 gave it, as we have already seen; the right to make two further 

assessments, namely an improvement rate and a lamp rate. The second 

improvement act in 1848 enabled it to impose a 'main sewer rate' on any 

area which it designated as a drainage district. The act provided for 

the establishment of one such district comprising Leeds, Hunslet and 

Holbeck, and allowed the council to create others. This power was 

exercised once only, when the district of St. John's New Wortley was 

formed in 1866, and when the sewerage system was extended in the post-

injunction period, the cost was ,recouped from the township improvement 

rate~ The fifth and last rate added to the municipal list was the 

lReport on the Answers to Queries addressed to the respective authori
ties entrusted with the distribution of local funds, (1850), Appendix, 
table 1. 

2 See above ~,p. 63. 

3J • Toft, thesis, p.257 states, incorrectly, that an 'Outer Drainage 
District' was created in 1880. The proposition from the streets and 
sewerage committee that this should be done was rejected by the council, 
and never revived, (see SSC, 21 April 1880; CM, 5 May 1880). The city 
accountant stated that 'there are two main sewer districts in Leeds, 
but where no drainage district has been declared the cost in connection 
with the drainage is upon the improvement rate ••• ', House of Commons, 
Select Committee on Police andSariitaryRegulations, Leeds Corporation 
(consolidation and Improvement) Bill, 18 April 1893, Qu. 687. 
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highway rate, when as a result of the local act of 1866, the functions 

of the highway surveyors in all the townships devolved upon the corpor-

ation. Upto 1893, the council made sixteen separate rate assessments 

annually. These were the borough, lamp and highway rates, which were 

of a uniform amount throughout the borough, two main sewer rates, and 

a separate improvement rate for each of the eleven townships, to meet 

the expenses incurred in each of these administrative units for 

services sanctioned by the improvement acts. But in 1893, the council, 

with the aim of equalising the cost of local government among the 

townships and rationa1ising the rating provisions~ obtained the 

authority to amalgamate the main sewer, improvement and lamp rates, and 

thereafter a single, equal assessment for these purposes was made for 

the borough as a whole. 

Table 8.1 sets out, in a concise form, the details of the improve

ment and main sewer rates levied from 1848 to 19052• The townships of 

Leeds, Huns1et and Ho1beck, in which, at the beginning of the period, 

urban development was most advanced, were conspicuously the most 

heavily taxed for these purposes until the eighteen eighties. Indeed, 

the decada1 average rate assessment increased by very considerable pro-

portions in the sixties and seventies successively. The fact that 

rates were consistently higher in Ho1beck than in Huns1et from 1857 

arises from the lower rateable value of the former. The 'improvement' 

rates in these three townships declined on average in the eighties, but 

1 RB, 21 May 1891. 

2Un1ess specifically stated, all the statistics have been taken from 
a manuscript compendium of 'Financial Statistics' prepared in the 
city accountant's office, and now in the archives of the Civic Hall, 
Leeds. 
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1848 
1849 
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TABLE 8.1a 

Improvement and main sewer rates levied in Leeds, Huns1et, 

and Ho1becK, and the average of the improvement rate 

levied on the eight other townships, 1848-1893 

(expressed in old pence) 

Leeds Huns1et Ho1beck Others Year Leeds Huns let Ho1beck 

4 4 1 1. 75 
8 8 5 1. 88 

Average 1,,0 b.O 3.0 1.8 

1850 
1851 
1852 
1853 
1854 
1855 
1856 
1857 
1858 
1859 

Average 

1860 
1861 
1862 
1863 
1864 
1865 
1866 
1867 
1868 
1869 

Average 

8 8 5 1.13 1870 19 15 23 
7 7 5 0.75 1871 18 14 22 
8 8 6 1.13 1872 23 16 23 

10 10 8 1.13 1873 34 25 30 
12 12 10 1.13 1874 34 24 28 

4 2 4 - 1875 38 - 24 29 
8 8 8 - 1876 32 18 24 

15 9 15 1.13 1877 33 20 25 
15 10 15 1.13 1878 30 21 29 
16 10 16 1.06 1879 25 19 30 

10.3 8.4 8.2 0.86 Average 28.6 19.6 26.3 

16 10 16 0.63 1880 25 19 27 
17 11 17 1.00 1881 26 19 24 
18 12 17 2.00 1882 26 22 27 
20 12 17 1.00 1883 27 19 24 
20 12 17 1.00 1884 27 20 25 
16 12 17 0.63 1885 27 19 26 
20 12 17 1.00 1886 27 20 25 
20 16 20 3.13 1887 27 20 24 
20 16 20 3.63 1888 27 20 24 
19 15 22 4.00 1889 29 20 27 

18.6 12.8 18.0 1.80 Average 26.8 19.8 25.3 

1890 30 21 29 
1891 29 22 27 
1892 30 22 29 
1893 32 25 30 

Average 30.3 22.5 28.75 

Source: Calculated from 'Financial Statistics. City 
Accountant's Office', pp. 25-27. 

Others 

4.13 
3.88 
4.19 
8.38 
6.81 

11.00 
9.38 

11.88 
12.25 
14.88 

8.67 

15.6 
17.5 
25.3 
20.1 
20.8 
22.6 
20.5 
22.1 
23.1 
25.0 

21.2 

26.0 
25.4 
25.4 
27.8 

26.15 



Year 

1890 
1891 
1892 
1893 
1894 
1895 
1896 
1897 
1898 
1899 

1900 
1901 
1902 
1903 
1904 
1905 

TABLE 8.1b 

Total rates levied under the improvement acts, in 
the townships of Leeds, 1890-1905 

(expressed in old pence) 

Arm1ey Beeston Bramley Chapel Heading1ey Ho1beck Huns1et Leeds Potter- Wortley Farnley Main Sewer Rate 
Allerton newton (1) (2) 

28 
27 
29 
30 

17 29 33 23 24 16 25 30 27 21 5 4 
16 29 33 24 22 17 24 28 25 21 5 3 
15 30 33 23 24 17 24 26 25 22 5 3 
19 33 33 26 25 20 27 28 30 23 5 2 

36 
35 
35 
35 
35 

J,t.: 36 

36 
36 
40 
51 
54 
60 

- -

Source: 'Financial Statistics City Accountant's Office', pp. 27-28. 

Notes: (1) Main Sewer Rate (1) is that levied on Leeds, Huns1et and Ho1beck, and 
Main Sewer Rate (2) is that levied on the drainage district of St. John's, New Wortley. 

(2) From 1894 the improvement, main sewer and lamp rates were consolidated and levied throughout the 
borough in one equal rate, known as the Consolidated Rate, under the authority of the Leeds 
Improvement Act, 1893, 56 and 57 Viet., ch. ccx, section 37. 

(3) The decadal average for the lamp rate and highway rate were as fo1lows:-
~u Lamp ti~~ 

1842 - 1849 4.75d 
1850 - 1859 5.25d 
1860 - 1869 4.45d (16.67d) 
1870 - 1879 4.45d l2.40d 
1880 - 1889 2.90d 10.OOd 

Lamp 
Rate 
4 
4 
4 
4 

Highway 
Rate 

9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
8 

8 
8 
8 
8 
8 
8 

w 
00 ..... 



Years 

1850-1859 

1860-1869 

1870-1870 

1880-1889 

1890-1893 

382 

TABLE 8.2 

Decad'al average of the improvement rates levied in 

eight townships, 1850-1889, and average 1890-1893. 

(expressed in old pence) 

Arm1ey Beeston Bramley Chapel Heading- Potter Wortley 
, . , , ... , , . , .. , .. Allerton ley newton 

0.8 0.7 0.75 0.7 0.8 1.7 0.8 

1.6 1.6 1.6 1.8 2.0 1.8 2.3 

8.5 6.7 8.7 7.5 9.9 8.9 11.5 

23.5 12.9 23.8 27.2 22.5 26.8 19.6 

28.5 16.8 30.3 33.0 24.0 28.0 26.6 

Source: Calculated from 'Financial Statistics. City 

Accountant's Office', pp. 25-27 

Farnley Aggregate 
Average 

0.8 0.9 

1.5 1.8 

6.5 8.5 

12.7 21.1 

21. 8 26.1 
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resumed their upward movement in the following decade. There is no 

clear trend in the movement of the improvement rates for the other 

eight townships in aggregate until the late sixties, and not until the 

mid seventies did the amount assessed start to rise markedly. This was 

largely the result of the gradual assimilation of new areas into the 

main sewerage network. A summary of the differences in rating between 

the townships is given in table 8.2. 

Table 8.3 shows the amount of the borough rate levied between 

1843 and 1905. In the forties and fifties, the decadal average rem-

ained virtually static, but more than doubled in the sixties. This new 

level was maintained in the seventies, but then almost doubled in the 

next decade, and rose again, but to a lesser extent, in the last decade 

of the century. There seems to have been two principal causes of this. 

Expenditure on the police force, which was the largest single compon-

ent of the total, was rising almost continually: between 1869/70 and 

1890/91 it rose from approximately £19,000 to approximately £38,000, an 

increase of one hundred percent~ But an even larger sum raised through 

the borough rate was not for municipal purposes at all. The School 

Board raised its funds by means of a precept issued to the council, 

and charged on the borough rate. The amount demanded increased 

explosively: in 1874/75 it was £13,000, and at the end of the decade 

(1879/80) it was £49,000. By the early nineties (1890/91) it had 

reached £66,800 and rose to £81,500 five years later (1895/96)~ 

Naturally, over the course of the sixty years between 1845 and 

1905, the rateable vale of the borough increased considerably, as 

table 8.4 shows. The rate of growth was remarkably rapid from the mid 

sixties to the mid seventies, but during the next decade expansion was 

lSee the Borough FuridRevenue Accounts for these financial years. 
2'b'd 11. 



Year. 

1843 
1844 
1845 
1846 
1847 
1848 
1849 

Average 

1880 
1881 
1882 
1883 
1884 
1885 
1886 
1887 
1888 
1889 

Average 

384 

TABLE 8.3 

BorougQ rate levied in Leeds J 1843-1903 

(expressed in old pence} 

.. Amount. .·,Year. .Amount. Year Amount Year 

1850 2.50 1860 13.00 1870 
1851 4.00 1861 13.50 1871 
1852 4.50 1862 13.50 1872 

6.25 1853 4.50 1863 13.00 1873 
5.75 1854 4.75 1864 14.00 1874 
5.25 1855 6.25 1865 12.00 1875 
5.75 1856 7.00 1866 13.00 1876 
6.75 1857 5.75 1867 14.00 1877 
7.50 1858 7.50 1868 8.00 1878 
5.00 1859 10.50 1869 8.00 1879 

6.04 5.73 12.2 

19.00 1890 23.00 1900 26.00 
20.50 1891 25.00 1901 27.00 
20.00 1892 25.00 1902 27.00 
21.00 1893 25.00 
22.00 1894 25.00 
22.00 1895 26.00 
23.00 1896 26.00 
23.00 1897 26.00 
24.00 1898 26.00 
23.00 1899 26.00 

21. 75 25.30 26.67 

Amount 

7.50 
8.00 
8.00 

10.00 
14.00 
11.00 
13.75 
14.50 
15.00 
15.00 

11.68 

Source: 'Financial Statistics. City Accountant's Office', 
pp. 19-22. 
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very modest, and although an improvement in the growth rate is 

apparent from the early nineties, it was not as fast as before. The 

economic and demographic pre-eminence of Leeds township is evident from 

its valuation in comparison to the others. It represented two thirds of 

the total rateable value of the borough in 1845, and at the end of the 

period, still accounted for more than half of it. Hunslet retained 

its ranking as the second most highly valued township, with very rapid 

growth taking place in the sixties and seventies. Ho1beck, however, lost 

its position as third in the late fifties, when it was displaced by 

Heading1ey~ It was relegated further by Wortley and Potternewton at 

the turn of the century. Throughout the period, Leeds, Hunslet, 

Holbeck and Heading1ey represented about three quarters of the total 

rateable value of the borough. 

Current revenue alone was not sufficient to finance projects which 

involved capital investment, and hence borrowing was an integral part 

.. 1 f· 2 of mun~c~pa ~nance. Already by 1846 the council had borrowed nearly 

£29,000 for the erection of the borough gaol and £50,000 for improve-

3 ments and burial grounds, and some members looked askance at this 

development, as for example when the building of the town hall was 

under discussion, and one alderman, 

'thought, considering the great amount of money they were 
borrowing continually, they ought to pause. They were now owing 
£110,000, the sewerage would cost £40,000 more, and if they 
expended £40,000 in this object, the amount would be nearly 
£200,000, making it something more than a borough debt - almost 
a National Debt'~ 

lThe economic development of the borough in the later nineteenth century 
is considered above, pp .179-188. 

2The Second Schedule in the Leeds Corporation (General Powers) Act, 1901, 
1 Edward VII, chi cclv contains details of borrowing powers under all 
local legislation from 1842. 

31M , 30 May 1846. 

4LM , 17 May 1851. 



Year 

1845 

1850 

1855 

1860 

1865 

1870 

1875 

1880 

1885 

1890 

1895 

1900 

1903 

TABLE 8.4 

Rateable value of the borough of Leeds; and the constituent townships, 1845-1903, (£) 

Borough Armley Beeston Bramley Chapel Farnley Heading1ey Ho1beck Huns1et Leeds Potternewton Wortley Total Allerton 

415,467 11,532 5,774 22,408 11,162 4,561 19,852 26,374 35 j 729 258,430 7,470 10,009 

420,787 11,942 4,388 19,800 9,510 5,902 22,302 26,331 34,419 261,969 8,438 12,927 

453,554 13,928 4,479 20,995 9,726 8,724 26,479 27,484 34,734 279,322 9,291 14,623 

504,885 17,125 7,074 25,622 11,746 11,031 31,228 29,708 45,183 298,896 : 10,455 22,270 

578,426 18,655 7,652 26,873 12,054 13,015 36,137 32,055 55,342 329,597 12,663 30,306 

763,453 20,734 7,395 29,053 15,259 12,318 52,484 36,847 68,752 425,396 20,424 42,354 

973,648 28,008 12,116 36,554 18,527 13,696 63,528 46,098 90,924 534,414 27,374 55,307 

1,109,526 34,938 13,438 39,975 21,538 15,475 88,028 51,720 111,654 624,563 32,802 65,770 

1,169,590 40,776 14,283 44,631 20,946 15,488 96,966 54,161 118,693 649,323 33,085 71,387 

1,253,333 46,341 14,897 48,891 21,276 14,607 113,699 57,757 139,794 674,798 36,224 76,055 

1,405,894 58,362 14,844 54,239 22,451 14,797 137,078 67,570 157,124 721,956 67,621 81,193 

1,680,883 77 ,379 16,188 66,370 26,489 17,264 161,526 92,858 189,836 828,710 95,152 97,466 

1,857,065 8~_,12~L21,190 70,576 34,314 17,972 180,486 104,875 214,244 894,989 119,357 101,384 
'------~- -~ 

Source: 'Financial Statistics. City Accountant's Office', pp. 5-10. 

Notes: (1) The 'Hamlets' are Co1dcotes, Seacroft, Osmondthorpe, Skelton and Thomes and Temple Newsam. 
These were not rated for the improvement rate. 

(2) 'Financial Statistics', p.l1 gives the rateable value of the city as £2,075,905, and distinguishes 
separately the townships of Leeds (R.V. £1,335,976), Huns1et, (£273,680) and Ho1beck (£134,485). 

Hamlets 
, 

2,176 
I 

2,859 
I 

3,769 

3,546 i 

4,077 

5,437 

10,802 

9,625 

9,878 
I 
I 

8,994 I 
I 

8,659 

11,645 
I 

11,551 I 

w 
00 
~ 
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Upto the mid eighteen fifties the council was not paying a stand-

ard rate of interest upon loans. Some were obtained at 3ft. and some 

at 5%, but ~st appear to have been at 4 to 4i%. In November 1856, 

the finance committee· decided to reduce its maximum rate on borrowing 

to 4~% and informed its few creditors (eleven in number} who were 

receiving more that they could accept the reduction, or have their 

loans paid off! Two years later, the same action was taken oyer some 

mortgagors who had lent at more than 4%, although the adoption of 4% 

as the standard rate was not finally decided upon until l859~ There-

3 after, new loans were accepted at this rate only. Table 8.5 gives a 

break-down of the loans made to the corporation between 1855 and 1862, 

which amounted to some £500,000. The most numerous single group of 

loans, slightly more than a quarter, were those in the £200-£299 range, 

but as can be seen there were some very substantial loans indeed. 

These were provided by institutions, and other, less affluent institu-

tions, all of them local, were also represented. But there were also 

many large loans from private parties: 141, or just under a quarter, 

loaned sums of between £1,000 and £9,999. It seems reasonable to say 

that by this time, local authority investment, at least as far as 

Leeds was concerned, had achieved the status of high class securities, 

an impression reinforced by the fact that the council was able to 

progressively reduce its price of borrowing without difficulty, which 

implies there was no shortage of potential investors. Some credit for 

the relatively low interest rate on loans perhaps belongs to the borough 

lSub Finance Executive Committee minutes, 28 Nov 1856. 

2ibid ., 30 April 1858, 21 Jan 1859, 20 May, 17 June, 24 June, 8 July, 
7 Oct, 18 Nov 1859, 6 Jan 1860. 

3ibid ., 3 Aug 1860, 30 Aug 1861. 
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TABLE 8.5a 

The numBer and size of loans made to Leeds 

corporation, April 1855 to May 1862 

Amount Number 
eE) 

1-99 2 

100-199 32 

200-299 170 

300-399 74 

400-499 45 

500-599 70 

600-699 26 

700-799 27 

800-899 14 

900-999 5 

1,000-1,999 88 

2,000-2,999 24 

3,000-3,999 11 

4,000-4,999 2 

5,000-5,999 10 

6,000-6,999 5 

7,000-7,999 1 

8,000-8,999 0 

9,000-9,999 2 

10,000+ .. 3 

Total number of loans of ascertainable amount. a 611 

Total amount borrowed .. £510,015 

Source: See table 8.5b. 
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TABLE . 8.50. 

Loans made or institutions to Leeds 

corporation, April 1855 to May 1862 

Name of Institution 

Clydesdale Banking Company 

Leeds and Yorkshire Assurance Company 

Bank of England 

Trustees of the West Riding Medical Charity 

Trustees of Trinity Church 

Trustees of the Unmarried Women's Benevolent 
Society 

Leeds Tradesmen's Benevolent Society 

Tradesmen's Benevolent Institution 

Lily of the Valley Lodge of Oddfellows 

Trustees of the Friendly Drop Lodge, Armley 

Trustees of the Earl Grey Lodge of Oddfellows 

Clothiers' Benevolent Society, Wortley 

Trustees of the Tulip Lodge of Oddfe1lows 

Trustees of Bramley Loyal Friendly Society 

Trustees of the Sun Dew Lodge of Gardeners at 
Chape 1 Allerton 

Source: Sub Finance Executive Committee 
minutes, 1855-1862. 

Amount (El 

50,000 

25,000 

10,000 

4,000 

600 

500 

500 

500 

300 

300 

300 

250 

200 

200 

140 
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treasurer, of who~ the town clerk. said; 

'we have a very clever .tinanci.er as Treasurer, and so~ehow or 
other he ~ets~neY' cheaper than other people. Liverpool is 
a substantial place, and why they should have to pay more I 
do not know unless it arises from the skilful management of 
our Treasurer't 

Although it was successful in attracting loanable funds, the 

council found the practice of borrowing on the relatively short term 

of three to seven years inconvenient, for 

'when the time has come for repayment, they (ie. the council) 
have either to renew the loan, or to take up the money on 
other loans for the purpose of paying off the mortgage, which 
has always involved considerable risk, trouble and expense'? 

To remove this difficulty, the council followed the example set by the 

Metropolitan Board of Works, and the corporations of Manchester and 

Bradford, and obtained powers in the 1877 improvement act to raise money 

by the issue of debenture stock, with a dividend of upto 4%~ The net 

debt, which stood at £3.8m. in l884j85 increased only slowly over the 

next ten years, to £4.7m. by l895j96~ But it then grew by nearly sixty 

percent by the beginning of the new century (t7.2m. in 1900jOl), and by 

more than sixty percent (to tll.8m.) in the subsequent five years~ 

Table 8.6 shows the distribution of the council's capital expenditure 

by the end of the period. 

Whilst rates were the only considerable source of income for the 

corporation, some financial assistance was received from two other 

sources, namely grants in aid from central government, and profits 

1. • 
HLRO, Select C01ll1lUttee of the House of Commons, EVl..dence 1872, volume 
39, 25 April 1872, f.47. The county authority of Lancashire was 
paying more than 4% on average until 1881, see D. Gregory, thesis, 
pp. 145-186. 

2RB , 26 Sept 1877, p.3ll. 
3 . 
IOC.Clt. 

4'Report of the Finance Committee t , in Annual Reports of Committees, 
for the years mentioned. 



( 1) 

( 2) 

( 3) 

( 4) 

( 5) 

( 6) 

( 7) 

( 8) 

( 9) 

(10) 

(11) 

(12) 

(13) 
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TABLE 8.6 

Capital Expenditure by Leeds corporation 

upto 31 March 1906 

Drainage, sewage works, street improvements,} 
highways, bridges, unhealthy areas, etc. } 

Waterworks 

Tramways 

Gasworks 

Electricity 

Parks , 

Markets 

Corporate buildings 

Baths 

Cemeteries 

Police stations 

Fine art gallery: works of art 

Allotments 

£ 

5,420,719 

2,953,605 

1,308,468 

1,185,990 

847,593 

543,167 

487,856 

301,124 

122,274 

94,091 

91,449 

33,197 

9,436 

£14,064,969 

Source: 'Report of the Finance Committee', Annual Reports 
of Conmdttees. 1905-06. Note that sums have been 
rounded to the nearest pound. 
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appropriated from municipal undertakings. Grants in aid, which may be 

defined as, 

'a subvention payable from the Exchequer of the United Kingdom 
to a Local Government Authority, in order to assist that 1 
Authority in execution of some or all of its statutory duties' , 

were already available by 1835, to defray the cost of criminal prose-

cutions, although this of course, was not a municipal matter. Govern-

ment funds were provided to assist law enforcement in another respect in 

1856, when the County and Borough Police Act provided a subsidy equal to 

a quarter of the cost of pay and clothing of those forces which the 

Home Office inspectors certified as efficient~ The act was strongly 

3 condemned as a 'centralising' measure, and more than a third of the 

council opposed the continued acceptance of the government grant in 

1858~ Apart from any spirit of local independence~ the Act aroused 

opposition because it increased the cost of the police force. Upto 

1856, only Leeds township, and parts of Hunslet, Ho1beck, Wortley and 

Potternewton had been patrolled~ and in 1855 the Home Office had co~ 

p1ained of insufficient numbers in the Leeds police? As a result of 

the act, the watch committee decided in favour of policing the whole 

8 borough, in order to qualify for the grant, and this involved a 

lSidney Webb, Grants in Aid: a criticism and a proposal, p.6. 

2J • Watson Grice, National and Local Finance, p.39. 

3LM, 23 Feb 1856. 

4CM , 1 Jan 1858. 

5 cf. the reaction to the County Constabulary bill in 1840, when one 
alderman complained that, 'its object, in the first instance was 
to establish a local constabulary force wherever that force might be 
required, but he thought its ultimate object was to put the whole 
machinery into the hands of a body in London, and thus in effect alter 
the administration of justice in the whole Kingdom. He had always 
felt it to be one of the privileges peculiar to this county, that they 
had the administration of justice in their own hands', LM, 16 May, 1840. 

6 -7LM, 16 Aug 1856; see also CM, 22 May 1844, and 12 May 1847. 
CM, 9 May 1855. 

8 CM, 29 Sept. 1856. 
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'very considerable increase in the number of ~n'~ Further relief 

came from central government in the eighteen seventies. In 1874, it 

decided to increase the contribution to police finances from a quarter 

to a half, and the Prisons Act of 1877 vested ownership of prisons in 

the central government, and so relieved local authorities of the cost 

of management. The increased subsidy to the police meant that the 

proportion of total expenditure provided from this source as a propor-

tion of the cost of the 'borough fund' account increased from 15% in 

the early seventies to 20% by the early eighties, and remained at 

about one fifth thereafter. The nationalisation of the prison resulted 

in an important reduction in the council's obligations, since in the 

years 1870 to 1877, the maintenance of the prison was costing on 

average about £12,000 a year, which represented 15 to 20% of the 

2 municipal budget on the 'borough fund' account. For our purposes, the 

only material result of the changes from the late eighties in the 

methods by which parliament channelled funds into local government 

was the beginning of grants for technical education, which have been 

previously considered~ 

A second source of rate relief came from the profits of municipal 

enterprise. The possibility of using these to aleviate the rate 

burden was realised at a relatively early date, being an important 

issue in the discussions over the possible purchase of the gas works 

in the eighteen fifties. Although in the fifties and sixties the water-

works were making substantial profits they remained as an accumulating 

1LM , 16 Aug 1856. 

2percentages calculated from the Borough Fund Revenue Account for 
1869/70 to 1876/77, 1886/87, 1890/91, and 1899]1900. 

3See above pp.305-308. 
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'balance in hand' until 1867, when £80,817 was paid into the borough fund 

account. 1m average of about flO ,000 was paid in annually over the 

next four years, so that by 1872 the town clerk could tell the Commons' 

select commdttee that, 

'we have built the town hall out of the profits of the water 
within twelve years; or.at least we have paid £120,000 to 
the credit of the borough fund out of the water'! 

The municipalisation of the gas supply in 1870 created a new 

potential source of income. In 1871 and 1872, £26,561 was approp-

riated to the borough fund, but after this, only in 1878 and 1884 

were any profits paid over. It seems that the Liberals preferred to 

pursue a 'cheap gas' policy by fixing the price of gas to cover costs, 

interest and sinking fund charges, and did not budget for a profit 

margin which would allow regular subsidies to be made over for rate 

relief. This would be consistent with their tenet that no group of 

rate payers should benefit at the expense of others, which also 

2 initially influenced their attitude to municipal tramways. This, at 

least, seems a more probable explanation than any possible desire to 

3 supply cheap lighting to the shop-keeping caucus. When the Conserva-

tives came to power, however, there was a change of policy in this 

respect. From the late nineties, as table 8.7 shows, all municipal 

undertakings were obliged to contribute to the city fund. Although 

the Liberals, in accord with their previous practice, at first opposed 

this, arguing that any benefit should be passed directly to the 

consumers in the form of lower prices~ this policy was in fact contin-

ued after they regained a majority in 1904. 

iHLRO, ibid., f. 46; and see table 8.7. 
~, 15 Feb 1894. 
4See E.P. Rennock, Fit and Proper Persons, p. 277-278. 

LM, 2 June 1898. 
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TABLE 8.]a 

Profits from municipal enterprises paid into 

the Borough ',Fund, 1867 to 1884 

,; I. 

"'''' ... 
Gas works Year Waterworks 

(£) (£) 

1867 80,817 

1868 9,819 

1869 10,428 

1870 10,723 

1871 8,980 13,803 

1872 7,142 12,758 

1873 3,757 

1874 3,852 

1875 2,217 

1876 3,961 

1877 

1878 11,279 

1879 

1880 

1881 

1882 

1883 

1884 10,000 

Gross total 141,696 47,840 

Source: See table 8.7b. 

Notes: (1) Sums have been rounded to the nearest pound. 

(2) The following sums were paid from the Borough 
Fund to cover deficiencies in the uti1ities:-

Waterworks, 1883 £21,332; 
Gas works, 1874 £935 

1887 (6,425 
1884 (4,582 

Thus the net total profit paid in in this 
period was (113,939 from the waterworks and 
(42,324 from the gas works • 

. J 
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TABLE' 8.7h 

~rofits from municipal enterprises paid into 

the Borough 'Fund, 1897-1914 

Year Waterworks Gasworks Tramways Electricity 
(£) (£) (£) (£) 

1897 - 18.000 - -
1898 18,000 - - -
1899 16,819 20.351 10,325 -
1900 6,552 12,737 8,031 -
1901 24,000 - 6.167 4,000 

1902 13,942 6,420 21,058 6,000 

1903 14,500 - 47,000 3,170 

1904 33,725 37,561 114,000 3,430 

1905 11,940 16,120 55,000 -
1906 19,497 11,681 51,500 -
1901 14,979 15,274 154,262 3,410 

1908 26,990 14,709 97,550 20,608 

1909 9,021 2,068 47,557 5,248 

1910 16,673 6,017 55,318 8,931 

1911 15,819 18,101 51,888 9,993 

1912 20,944 22,223 61,163 16,065 

1913 13,227 24,727 61,375 15,509 

1914 12,451 - 70,004 14,314 

Total 289,079 231,989 912,198 110,678 

Source: 'Financial Statistics. City Accountant's Office', 
pp. 45-46, and 49. 

Note: No profits were appropriated to the Borough Fund between 
1885 and 1897. 
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e2l 

The council, of course, did not undertake the management of its 

services, or the day to day application of its policies in full session, 

but delegated administration to its officers and committees. The 

committees can be classified into three groups: those which transacted 

business for the council in its role as a municipal corporation under 

the 1835 Act, those created to exercise powers obtained under the 

improvement acts, and the committees set up to administer the utilities, 

water, gas, tramways and electricity, when they were taken into public 

ownership. The municipal committees were five in number, namely the 

watch, finance, parliamentary, gaol, and printing committee, and the 

functions of each are for the most part evident from their titles. Of 

these, the watch committee was in two respects the most important, for 

its creation was specifically enjoined by the 1835 Act 'to appoint 

constables for the borough'~ and expenditure on the police force was 

the largest single item in the municipal budget. As we have seen in an 

earlier chapter, the committee quickly set about the reorganisation of 

the existing day and night watch forces, and remodelled it, under the 

guidance of Robert Baker, into a preventive force on the metropolitan 

design. The finance committee examined and passed bills for payment, 

drew up estimates of corporate expenditure, arranged the borrowing of 

money from the public, and made up the annual accounts. The business of 

the parliamentary committee was to, 

'watch the progress of any bills which may be introduced into 
parliament affecting the borough'f 

and to advise the council what steps should be taken to support or 

15 and 6 Wm. IV, cap. LXXVI, sections lxxvi and lxxvii. 

2par1iamentary committee, 9 Nov 1843. 
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oppose them. This involved taking notice of a wide range of local and 

national legislation, from turnpike,' waterWorks and railway company 

bills to general legislation of all kinds which proposed changes in 

local government. The gaol committee was instituted to select a site 

for the borough prison, and recommend a design for it, and was then 

entrusted with the administration of the building. But as we have 

seen, it had to concede control to the magistrates, which offended 

against the council's strongly-held belief that there should be no div-

ision of responsibility in the administration and finance of local 

government services~ Finally, the printing committee was responsible 

for the provision of stationery and electoral registers. The supply 

of these was let out to tender, and here then was one of the few rem-

unerative appointments which the council had at its disposal. The 

printing contract was clearly regarded as one of the spoils of office, 

for it was given to Edward Baines, a prominent Liberal and proprietor 

of the influential Liberal paper, the Leeds Mercury. As the rival 

tory press tartly commented, 

'Mr. Baines, besides being appointed Printer to the council, 
would also seem to have been retained as Trumpeter also~ 
for the office is likely to be anything but a sinecure'. 

In 1842, the number of council comndttees was increased by six 

on the assumption of responsibility for the burial ground, and 

lSee for example, ibid., 31 May 1844, petitioning against a bill which 
proposed to vest ~appointment of smoke in$pectors in borough 
magistrates, and not in town councils which are 't~e proper guardians 
of the Borough Fund', and ibid., 11 July 1845, petitioning against a 
bill which proposed to finance pauper lunatic asylums out of borough 
rates, on the order of borough magistrates. It was claimed that, 
the council would (in the absence of other funds)'have the odium of 
laying a rate for an amount over which they have no check, and over 
the expenditure of the proceeds of which rate, when collected, they 
would have no controll

• 

2L1 , 23 Jan 1836. 
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improvement acts~ The lamp, market,·. scavenging and nuisance, and 

hackney coach comndttee took over the functions which the supe~~eded 
/ 

improvement commission had exercised, and the other two were establi-

shed to administer the new items of legislation. The 'burial act' 

committee managed the affairs of the new municipal cemeteries, and 

appointed the necessary spiritual and manual employees. The most 

important opportunities which the improvement act had created for the 

improvement of environmental conditions, those of ordering the paving 

of streets and the creation of a sewerage system, were vested in the 

streets comndttee, which was initially under the chairmanship of 

Robert Baker. 

In the following decades, the expansion of the committee system 

reflected the growth in the range of municipal services. New commit-

tees were created to supervise the highways (1866), the libraries 

(1869), baths and washhouses (1878), allotments (1891), technical ins-

truction grants (1895), and unemployment 'distress' relief (1905). 

But in many respects, of equal or greater importance,were the sub-

committees which proliferated as the major comndttees had new functions 

added to their agenda. The most important were those of the streets 

and sewerage committee, the building clauses (1862) and utilisation of 

sewage (1866) sub committees, and of the sanitary cOmndttee; the 

hospitals (1882), rivers pollution (1886-1894) and the insanitary areas 

(1894) sub committees. One aspect of the council's increasing activi-

ties was the increasingly large amount of property which it owned. A 

1CMIA, 3 Aug. 1842. 
2The scavenging and nuisance comndttee was retitled as the sanitary 

committee from November 1869. 



400 

'repairs' committee was established' in 1836, and this took on nominal 

responsibility for Woodhouse MOor in 1858. This committee~ and the town 

hall committee (1851) were amalgamated in 1868 to form the corporate 

property committee which superintended all municipal offices and ' 

recreation grounds. 

(3) 

The widening scope of municipal business entailed an increase in 

the numbers employed in municipal service at all levels. We have al-

ready considered the growth of the municipal labour force which resulted 

from the municipalisation of the utility companies, and the council's 

early experiences in labour relations. This section is concerned with 

matters relating to the council's employees in other grades, namely the 

professional staff, the inspectorate, and the police force. On coming 

into office in 1835, the council inherited its two principal officers, 

the town clerk and the chief constable, from the unreformed corporation. 

The office of town clerk was obviously important, and to its holder, 

lucrative. Initially, the council was content to continue the existing 

clerk, James Nicholson, in office. But he did not retain the position 

for long, as after six months he resigned when the salary was fixed at 

£250 a year~ This has been interpreted as a political move by the 

council, a suspicion strengthened by the fact that his replacement, 

Edwin Eddison, was a Liberal, whose salary was later increased 

substantial1Y~ But there was perhaps a more important reason for 

effectively enforcing Nicholson to resign, by the award of an unrealist-

ically low salary, than simply the desire to avoid the compensation for 

lCM, 24 June 1836. 

2D• Fraser, thesis, p. 196. 
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loss of office which his dismissal would have entailed~ Had the coun-

cil been hostile to him from the beginning, it would hardly have 
. 2 

offered its thanks for his 'able impartial and faithful services' 

which it did in January 1836. These inferred qualities were presumably 

forgotten when the council discovered that the funds accumulated by its 

predecessor had been alienated before its dissolution, and that 

Nicholson had failed to inform them of this, having said that 

'there are no goods, securities, effects or property belonging 
to the body corporate except the mace and certain pews'~ 

He certainly paid dearly for his reticence, for in the eighteen forties 

the town clerk's income from salary and fees was always above [500 a 

year~ The existing chief constable, Edward Ried, appointed in 1823, 

managed to survive the transition from the old to new regime, but not 

without difficulty. When the force was reorganised in 1836, the post, 

at [2S0 a year, was given to one William Heywood~ who retained it until 

November 1837 when Ried was reinstated~ The council also appointed a 

treasurer, which simply involved the appointment of a banker to receive 

money from municipal officers and make payments on orders signed by the 

. 7 
finance comm1ttee. 

In August 1842, the officers of the improvement commission were 

re-engaged with the exception of the accountant, and the law clerk, whose 

IS and 6 Wm. IV, cap. LXXVI, section lxvi. 

2CM , 1 Jan 1836. 

3CM , 5 Feb 1836. 

4Report on the Answers to Queries addressed to the respective authorities 
entrusted with the distribution of the local funds, (1850), Appendix, 
table 1. 

SFinance Committee and Watch Committee minutes, 25 March 1836. 

6J • Mayhall, Annals of Yorkshire, vol. 1, 1 Jan 1859, and D. Fraser, 
thesis, pp. 198-199. 

7CM, 15 Jan 1836. The council was also statutorily obliged to pay 
salaries to the Recorder and Coroner, but these are not strictly 
municipal employees. 
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duties were taken over by the town clerk. The only new professional 

post created was that of borough surveyor which was filled by a local 

architect, at a salary of E120~ The" post was part-time until January 

1845, when the salary was raised to £200, 

'with the privilege of taking pupils, on the understanding 
that he will not be allowed to take private business, nor to 
receive any remuneration from the council for the labour of 
such pupi1s'~ 

and in February 1851 it was increased to £300 under the same proviso~ 

Two years later, an assistant borough surveyor was appointed at £75. 

The salary for this post rose to £105 in January 1857 and to £130 by 

4 February 1861. 

The possibility of engaging a medical officer was first mooted 

in 1862, when the council asked the scavenging and nuisance co~ttee 

to consider whether there was a need to employ a 'medical man' as 

f
. 5 

inspector 0 nu~sances. The comndttee, however, considered that 

'the staff at present employed is fully competent to exer
cise all necessary sanitary supervision in the borough', 

and rejected the suggestion~ But in the following year, the committee 

sought approval to allow the meat inspector to employ a medical 

officer presumably on a consultative basis to give expert advice on 

meat considered unfit for consumption, but the council refused permis

sion? The need for a medical officer was made apparent by the local 

1CM , 21 Sept 1842. 

2CMIA, 6 Jan 1845. 

3CMIA, 12 Feb 1851. 

4CMIA, 10 Aug 1853, 9 Nov 1858, RB, 13 Feb 1861. 

SCM, 1 Sept 1862. 

6RB , 26 Sept 1862. 

7CM , 31 March 1863. 
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public health crisis inl865 and the attendant public concern and 

publicity, which inspired a memorial 

'requesting that a Medical Gentleman may be appointed as 
Sanitary Inspector'! 

The council agreed, and included an enabling clause in the new 

improvement bill. In August 1866, M.K. Robinson, the M.O.H. at 

Birkenhead was appointed at a salary of £500 a year: Pressure to 

establish the post of public analyst came not from local but metropoli-

tan promptings. Following the enactment of the Adulteration Act of 

1872, the LoG.B. wrote to ask what was being done 'with regard to the 

appointment of a public 3 analyst' , and in May 1873 the council gave the 

position to Thomas Fairley, at £100 a 4 year. Some correspondence with 

the Board ensued;, as it wished to make certain that he possessed 'the 

competent medical, chemical and microscopical knowledge' which the Act 

demanded, but his testimonials proved highly satisfactory, and the 

Board gave its formal approval in JulY~ 

The establishment of public libraries made the appointment of a 

librarian necessary, and the decision to create an art gallery was 

h . f 6 followed by t e appolntment 0 a curator. The growth of the municipal 

hospital service made it necessary to create posts for medically

qualified s'taff to supervise the fever and small pox hospitals? 

lCM, 29 March 1866. 
2 Leeds Improvement Act, 1866, 29 and 30 Viet., cap. clvii, section 9; 

RB, 9 May 1866; eM, 16 May 1866. 
3pRO ,MH12/15245, 61049B/1872. 

4CM , 14 May 1873. 

SpRO, ibid., 32755/73, 32755B/73, 35257/73, 35257B/73, 39529/73, and 
43583B/73. The post was not full time; the £100 was a basic retain
ing fee, on top of which the analyst was paid extra for analyses over 
a certain number. 

6CM , 4 June 1870 and 3 Feb 1889. 

7CM , 30 Sept 1885. 
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Similarly, the municipal purchase of the water, gas, tramway and 

electricity undertakings meant the addition of engineers and works 

managers to the council's payroll~ The council possessed no officer 

with the specific duty of overseeing its finances until the appointment 

of a full-time treasurer at £300 a year in l855~ to replace the manager 

of the Leeds Banking Company, who had acted as treasurer since 1836. 

The council's principal officers were allowed only a strictly 

limited independence of action, as the council and its committees 

intervened to restrict initiative, and indeed, impare efficiency. 

When the scavenging and nuisance committee defined the duties of the 

new medical officer of health, it decided, despite Robinson's protests, 

that he must, 

'receive the consent of the committee before taking any 
proceedings affecting the mode of carrying on the trade 
of the town, or interfering with the general usage of the 
people'~ 

Five years later, when the council refused to accept the government 

grant towards the medical officer's salary, the Leeds Mercury complained 

that the council, 

'deliberately shutting its eyes to the plain path of 
duty ••• has resolved that the Officer of Health should con
tinue under the dictation of a committee, the incompetence 
of which we know by sad experience, and upon the integrity 
of which town councillors themselves have not been slow to 
cast reflections •••• The public should know by now what 
that means'~ 

lCM, 2 Jan 1871 (gasworks), 7 July 1897 (tramways). 

2CM , 30 March 1855. 

3SNC , 10 April 1867. 

4~, 3 Dec 1872. 
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As an example of what was implied, the same source mentioned that 

Dr. Robinson had been threatened by a member of the sanitary committee 

'if he dared move against cellar dwellings'. In the same month, 

noting that the medical officer had to receive the approval of the 

comndttee before prosecuting in food adulteration cases, the Mercury 

asked 

'is this not the reason why prosecutions for adulteration 
are so few and so ineffectual in Leeds?'! 

2 Dr. Robinson resigned his post in June of the following year. When 

Sir William Nott'Bower wrote his memoirs in 1926, he still remembered 

his three years as chief constable in Leeds (1878-1881) with obvious 

exasperation, and implied that in his period of office there were 

numerous instances of behaviour by council members which shaded from 

3 the cantankerous to the corrupt. 

What evidence there is on municipal salaries suggests that they 

were generally inferior to those paid by towns of comparable importance, 

and it is evident from council minutes that there was an influential 

lobby which opposed salary increases. When Dr. Robinson resigned in 

1873, it was proposed to pay his successor at the same rate of £500 a 

year, but this was reduced on amendment to £400~ The original salary 

was restored in 1882, but a motion to pay £600 was defeated~ It is 

hardly possible at this distance in time to assess Dr. Goldies compet-

ence. He was certainly willing to criticise the sanitary committee's 

policies, for example, over the continued existence of privies, the 

inadequate number of inspectors, and the facilities for treating fever 

11M , 2 Dec, 3 Dec 1872. 
2-
3~' S.June 1873 •. 
4' J, W. N.Bower, F~fty Two Years a Policeman, pp. 40-42. 
SCM, 5 June 1873. 

CM, 28 Sept 1882. 
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for patients. But he was strongly criticised for his mishandling of 

the typhoid epidemic in Headingley in 1889, and forced to resign~ 

Even then, the council refused to offer a much higher salary. It 

refused to pay a proposed £900, or £800 to the new medical officer, 

2 
but agreed on £700. Professional opinion observed that 

'it is to be regretted that the sanitary authority offer so 
small a commencing salary as £700 per annum, which is 
scarcely suitable to the responsibility of the post'~ 

In 1877, when the town clerk resigned to hecome solicitor to the 

Great Eastern Railway Company he said that he had decided to move 

because 

'there was no further promotion for me to be hoped for in 
the service of the corporation'~ 

He was receiving a salary of £1,250 a year, which had been unchanged 

for nine years, but nevertheless the council advertised the post at 

£1,000, increased the salary to the previous level after four years, 

and then raised it to £1,500 five years later~ The town clerk 

appointed in 1892 was less fortunate. Awarded a salary of £1,250, he 

resigned after seven years, claiming that, 

'when I accepted the appointment I did so in full reliance 
upon the confident expectation expressed to me by several 
leading members of the council, belonging to both political 
parties, that the salary then offered me would, within a 
very short period be increased by the council to the amount 
which previously attached to the office. I should not 
otherwise have accepted the position, as in relinquishing 
private practice as a solicitor I made a considerable finan
cial sacrifice'~ 

1LM , 8 Aug 1889; SC, 22 July 1889. 
2-

CM, 7 Aug 1889. 

3public Health, vol II (1889-90), p. 139. 

4CM , 3 Dec 1877. 

SCM, 16 Jan 1878, 2 Jan 1882, 31 March 1887. 

6CM , 1 March 1899. 
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This may have been a reflection of the council's assessment of his 

ability, as his successor rose in income and estimation very rapidly, 

being appointed at £1,500 and gaining two annual increments of £250 

before resigning to become a barrister~ The new town clerk, appointed 

2 in January 1904, received £1,500. 

The police force, at all levels, also suffered from the zeal for 

cheese paring which was especially strong in the eighteen seventies and 

eighties. J.\XlN,·.'Bower remarked that the salary of £300 offered in 1878, 

'was simply ridiculous, considering the importance of the town, 
the strength of the police force, and the heavy responsibility 
of the office - indeed it was ••• hardly more than I was receiv
ing as a sub-inspector in Ireland'~ 

and when he resigned in 1881, he moved to be head of the Liverpool 

4 police at £750 a year. At least it was always possible to find a chief 

constable, but there was protracted delay in finding a superintendent 

of the detective force. In 1876 when the post became vacant, the watch 

committee asked permission to advertise it at £200, but the council was 

only prepared to agree to £150~ The result was that of ten applicants, 

the committee reported that seven were 'altogether out of the question't 

lCM, 3 May 1899, 4 July 1900, 1 Jan 1904. The eulogy produced by the 
council on his resignation was wholly sincere, as it retained his 
services as counsel on several subsequent occasions. 

2 
CM, 1 Jan 1904. 

3 l. w. N. Bower, op.cit., p. 39. l.W. N.Bower quotes (p. 41) the remarks 
of the leading Liberal 'economist', councillor (later alderman) Scarr, 
who moved an amendment to reduce the amount by £100; 'The office of 
Chief Constable isn't worth the figure. We'd 'ave lots of applicants 
put up at 'alf the wages. We don't want one of these 'ere Gentlemen 
who can play lawn tennis and go a-fishing, or make a nice bow in the 
Mayor's drawing-room, or say 'Ow-d'ye-do without dropping 'is H's. 
What we want is a man as can catch a thief when a chap's louse is 
broken into.'. 

4W•R• Cockroft, The Rise and Growth of the Liverpool Police Force in the 
Nineteenth Century, unpublished M.A. thesis, University of Wales 1969, 
p. 248. 

SCM, 2 Feb 1876. 

. , 
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and the other three ~had neither the training, education or necessary 

experience'. The position had been'wide1y advertised, and so the 

committee concluded that the poor response was caused by, 

~the onerous nature of the office and the smallness of the 
salary', 

and again recommended that £200 should be offered. In support of its 

request, it reminded the council that the Prevention of Crimes Act, 

1871 had never been fully enforced in Leeds because of the 

'absence of closer connection between the preventive and 
detective systems of the force'l 

Nevertheless, the council again refused to agree. In May 1876, the 

question of a higher salary was again rejected, as it was in March and 

in April l879~ At this time, the police superintendents were 

receiving markedly lower salaries than those paid by other forces: an 

average of £118, compared to £170 in the West Riding and Birmingham, 

£180 in Lancashire and £200 in Liverpool. The total strength of the 

Leeds police force was also inferior to that in five out of ten other 

large towns. Furthermore, in the late seventies and early eighties 

from the evidence presented by the chief constable, medical officer 

and the town clerk in support of their claims for increases in salaries, 

it can be seen (table 8.9) that Leeds emerges poorly from comparisons 

with other major towns in this respect also. 

Apart from the municipal enterprises, the police force, the burial 

grounds committee, which employed the necessary complement of chaplains, 

registrars and grave diggers, and the borough gaol, which the council 

financed but did not administer, the only other sector of municipal 

lRB, 24 March 1876. 

2CM, 3 May 1876, 31 March, 31 April 1879. 
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TABLE 8.8 

The strength of the police force in ten large 

towns in England in 1811 and 1881 

population to each constable in: 
Town 

1871 (Ranking) 1881 (Ranking) 

Liverpool 435 ( 1) 458 ( 2) 

Manchester 470 ( 2) 454 ( 1) 

Bristol 602 ( 3) 580 ( 3) 

Salford 701 ( 4) 644 ( 4) 

Hull 706 ( 5) 757 ( 5) 

Leeds 822 ( 6) 869 ( 7) 

Sheffield 856 ( 1) 911 ( 8) 

Birmingham 857 ( 8) 770 ( 6) 

Bradford 917 ( 9) 925 ( 9) 

Nottingham 1,527 (10) 941 (10) 

Source: F.R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, Documents, 
etc., relating to Leeds City Council Proceedings, 
volume 3, f. 24. 
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TABLE 8.9 

Salaries paid to the Chief Constable (1876), Town Clerk (1877), 

and Medical Officer of Health (1882) in Leeds 

and in other large towns 

Chief Constable Town Clerk Medical Officer 
Town Salary (Ranking) (1) (2) (Ranking) Salary (Ranking) 

Liverpool £1,000 ( 1) £.2,500 £.3,500 ( 1) £.1,000 ( 1-) 

Glasgow 800 ( .2=) n.a. 850 ( 3) 

Manchester 800 ( 2=) 2,500 2,550 ( 2) n. a. 

Birmingham 700 ( 5) 1,200 2,000 ( 3) 1,000 ( 1-) 

Sheffield 750 ( 4) n. a. 

Newcastle 550 ( 6) n.a. 630 ( 6) 

Nottingham n.a. I 1,600 1,000 ( 4) 650 ( 5) 

Salford n.a. 1,300 900 ( 6) n.a. 

Bradford 400 ( 7-) 1,500 1,050 (5 ) 500 ( 7) 

Hull 400 ( .7=) n.a. n.a. 

Midd1esbrough 350 ( 9=) n.a. n.a. 

Stockport 350 ( 9=) n.a. n.a. 

Leeds 300 (ll) 1,250 786 ( 7) 400 ( 8) 

Edinburgh n.a. n.a. l! • ..1. 750 ( 4) 

Source: Chief Constable - F.R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, 
Documents, etc., relating to Leeds City Council Pro
ceedings, volume 1, f. 40. 

Note: 

Town Clerk - ibid., f. 18. 
Medical Officer - volun:e 3, part 2, f .16. 

The sums given in the town clerk's statement are, 

(1) Salary, and (2) Office Expenses. 
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administration which employed any number of individuals was the 

1 sanitary department. The council inherited two officers from the 

improvement commission, a superintendent of scavengers and another who 

combined the duties of inspector of lamps, of nuisances, and of 

hackney coaches, and clerk of the market. By the early eighteen fif-

ties, a full-time inspector and assistant inspector of nuisances were 

employed, and an inspector of smoke nuisance, and by the early sixties, 

an inspector of meat and slaughter-houses, and an inspector of build-

ings (from 31 March 1860) had been added. As a result of the enterprise 

of the first medical officer, the corps of inspectors was augmented by 

drafting in men from the police force~ The borough was divided up into 

fifteen divisions, and a policeman-inspector assigned to each. In the 

suburban divisions, this took the men off regular duties on one or two 

days a week, but in the eight which comprised the central urban area, 

nearly all the men's time was devoted to sanitary work. This practice 

continued until 1875, when stopped by the action of the Home Office 

inspector of police. In 1874 he refused to continue to recommend that 

the wages of the men seconded to the sanitary department be subsidised 

from the government police grant, because they were not employed full 

time in police duties: Thereupon, the committee decided to employ six 

4 permanent inspectors to replace them. By the early eighteen eighties, 

the comndttee employed fifteen inspectors, two for meat, and thirteen 

lThe only comprehensive enumeration of those employed in all capaci
ties by the corporation is to be found in RB, 13 Feb 1861. A partial 
enumeration is also to be found in RE, 8 Feb 1854. 

2M•K• Robinson, 'The sanitary improvement of Leeds', Trans. of the Nat. 
Assoc. for the Promotion of Social Science, Leeds Meeting 1871, 
pp. 486-7. 

3SC , 11 May 1874. 

4SC , 8 Feb, 8 March 1875. 
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for sanitary purposes~ The ~dical officer of health regarded the num-

ber as insufficient. When reporting on a case of defective house 

drainage, he remarked 

'but this leads us to the unpleasant suspicion that this is by 
no means an isolated case. Then how are we to obtain the 
knowledge of those hidden conditions? The answer is simple. 
House to house inspection. The Leeds sanitary committee have 
appointed an increased number of inspectors to meet this 
demand, and I may be allowed to add that this increase in 
staff is, in my opinion, still short of what it should be'~ 

But no expansion of the department's inspectorate occurred until 

the end of the next decade despite recommendations from the medical 

officer, and a deputation from the Sanitary Aid Society, to increase 

the number to allow the process of house to house inspection to be 

speeded up? In 1899, the committee finally agreed to the appointment 

of seven extra assistant inspectors, two of them female, and a third 

one Polish-speaking who was to take charge of the houses and workshops 

, h d' ,4 in the Jew~s ~str~ct. 

In contrast to the council's principal officers, who necessarily 

had 'professional' qualifications for their positions~ the lesser 

figures in the administration came from more varied backgrounds. For 

example, the first chief clerk of the Board of Works, who later became 

the first borough treasurer in 1853, was an ex-tea dealer, and the sub 

l SC , 9 Oct 1882. 

2sc , 12 Jan 1885. 

3sc , 2 July, 1 Oct 1896. 

4sc , 10 March 1898, 9 March, 18 May, 2 Nov 1899. 
5 Clearly, the town clerk had to be a lawyer, and the surveyors, at least 
in the earlier decades, presumably some 'apprenticeship' to an 
already-established surveyor; the chief constables came from police 
or military backgrounds, cf. Liverpool where the chief constable in 
1844 had been with the Glasgow police, then the governor of Glasgow 
prison and then superintendent of the prisons of Lanarkshire; his 
successor (1845-52) began in the Metropolitan police force, and the 
chief constable 1852-1881 was an ex-army officer, see W.R. Cockroft, 
thesis, pp. 203, 206-208, 227-245. 
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1 clerk an overseer. Of the four shortlisted candidates for the post 

of superintendent of scavengers, one was a joiner, another a butcher, 

another an engraver, and the fourth a joiner~ One of the inspectors 

of weights and measures appointed in 1849 had previously been a brass 

founder, and the other a summoning officer with the police force~ 

Samuel Sands, who became inspector of nuisances in 1851 was formerly 

on the staff of the Leeds Overseers office, and his rival for the job 

4 was a schoolmaster from Armley. This diversity was to be expected, for 

no distinctive corps of local government officials could have emerged 

by this period, when such posts were being created for the first time. 

There seems to have been no lack of competition, for the three last-

mentioned vacancies attracted thirty eight, eighty, and seventy 

. 1 5 applicants respect1ve y. This situation naturally changed as local 

government service became established. In 1891, the sanitary commit-

tee decided that no inspector would gain a salary increase after the 

end of his second year after appointment if he did not possess the 

S · I' 6 certificate of the an1tary nstltute, and at the end of the century 

the Webbs, in an interview with the medical officer, noted that, 

'inspectors are now, for the first time, required to have the 
certificate on their appointment - this put in the advt. by 
chairman of the committee off his own bat. Formerly, no 
certificate required and placed jobbed: then certificate 
required before second increment of salary: then lately 
before first increment. Dr. Cameron emphatic in praise of 
requiring certificate as preventing jobbery, excluding local 
preference, and actually widening the effective field of 
choice by attracting qualified candidates from other parts'. 

11M , 13 Aug, 3 Sept 1842. 
2-

1M, 15 July 1843. 

3LM, 2 June 1849. 

4LM , 20 Sept 1851. 

5(source as last three footnotes). 

6SC , 13 July 1891. 
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Unfortunately, as the Webbs were also told by Dr. Cameron, he was, 

'very anxious to raise the salary of inspectors so as to 
retain the seryices of the best men, who now leave it for 
better places'. 

One reason for the counci1 t s unwillingness to vote larger salaries 

was the organised opposition from the ratepayers which often arose when 

these matters came up for discussion. For example, in 1870, the proposed 

increase in the borough treasurer's salary, 

'was received by many of the ratepayers with great 
dissatisfaction't 

Protest meetings were held in the north, north east and Kirkgate wards, 

and a deputation which was sent to the council saw the proposition voted 

down. Again, in May 1878 the gas inspector was refused an increase 

which had been the subject of a deputation from the north east ward; 

but there was never a constant need for grass roots opinion, expressed 

through ward meetings and deputations, to make its views known to its 

representatives. Many councillors were not only aware of the views of 

their electors on this issue, but actively sympathised with them. At 

one extreme, the leading 'economist' of the period, A.W. Scarr declared, 

at a meeting of ratepayers protesting over salary increases in 1877, 

that 

'he was a radical, and believed in the people ruling, and 
therefore unless the people told him to vote for an increase 
he should not do it'~ 

On the other hand, the attitude which the council often adopted did not 

go uncriticised by some of its members. One alderman voiced the fear 

that, 

lWebb Local Gvt. Co11tn., volume 265, 'Personal Investigation 1899' -
Interview with medical officer of health. The inspectors appointed in 
1899 were initially paid 33/- a month. 

2 LM, 4 June 1870. 
3-

LM, 2 May 1878. 

4~R. Spark, Collection of Extracts, volume 1, f. 14b. 
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'there was a disposition to be stingy instead of liberal in 
the pay of their officials, and this would result in their 
having inferior officers'l 

Another alderman made a more general and a more telling point, when he 

declared that it was, 

'surprising that less importance should be attached to the 
voting away of thousands of pounds than was done to ~ny 
proposed increase, say £100 or so to a man's salary'. 

Onesignificant criterion was made explicit in a salary debate in 

1879, when the proposed increase was opposed by one councillor who, 

he claimed, 

'spoke not only for the working classes, but for a class he 
represented, the shopkeepers of the town, who felt that if 
ever there was a time that pressed upon them it was the 
present' , 

and by another, who 

'sympathised with the shopkeepers, who could scarcely make 
ends meet'~ 

These references to the shopocracy have an obvious relevance to the 

outline of municipal politics given in an earlier chapter. 

One final issue which arises in relation to administrative staff 

is that of pensions. When a long-serving member of the police force 

retired in 1849, 

'there was a long discussion as to the propriety of granting 
pensions to any public servant, one party condemning pensions 
as bad in principal, and contending that such pensions ought 
not to be paid out of the public rates raised from the 
hard earnings of the poorer ratepayers; whilst those who 
supported the motion argued that in such cases as this it was 
both good policy and economy to grant the money'~ 

~LM, 1 Oct 1870. 
1M, 11 Aug 1870. 

3LM , 2 Jan 1879. 

4CM , 1 Jan 1849; LM, 6 Jan 1849. 
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Although in this instance a pension was granted, the council decided 

at its next meeting that in future allowances or pensions would only 

be given to policemen when they incurred, 

'wounds t or other severe injuries in the performance of their 
duties't 

In 1860, a police pension scheme was created on a contributory basis~ 

and five years later, it was agreed by a narrow majority that, 

'sindlar powers be taken in the new improvement bill as the 
Guardians and Overseers of the Poor possess, in respect of 
granting annual allowances to such persons in their employ 
as shall be incapacitated from age, or otherwise, from the 
further performance of their duties'~ 

As a result, section 118 of the 1866 improvement act gave the council 

discretion to award pensions of not more than two-thirds of an emp1oy-

eels salary. This power was exercised very sparingly, and only in the 

. k 4 favour of long-serv~ce wor men. When the council's consolidation bill 

was being discussed in 1891, the section allowing pensions to be paid 

was deleted, since as one member observed, 

'it would not apply to labourers, but he took it that it 
would be applied to a few of the most highly-paid officials, 
and he considered that it was not necessary to make special 
provision for them'~ 

Such a sentiment was in accordance with the provident ideas of 

the age, but this did not prevent the council from granting pensions 

1CM , 26 Jan 1849. 

2CM , 8 Aug 1860 •. The contributions ranged from 3d a week for those 
earning 18/- to 19/-, to 7d for those earning 27/- to 30/-. The 
scheme was created under An Act to amend the Law concerning the Police 
In Counties and Boroughs in England and Wales, 22 and 23 Vict., cap. 
XXXII, sections VII to XXI. The provisions were obligatory. 

3CM , 15 Dec 1865; the voting was 20 to 17. 

4CM , 5 June 1872 notes the award of~£35 a year to John Lapish appoin
ted in 1843 (see CMIA, 19 July 184~; and CM, 9 Nov 1887 reco:ds a 
gratuity of £20 given to a lamplighter who had retired through age and 
infirmity. 

5~, 1 Dec 1891. 
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to less well-paid employees, which it did in a small number of 

1 
selected cases. 

One result of the expansion of municipal employment was the need 

to find permanent office accommodation. In 1842, the council's 

'Board. of Works' was established in Park row, first in a warehouse, 

and then in a nearby house, rented at £80 a year, containing a commdt

tee room, and the rate, chief clerk's and surveyor's offices. The cost 

of the lease was defrayed by £20, the sum which the chief clerk paid 

for living on the premises7 Five years later it became necessary to 

find a larger building, and another house, again in Park row, was taken 

3 at £150 a year. As we noted in an earlier chapter, the council was 

already aware that the Court House was inadequate for its requirements, 

but because of more urgent financial obligations it allowed the matter 

to lapse. But when the construction of a public hall was mooted in the 

eighteen fifties, the council, when it adopted the project, made arrange-

ments for the town hall to accommodate its growing staff. Twenty years 

later, the planning of new corporate offices became necessary as, 

'the accommodation of the present town hall, especially in 
assize times, was perfectly inadequate, and there were regu
lar complaints on the subject'~ 

Initially, the council made an agreement to pr'ovide offices for its 

own staff and that of the School Board, and bought a site adjacent to 

the town hall from the Board, which had intended to build its own 

lMRP, no. 146, Information obtained ••• as to Allowances to Persons who 
hAVe ceased to work; (21 Feb 1908) gives a list of twenty four manual 
and clerical workers in receipt of allowances ranging from 2J6 to 25/-. 
Twenty were permanent pensions, (1 - 2/6; 6 - 5/-; 1 - 6/-' 7 - 7/6' 
1 = 10/-; 1 = 20/-; 3 = 25/-), generally given for long se;vice. and' 
infirmity. 

20ffices committee, minutes, 2 Sept 1842, 9 May 1843. 

3CM , 1 Jan, 9 Feb, 31 March, 1848. 

4LM 4 Oct 1877. 
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1 headquarters there. But the Board had second thoughts, and reverted 

to its original scheme, since it believed that it would be cheaper to 

borrow the money for a separate building from the Public Works Loan 

corofidssioners than to rent accommodation from the council~ The 

council agreed to a division of the site, and authorised the corporate 

p~operty co~ttee to proceed with its revised plan at an estimated 

3 cost of £50,000. As the building was approaching completion, the 

committee recommended that it should be responsible for providing the 

internal fittings rather than letting the work out to contract. The 

council at first rejected the idea, but finally acquiesced~ and the 

new offices were ready for occupation in 1883. 

lRB, 24 March 1876. 

2RB , 19 July 1877. 

3CM , 3 Oct 1877. 

4 CM , 21 July, 8 Nov 1882,7 Feb 1883. 
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This concluding section has two purposes. The first is to 

briefly outline the changes in the ~rganisation of local government 

insofar as they involved" the corporation, and secondly, to consider the 

reasons for the growth of the functions of municipal government in 

Leeds over the seventy years foliowing the, reform of 1835. In one 

sense, these two themes are inter-related, for in part the lengthening 

agenda of the council was the result of its absorbtion of two other local 

government agencies, the improvement co~ssion and the surveyors of 
\ 

highways. Viewed in a national context, this was characteristic of a 

general trend away from ad hoc bodies towards multi-purpose 

.. 1 d 1 1 tt h d" author1t1es, an a oca counterpar 0 t e movement towar s adm1n1S-

trative uniformity which central government was attempting to impose 

upon the localities in this period~ As we stated in the Introduction, 

the major municipalities of the nineteenth century, Leeds amongst 

them, to a large extent managed their affairs independent of,much of 
\ 

the general legislation dealing with local government affairs. 

Whereas smaller communities, which in adopting the institutions of 

government created by general acts, such as local boards of health and 

local government boards, were more susceptible to pressures from 
, 3 

central government departments, before 1871 the only occasions upon 

which the corporation came into contact with any central institution 

was when parliamentary select committees' considered its improvement 

bills. After that date, the council was obliged'to take the existence 

lW. Thornhill, The Growth and Reform of English Local Government, p.3. 

2R•M• Gutchen, 'Local improvements and centralisation in nineteenth
century England', Historical Journal, iv, 1961, pp. 85-96. 

~Royston Lambert, 'Central and local relations in Mid-Victorian England: 
the Local Government Act Office, 1858-1871', Victorian Studies, 1962, 
pp. 121-150. 
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of the Local Government Board into account. The Board could exert its 

influence on the council in two ways, through its power to approve bye

laws, and through the reports on the contents of local bills which it made 

for the information of parliamentary select committees. By neither 

method was the Board successful in imposing its views upon the council. 

As we have shown, it adopted a conciliatory attitude over the question 

of the building bye-laws when it became clear that the council would 

oppose any serious interference with its independence, and was obliged 

to agree to a compromise which involved the abandonment of at least 

one of its principal objections. Likewise, it failed to make any 

major alterations to municipal policy when it attempted to do so by 

means of criticisms of the improvement bills. In 1900, the town clerk 

informed the Joint Select Committee on Municipal Trading that these 

L.G.B. reports were, 
. 

'rather a terror to the promoters of these Municipal Bills. 
We never know what the Local Government Board are going to 
say about a Bill, and we are most unhappy until we hear 
what they have to say, because they never by any chance, 
according to my experience, let any point slip, and I 
may say that we often think they take many points that they 
might very well have left alone't 

But he went on to say that there were two cases known to him where the 

Board, 

'being dissatisfied with the decision given in the first House, 
have notwithstanding that decision, sent in a supplementary 
report to the second House to enforce their views against the 
decision of the first House. Luckily, in those two cases the 
second House agreed with us, and not with the Local Government 
Board'. 

One of these instances must certainly have been the approval given 

in 1893 to allow the continued building of back-to-back houses. On 

lJoint Select Co~tteeon Municipal Trading, quo 3070. 
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what was regarded as a ~st important issue, theft, the recommendation 

of the Board had been rejected, and the council, as one M.P. protes-

ted, had 

'obtained power to set,aside the almost universal law of 
this country against the erection of back to back houses'! 

Although after 1866, it might be a general truth that, 

'the grammar of common sanitary legislation acquired the 
novel virtue of an imperative mood'~ 

the change had very little impact as far as the corporation of Leeds 

was concerned. 

We can divide the services provided by the corporation into four 

groups. In the first is public security, that is police and the prison; 

and in the second are those which relate to public health: sewerage, 

cleansing, paving, burial grounds, hospitals, building regulations 

and the control of atmospheric;and river pollution. Thirdly, we can 

class together amenities such as public libraries, baths, markets, and 

parks. Finally, there are the municipal 'trading' concerns, namely, the 

waterworks, gasworks, tramways and electricity supply. The reason 

why the functions in the first two groups were undertaken by the 

'public sector' is simple to define: they were essential but unremun

erative ones. As one alderman had said, 

'the idea of profit had never been entertained as 
derivable'3 

from them, and so in default of private initiative the re~ponsibility 

for them fell upon the public authorities. The same could in effect 

be said of the institutions in the third category. Although some 

attempts were made by private enterprise or voluntary associations to 

1parl • Debs., 4th series, volume XCV, 14 June 1901, column 392.' 

2J • Simon, English Sanitary Institutions, p. 299. 

3LM , 16 Aug 1851; and see next footnote. 
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provide these, to make them available on a scale appropriate to the 

size of the community involved the mobilisation of the superior 

financial and organisational resources of local government. But the 

criterion of 'non-profitability' could certainly not be applied to the 

utilities in the fourth group. The waterworks operated as a privately

owned concern between 1837 and 1852, and the two gas companies were 

also carried on successfully by joint-stock companies until 1870. 

From the seventies to the ~d-nineties the tramway company was an 

independent enterprise, and for seven years the Yorkshire House-to-

House Electricity Company likewise enjoyed a profitable existence be-

fore it was bought out by the corporation. 

There are several problems to be considered on the issue of 

municipal trading. In a society in which private enterprise was the 

norm, we need to define the reasons why the council was prepared to 

take these concerns into municipal ownership. We have already refer-

red to the definition of the legitimate functions of local government 

made by one council member in 1852 in opposing the municipal purchase 

of the waterworks~ and his objection to the council stepping outside 

them applies equally to the other enterprises listed here. We must 

also ask if the council followed any consistent policy in defining 

the grounds for intervention in the private sector. In a famous 

passage, Sidney Webb described the 'unconscious permeation' of 

municipal councillors by 'socialist' ideas: 

'The "practical man" oblivious or contemptuous of any theory 
of the Social Organism or general principals of social 
organisation, has been forced by the necessities of the time, 
into an ever deepening collectivist channel. Socialism, of 
course, he still rejects and despises. The Individualist 

libid; and see above p.107-10S. -
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Town Councillor will walk along the municipal pavement lit 
by municipal gas and cleansed by municipal brooms with' 
municipal water, and seeing by the municipal clock in the 
municipal market, that he is too early to meet his children 
coming from the municipal school hard by the county lunatic 
asylum and municipal hospital, will use the national tele
graph system to tell them not to walk through the municipal 
park but to come by the municipal tramway, to meet him in 
the municipa~ reading room, br the municipal art gallery, 
museum and I~Drary, where he ~ntends to consult some of 
the national publications in order to prepare his next 
speech in the municipal town-hall, in favour of the nation
alization of canals and the increase of the government 
control over the railway system. "Socialism, sir" he will 
say, "don't waste the time of a practical man by your fantas
tic absurdities. Self-help, sir, individual self-help, 
that's what's made our city what it i~'~ 

Webb's contention that there were no principles involved in the 

definition of this area of municipal policy might indeed seem'to be 

given support by the council's parliamentary conmdttee. In May 1900, 

after discussing the implications of the recently-appointed Joint 

Select Conmdttee on Municipal Trading, it decided that, 

'the principle heretofore followed by each case being decided 
by inquiry into the merits thereof in relation to the 
particular facts has worked to the public advantage, as attes
ted by the results attained in the various matters undertaken 
by the municipalities, whether considered from the point of 
view of the consumer and user, or of the ratepayer, and that 
it is not desirable in the public interest that any hard and 
fast line of limit should be drawn, but that, on the contra
ry, the principal and the practice which have worked well in 
the past should continue to be followed, and each particular 
question considered and decided upon its merits't 

But in fact as we have shown incidentally in the preceding 

chapters, the grounds upon which the council justified its incursions 

into the private sector were clearly articulated and consistent ones. 

The basic reasons for municipalisation were substantially the same in 

lSidney Webb, Socialism in England, pp. 116-117. 

~port of the Parliamentary Committee', in Annual Report of 
Committees, 1899-1900. 
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1 
all four cases. These Were first set out in 1852, in the town clerk's 

report on the future of the water supply. In this he argued that 

because of the scale of the operations involved, the alternatives 

were either a monopoly or a duopoly. The latter would involve unnece-

ssary and wasteful duplication of resources but would probably not 

result in any price competition for the benefit of the consumer, but 

in price-fixing or other forms of collusion between the two companies. 

If a monopoly was to be sanctioned, it ought to be controlled 'by 

some public body responsible to the consumer'. The existence of a 

local monopoly of supply was a characteristic common to all four 

utilities. Ten years before the debate over the waterworks, the 

council had sought to amend the bill promoted by one of the gas com-, 

panies to secure 'the benefits of fair competition between them', and 

their common pricing policy, which was detrimental to the council, was 

an issue which was brought up again in the debate over municipal acquis-

ition in 1868. The probability of monopoly was a reason why the 

council was urged to pre-empt private enterprise in the supply of 

electric lighting. In the cases of gas and electricity, there was 

another reason which prompted public ownership, since, 

'light is required by a municipality for the purpose of 
performing their duty in connection with watching'f 

This made the council a major purchaser of gas, and as one newspaper 

remarked, 

'a joint stock company has no right to calculate on 
deriving large profits from the public rate' • 

lIn the following paragraphs we draw on material to be found on 
pp. 151-153, 249-250, 257, 259-260, 266-270. 

2J.S.C. on Municipal Trading, qu.304" 
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The operations of· all these four utilities impinged upon 

another of the council's. statutory duties, that of maintaining the 

highways, since they all required the right to interfere with the 

public streets to lay pipes or lines. This was a source of much com-

plaint, and provided another reason for municipalisation. In the 

case of the tramways, there was the additional reason that often the 

laying of double tracks could only be done if the streets ,were 

widened, and so the council would be making street improvements at 

public cost, for a private company's benefit~ 

Financial considerations were an influential subsidiary factor, 

but in a strictly qualified sense. Until the late nineties, when the 

conservatives imported Chamberlainite ideas into local finance, public 

enterprise as a source of profit was not an issue of major importance 

in Leeds. The water supply was regarded as an aspect of the council's 

obligatiofts in public health, and the profits it produced, though 

undoubtedly welcome, were almost incidental. They had been allowed to 

accumulate untouched until 1867, and thereafter paid ,over into the 

borough fund only for the next decade, when receipts ceased until the 

change of policy twenty years later. Similarly, after 1870 gas 

profits were paid into the borough fund in only four of the subsequent 

fifteen years of Liberal government. The Liberal policy seems to have 

been to provide these essential services as cheaply as possible to the 

consumers, and in doing this they were assisted by the financial 

advantages which local authorities had over private enterprise. As 

Bernard Shaw wrote, when he publicised this fact more than fifty years 

after it had been recognised by the, town clerk of Leeds, 

l.b'd .:..2:-' , quo 3107 • 
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'sultans and South American Republics may beg round the 
world in vain; chancellors may have to issue national 
stock at discount; but a Borough Treasurer simply names a 
figure and gets it at par'! 

Conversely, where these features were not present, the council 

did not countenance intervention. Tramways might be legitimately 

subject to municipal purchase, but there was no suggestion that the 

council should buyout competing omnibus or cab owners. Despite the 

problems created by slum clearance, the council consistently refused 

to invade the preserves of the private builder, and at one extreme, 

there was even opposition to the supply of 'humanised' milk for infants 

on the ground that the milk trade was not a monopoly. As one economist 

observed, 

'we cannot regard the large and increasing amount of public 
municipal trading in these (sc. tramways, gas, electricity) 
goods and services as by itself showing that industry in 
general is on the way to be brought into public hands'~ 

If we use the term 'municipal socialism' to describe these activities 

it is essential that it remains firmly enclosed in inverted commas. 

lQuoted in W. Thornhill, Ope cit., p. 186. 

2D.H• MacGregor, The·Evolution of Industry, p. 215. 
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BIBLIOGRAPHY 

(i) Unpublished and Manuscript Sources 

(1) The Council Minutes begin on 31 December 1835 and are in 

manuscript form only until the printed series begins in 

1897. Between August 1842 and September 1859 council pro-

ceedings under the improvement acts were entered in separate 

volumes. 

On 12 November 1841, the council resolved that 

'all Reports, Returns and other Documents or 
copies thereof respectively now required to be 
inserted in the Council Minutes be in future 
inserted in a separate book called the 'Report 
Book' which shall for all purposes be considered 
a part of the Minutes of the Council, to commence 
from 1st January next'. 

The Report Books thus begin in 1842, with a separate 

series from August 1842 to August 1859 for reports filed 

under 'improvement act' business. The 'Municipal' and the 

'Improvement Act' series were amalgamated in 1859. 

The committee structure of the council has been out-

lined in Chapter Eight, and each committee, and each 

permanent, or long-living sub-committee had its own minute 

books, which are referred to in the text. 

All the above records are currently (April 1975) held 

in the Committee Clerk's strongroom in the Civic Hall, Leeds. 

In other strongrooms may be found the 'Financial 

Statistics' abstract, used in Chapter Eight, and the Leeds 

corporation deeds and conveyancing papers. 
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(2) At present also in the Civic Hall are:-

the minutes of the Leeds Improvement Commission from 

30 October 1835 to 1 August 1842. and those of its Free 

Market comndttee. 1833-1842. 
, 

the Surveyors of the Highways. Township of Leeds minute 

book. 25 July 1836 to 3 April 1850. and 

the Holbeck Select Vestry minute book, 1839-1853. 

(3) Amongst the records held in the vestry of Leeds parish 

church. (St. Peter's), are the minute books of the Highway 

Estate, 1826-1858), (reference: Pious Use 71/2) and 1859-

1866. (reference: Pious Use 71/3). 

(4) The Webb Local Government Collection is housed in the 

British Library of Economic and Political Science (London 

School of Economics). Volumes 263. 264 and 265 contain 

material relating to Leeds corporation since 1835; see 

Ruth Atkins. 'Report on the Webb local Government Collec-

tion'. unpublished typescript, British Library of Economic 

and Political Science, esp. pp. 221-226. (The experience 

of working for the Webbs on this project is documented by 

one of their research assistants in F.H. Spencer, An 

Inspector's Testament, (London. 1938), ch. VIII.) 

(5) The letter books of the Local Government Board which contain 

correspondence between the Board and the corporation (1871-

1896). are to be found in the Public Record Office. call 

numbers MH 12/15244-15274. 

The extant records of the Leeds Industrial Dwellings 

Company, filed in accordance with company law, are to be 

found in PRO. BT 31}30751. 
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(6) The minutes of evidence of the select committees of the 

Houses of Parliament on local bills are kept in the House 

of Lords Record Office. The following manuscript volumes 

were consulted:-

House of Commons Select Committee on Leeds Improvements, 
Evidence, 1842, volume 7. 

House of Commons Select Committee on the Leeds Improvement 
Bill, 
Evidence, 1847-48, volume 1. 

House of Lords Select Comndttee on the Leeds Improvement Bill, 
Session 1848, Minutes of Evidence, volume I. 

House of Commons Select Committee on Private Bills (Group H), 
Evidence, 1856, volume 31. 

House of Lords Select Committee on the Leeds Improvement Bill, 
Session 1856, Minutes of Evidence, volume 2. 

House of Commons Select Committee, 
Evidence, 1866, volume 24. 

House of Lords Select Committee on the Leeds Improvement 
Acts Ame~dment Bill, 
Session 1866, Minutes of Evidence, volume 14. 

House of Commons Select Committee on Leeds Corporation Gas 
etc., Bill, 
Evidence, 1870, volume 17. 

House of Commons Select Committee, 
Evidence, 1872, volume 39. 

For references to printed minutes of evidence, see section 

(11)(4). 

(7) Two compilations of documents made by alderman F.R. Spark 

are in the possession of the Leeds City Libraries (Reference 

Department), namely:-

'Collection of Extracts, Documents, etc., relating to Leeds 
City Council Proceedings, 1876-1885' in four volumes, and 

'Collection of Extracts, Documents, etc., relating to Leeds 
Gas Matters, 1878-1885', in two volumes. 
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(ii) Printed Sources 

(1) Continuous series of published records of the corporation 

begin comparatively late; as we have noted council pro

ceedings were not printed until 1897. 

Annual Accounts were published regularly from 1869-

70, but Abstract of Accounts were published in 1850 to 

1854, 1856, 1860, and 1865-7, or at least, these are the 

only years for which printed accounts are extant. 

On 30 September 1878 the council resolved that in 

future the annual reports of the comndttees should be 

printed uniformly in Royal Octavo and supplied, bound in 

one volume, to council members. The Annual Reports of 

Committees are thus available from 1878-79. 

The third medical officer of health, Dr. J.S. Spottiswoode 

Cameron regularly produced an Annual Report made to the Urban 

Sanitary Authority of the Borough of Leeds from 1890, the 

first year of his appointment. Prior to this date there is 

no continuous series of annual reports extant from either 

of his predecessors. Bound together in one volume in Leeds 

City Libraries (Reference Department) are printed reports 

by Dr. Robinson (the first m.o.h.) for 1867, 1870, 1871 and· 

1872, and by Dr. Goldie for 1875 and 1877. When interviewing 

Dr. Cameron in 1899, the Webbs noted that, '(He) makes 

lengthy annual report full of statistics, predecessor 

ceased to do this about 1877. Cttee don't care about this 

report', (Webb Local Government Collection, volume 265). 

The series of miscellaneous reports and papers, of 

which the only complete series is to be found in the 
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Committee Clerk's strong room in the Civic Hall, begins in 

the eighteen seventies. They comprise reports on a wide 

range of specific, non-routine matters, printed for circu-

lation to council menDers. 

(2) In this period the two principal local newspapers were the 

Conservative Leeds Inte1ligencer, later the Yorkshire Post 

(and Leeds Inte11igencer), and the Liberal Leeds Mercury. 

Both contain extensive coverage of local affairs, including 

council meetings reported on a mixture of precis and oratio 

ob1iqua. For convenience, the Mercury has been used as the 

preferred, but not sole source, on admissible procedure 

since we have not been concerned with political issues, 

except in incidentals. 

(3) In a strong room in the Civic Hall Leeds are printed 

minutes of evidence taken before parliamentary select com-

mittees. The following have been referred to in the text:-

House of Commons Select Committee on Police and Sanitary 
Regulations. Leeds Corporation (Consolidation and 
Improvement)Bill, 1893 • 

• 
Select Committee of the House of Lords. Leeds Corporation 
(Consolidation and Improvement) Bill, 1893. 

House of Lords. Select Committee on the Leeds Corporation 
(General Powers) Bill, 1901. 

House of Commons. Minutes of Proceedings taken before the 
Select Committee on Private Bills (Group F), 1896. 

House of Commons. Select Committee on Private Bills 
(Group N). Local Government Provisional Orders (Housing of 
Working Classes) (No.2) LLeeds Order/ Bill, 1901. 

Minutes of Evidence taken before the Select Committee of the 
House of Lords on the Local Government Provisional Orders 
(Housing of Working Classes) (No.2) /Leeds Order7 Bill, 
1901. 
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(4) Leeds local acts 

The short title has oeen given where one is specified in the 

act. 

An act,to amend,and enlarge the powers of an act passed 
in the thirtieth year of his present majesty for the 
better supplying the town and neighbourhood of Leeds, 
in 'the County of York, with water; and for more effec
tually lighting and cleansing the streets and other 
places within the said neighbourhood, and for removing 
and preventing nuisances and annoyances therein: and 
for erecting a court house and prison for the borough 
of Leeds, and for widening and improving the streets 
and passages in the said town. 
49 Geo. III, cap. cxxii, (1809). 

An act to amend and enlarge (49 Geo III, cap cxxii); 
to provide for the expense of the prosecution of felons 
in certain cases; and to establish a police and 
nightly watch in the town, borough and neighbourhood of 
Leeds aforesaid. 
55 Geo III, cap. xlii, (1815). 

An act for lighting, cleansing, and-improving the town 
and neighbourhood of Leeds -in the county of York. 
5 Geo IV, cap. ccxxiv, (1824). 

An act for providing additional burial grounds in the 
parish of Leeds in the West Riding of the County of 
York. 
5 and 6 Viet., cap. ciii, (1842). 

An act for better lighting, cleansing, sewering and 
improving the borough of Leeds in the County of York. 
Sand 6 Viet., cap. civ, (1842). 

The Leeds Improvement Amendment Act, 1848. 
11 and 12 Viet., cap cii. 

The Leeds Improvement Amendment Act, 1856. 
19 and 20 Viet., cap cxv. 

The Leeds Improvement of Becks Act. 
29 and 30 Viet., cap. eli, (1866). 

The Leeds Improvement Act~ 1866. 
29 and 30 Viet., cap. clvii. 

The Leeds Improvement Act, 1869. 
32 Viet., cap xi. 
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The Leeds Corporation Gas Act, 1870. 
33 and 34 Yict., ch. 1vi. 

The Leeds Corporation Gas and Improvements etc., Act, 
1870. 
33 and 34 Viet., ch. xciii. 

The Leeds Improvement Act, 1872. 
35 and 36 Viet., ch. xcvii. 

The Leeds Corporation Water Act, 1874. 
37 and 38 Viet., ch. xxxiv. 

The Leeds Improvement Act, 1877. 
40 and 41 Viet., ch. c1xxviii. 

The Leeds Corporation Act, 1879.' 
42 Viet., ch. xxiii. 

The Leeds Improvement Act, 1893. 
56 and 57 Vict., ch. ccx. 

The Leeds Corporation Act, 1897. 
60 and 61 Vict., ch. cxcix. 

The Leeds Corporation Act, 1899. 
62 and 63 Viet., ch. cc1xiii. 

The Leeds Corporation (General Powers) Act, 1901. 
1 Edward 7, ch. cc1v. 

(b) Water supply acts 

An act for better supplying with water the town and' 
neighbourhood of Leeds in the West Riding of the County 
of York. 
1 Vict., cap. lxxxiii, (1837). 

An act for better supplying with water the inhabitants 
of the town and neighbourhood of Leeds in the county of 
York. 
10 and 11 Viet., cap. cc1xii, (1847). 

The Leeds Waterworks (Wharfe Supply) Act. 
19 and 20 Vict., cap. lxxx, (1856). 

The Leeds Waterworks Act. 
25 Vict., cap. 1ii, (1862). 

The Leeds Waterworks Act. 
30 and 31 Vict., cap. cx1i, (1867). 
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(c) Housing acts 

An act to confirm certain provisional orders of the 
Local Government Board under the Housing of the Working 
Classes Act 1890 relating to Birkenhead and Leeds. 
59 and 60 Vict., ch. ccxxxviii, (1896). 

Local Government Board's Provisional Orders 
Confirmation (Housing of Working Classes) (No.2) 
Act, 1901. 

1 Edward 7, ch. clxxi, (1901). 

(d) . ·Ttamways . acts 

The Tramways Orders Confirmation Act. 
34 and 35 Vict., ch. c1xxxix, (1871). 

The Leeds Tramways Act, 1872. 
35 and 36 Vict., ch. clxxiv. 

The Leeds Tramways Act, 1877. 
40 and 41 Vict., ch. clxix. 

The Leeds Corporation Tramways Act, 1896. 
59 and 60Vict., ch. lxv. 

(e) Other re1evant local acts 

The Leeds, Roundhay Park, and Osmondthorpe Junction 
Railway Act, 1874. 
37 Vict., ch. xv. 

The Leeds, Roundhay Park, and Osmondthorpe Junction 
Railway (Abandonment) Act, 1877. 
40 Vict., ch. xi. 

(iii) Parliamentary Papers 

The references are those provided by the General Index to British 
Parliamentary Papers. 

(1) First report of the cOmnUssioners appointed to inquire into 
the municipal corporations in England and Wales. 
Appendix to 1st Report, Part III. 
1835 (116) XXV. 

Report of the co~ssioners appointed to report and advise 
upon the boundaries and wards of certain boroughs and corpor
ate towns in England and Wales. Part II. 
1837 (238) XXVII •. 

First report of the cOmnUssioners for inquiring into the 
state of large towns and populous districts. 
1844 1572/ XVII. 
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Second report of the commdssioners for inquiring into the 
state of large towns and populous districts. 
1845 16107 XVIII. 

The royal commission on the housing of the working classes. 
Volume II: Minutes of evidence and appendix as to England 
and Wales. 
1884-85 IC. 44027 XXXI. 

The royal commission on alien imndgration. 
Volume II: Minutes of evidence and appendix. 
1903 !Cd. 174!7 IX. 

(2) Report from the select committee appointed to inquire into the 
circumstances affecting the health of the inhabitants of 
large towns and populous districts with a view to improved 
sanitary regulations for their benefit. 
1840 (384) XI. 277. 

Board of Trade (Labour Department)., Report on the agencies 
and methods for dealing with the unemployed. 
1893 Ie. 718!7 LXXXII. 377. 

Second report from the select committee on distress from 
want of employment. 
1895 (253) VIII. 215. 

Report from the joint select committee of the House of Lords 
and House of Commons on municipal trading. 
1900 (305) VII. 

Report from the joint select committee of the House of Lords' 
and House of Commons on the housing of the working classes. 
1902 (325) v. 801. 

(3) A bill entitled an act for the improvement of certain boroughs. 
1841 (300.) 1.29; 1841 (338.) 1.55. 1842 (34.) 1.119; 
1842 (53.) "1.145. 

A bill entitled an act for regulating buildings in large towns. 
1841 (302.) 1.93. 

A bill entitled an act for the better drainage of large towns 
and villages. 
1841 (301.) II. 221. 

(4) 'Dr. Greenhow's reports on the prevalence and "causes of 
diarrhoea at Coventry, Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Dudley, 
Merthyr-Tydfil, Nottingham, Leeds, and Manchester with 
Chorlton and Salford', 
Second report of the medical officer of the Privy Council 1859. 
1860 /27367 XXIX.201. 
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'Report oy Dr. Henry Julian Hunter on circumstances 
endangering the public health of Leeds', 
Eighth report of the medical officer of the Privy Council 
1865. 
1866 }364i!XXXIII.421. 

'Report by Mr. J. Netten Radcliffe on certain means of 
preventing excrement nuisances in towns and villages' , 
Reports of the medical officer of the Privy Council and the 
Local Government Board, new series, number 2, 1874. 
1874 1C.106~7xxxI.33. 

(iv) Unpublished Theses 

J.G. Brans ton , 

I.C.R. Byatt, 

W.R. Cockroft, 

The development of public open spaces in 
Leeds during the nineteenth century. 
M. Phil. thesis, Leeds, 1972. 

The British electrical industry, 1875-1914. 
D. Phil. thesis, Oxford, 1962. 

The rise and growth of the Liverpool police 
force in the nineteenth century. 
M.A. thesis, Wales, 1969. 

G.B.A.M. Finlayson, The Municipal Corporations Act, 1835. 

D. Fraser, 

D. Gregory, 

R.J. Morris, 

R.S. Peppard, 

J. Toft,1 

B. Litt. thesis, Oxford, 1959. 

Politics in Leeds, 1830-1852. 
Ph.D. thesis, Leeds, 1969. 

The public accounts of the County of 
Lancashire from 1820 to 1889. 
M.A. thesis, Leeds, 1966. 

Organisation and aims of the principal secular 
voluntary organisations of the Leeds middle 
class, 1831-1851. 
D. Phil thesis, Oxford, 1970. 

The growth and development of Leeds waterworks 
undertakings, 1694-1852. 
M. Phil thesis, Leeds, 1973. 

Public health in Leeds in the nineteenth 
century. 
M.A. thesis, Manchester, 1966. 
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(v) Books and Artic1esort:Leeds 

(a) Artic1espuBlisned 'upto' 1905~q"" 

R. Baker, 

J.B. Cohen and 
A. Rushton, 

G.F. Carter, 

W.T. Lancashire, 

M.K. Robinson, 

E. Wilson, 

'Leeds electric tramways', 
The Electrical Review, 41 (1897). 

'Report of The Lancet special sanitary 
commission on the sweating system in 
Leeds' , 
The Lancet, 9 June 1888, and 16 June 
1888. 

'On the sanitary condition of Hull, 
Bristol, Glasgow, Leeds, and Manchester; 
and on the Sanitary Act, 1866'. 
Quarterly Journal of Science, 3 (1866). 

'Report upon the condition of the town 
of Leeds and of its inhabitants. By 
a statistical committee of the town 
council' , 
Journal of the Statistical Society, 
11 (1840). 

'On the indus'tria1 and sanitary 
economy of the borough of Leeds in 
1858' , 
Journal of the Statistical Society, 
XXI (1858). 

'The nature and extent of air pollution 
by smoke', 
Nature, volume LXXI (1909). 

'Operation of the Housing of the Working 
Classes Act in Leeds' , 
Journal of the Royal Sanitary Institute, 
XVIII (1897). 

'Operation of the Housing of the Working 
Classes Act in Leeds' , 
Journal of the Royal Sanitary Institute, 
XXX (1909). 

'The sanitary improvement of Leeds' • 
Transactions of the National Associa
tion for the Promotion of Social 
Science, 1871. 

'The housing of the working classes', 
Journal of the Society of Arts, 
XLVIII (1899-1900). 
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(b) Books published upto 1905 

The place of publication is Leeds unless indicated otherwise. 

R. Baker, 

J. Braithwaite, 

D.B. Foster, 

J. Hepper, 

T. Hewson, 

J.W. Leather, 

J. Mayhall 

A.W.W. Morant, 

Report of the Leeds Board of Health 
1833. 

Report on the Answers to Queries, 
Addressed to the Respective Authori
ties Entrusted with the Distribution 
of Local Funds. 
1850. 

Report on the Condition of the Resi
dences of the Labouring Classes in the 
Town of Leeds in the West Riding of 
York. 
n.d. (18421) 

An Enquiry into the Causes of the 
High Death Rate in Leeds. 
1865. 

Leeds SlumdomJ. 
1893. 

Leeds: from a Surveyor's Point of View. 
1899. 

Description of Leeds Sewage Works. 
1884. 

Kelly's Directory for the West Riding 
of Yorkshire. 
(various editions) 

Report to the Streets Committee of the 
Leeds Town Council on the means of 
providing an effectual sewerage for 
the town of Leeds under the provisions 
of the recent Improvement Act, (6th 
VICTORIA, Session 1842) with an examr 
ination of other plans which have 
been projected for that purpose. 
1845. 

Annals of Yorkshire. 
2 volumes, 1866, and in 3 volumes, 1878. 
(1866 edition, Leeds) 

Description of the Leeds Sewage Works, 
and of the Various Processes which 
have been tried for the Purification, 
of Sewage. 
London, 1876. 



T.W. Reid, 

F.R. Spark, 

F.R. Spark, 

J. Vetch, 

J. Wardell, 

W. White, 

T. Wicksteed, 

H. Yorke, 
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Memoir of J.D. Heaton, M.D., of Leeds. 
London, 1883. 

The Leeds Record of Current Events 
for 1875. 
1876. 

Memories of my Life. 
1913. 

Report of Captain Vetch R.E., on the 
Sewerage of Leeds, under the Improve
ment Act. 
1843. 

The Municipal History of the Borough 
of Leeds, 
i845. 

History, Gazetteer and Directory of 
the West Riding of Yorkshire. 
2 volumes, 1837. 

Report to the Town Council of Leeds 
on the propriety of carrying the 
sewerage to an outlet on the north or 
south side of the river Aire. 
1848. 

I 
A Mayor of the Masses. History and 
Anecdotes of Archibald Witham Scarr. 
1904. 

(c) Articles published after 1905 

S.T. Anning, 

M.W. Beresford, 

M.W. Beresford, 

J. Betjeman, 

J.B. Cohen, 

'Leeds House of Recovery' , 
Medical History, XIII (1969). 

'The back-to-back house in Leeds, 
1787-1939', in S.D. Chapman ed., The 
History of Working Class Housing, 
(1971) • 

'The making of a townscape: Richard Paley 
in the East End of Leeds, 1771-1803', 
in C.W. Cha1k1in and M.A. Havinden, 
Rural Change and Urban Growth 1500-1800, 
(1974) • 

'Leeds - a city of Contrasts' in 
First and Last Loves, (1969). 

'A record of the work of the Leeds 
Smoke Abatement. Society' , 
Journal of the Royal Sanitary 
Institute, XXVII (1906). 



G.C. Dickinson, 

D. Fraser, 

J.F.C. Harrison, 

G.A. Hart, 

E.P. Hennock, 

W.G. Rinnner, 

W.G. Rinnner, 

W.G. Rinnner. 

E.D. Steele, 

A.J. Taylor, 

D. Ward, 
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'The development of suburban road 
passenger transport in Leeds, 1840-
1895' , 
Journal of Transport History, IV 
(1959-60). 

'The politics of Leeds Water', 
Publications of the Thoresby Society. 
Miscellany, 15 (1970). 

'Chartism in Leeds', 
in Asa Briggs ed., Chartist Studies, 
1959. 

'Description of the sewerage and 
sewage disposal works of Leeds, with 
s~ecial reference to the sewage 
d~sposal works and lands at Rodley' , 
Journal of the Royal Sanitary 
Institute, XXXIX (1908). 

'The social composition of borough 
councils in two large cities'; 
in H.J. Dyos ed., The Study of Urban 
History, (1968). 

'Working men's cottages in Leeds, 
1770-1840' , 
Publications of the Thoresby Society, 
Miscellany, volume 13, (1960). 

'The industrial profile of Leeds, 
1740-1840' , 
Publications of the Thoresby Society 
Miscellany volume 14 (1967). 

'Occupations in Leeds, 1841-1951', 
Publications of the Thoresby Society. 
Miscellany volume 14 (1967). 

'Leeds and Victorian politics', 
The University of Leeds Review, 
volume 17 (1974). 

'Leeds and the Victorian economy' , 
The University of Leeds Review, 
volume 17 (1974). 

'The pre-urban cadaster and the urban' 
pattern of Leeds' , 
Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, volume 52 (1962). 
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(d) Books published' after 1905 .. 

The place of publication is Leeds, unless indicated otherwise. 

M.W. Beresford, 

M.W. Beresford and 
G.R.J. Jones 

K.J. Bonser and 
H. Nichols, 

W.B. Crump ed., 

E.P. Hennock, 

E. Krauz, 

F.M. Lupton, 

R.G. Wilson, 

(vi) Other Books and Articles 

The Leeds Chambers of Commerce. 
1951. 

Leeds and Its Region. 
1967. 

Printed Maps and Plans of Leeds, 
1711-1900. 
Publications of the Thoresby Society, 
volume XLVII (1958). 

The Leeds Woollen Industry, 1780- 1820. 
Publications of the Thoresby Society, 
volume 32, 1931. 

Fit and Proper Persons: ideal and 
reality in nineteenth century urban 
government. 
London, 1973. 

Leeds Jewry: its history and social 
structure. 
Cambridge, 1964. 

Housing Improvement. A Summary of 
Ten Years Work in Leeds. 
1906. 

Gentleman Merchants: the merchant 
community in Leeds 1700-1830. 
Manchester, 1971. 

(a) Articles published upto 1905 

C.A. Cameron, 

'Back to back houses' , 
Public Health, I (1888-89). 

'The annual provincial meeting, Leeds', 
Public Health, IV (1891-92). 

'On the prevention of nuisances from 
black smoke', 
Public Health, XI (1898-99). 

'On the results of the Town Labourers' 
Dwellings Acts', 
Transactions of the National Association 
for the Promotion of Social Science, 
1881. 



J.S. Cameron, 

J.S. Cameron, 

L. Fisher, 

J. Fletcher, 

B.T. Leech, 

H. Whiley 
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'Diarrhoea in some Lancashire and 
Yorkshire Towns in 1892', 
Public Health, VI (1893-94). 

'The sophistication of foods', 
Public Health, XVI (1903-04). 

'Labourers' dwellings', 
Economic Journal, 9 (1899). 

'Statistics of municipal institutions 
of the English towns', 
Journal of the Statistical Society, 
V(1842). 

'Tramways and their municipalisation'. 
Transactions of the Manchester 
Statistical Society, Session 1885-
86. 

'Work and cost of the Manchester 
corporation health department', 
Transactions of the Manchester 
Statistical Society, Session 1885-86. 

(b) Articles published after 1905 

C.M. Allan, 

R. Be4ln 

W.L. Burn, 

J. Burnett, 

S.G. Checkland, 

V. Cromwe 11 , 

'The genesis of British urban 
redevelopment with special reference 
to Glasgow' , 
Economic History Review, 2nd series, 
XVIII (1965). 

'Working conditions, labour agita- . 
tion and the origins of unionism on 
the Liverpool tramways', 
Transport History,S (1972). 

'Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the early 
nineteenth century', 
Archeo1ogia Ae1iana, XXXIV (1956). 

'The history of food adulteration in 
Great Britain in the nineteenth 
century, with special reference to 
bread, tea and beer' , 
Bulletin of the Institute of 
Historical Research, 32 (1959). 

'The prescriptions of the Classical 
Economis ts ' , 
Economica, new series, 20 (1953). 

'Interpretations of nineteenth 
century administration: an analysis' , 
Victorian Studies, IX (1965-66). 



G.C. Dickinson and 
C.J. Langley~ 

H.J. Dyos, 

H.J. Dyos, 

G.B.A. Finlayson, 

E.W. Gilbert, 

R.M. Gutchen, 

J .M. Hart, 

J .M. Hart, 

E.P. Hennock~ 

E.P. Hennock~ 

F.W. Hirst, 

W.R. Lee, 
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'The coming of cheap transport -
a study of tramway fares on municipal 
systems in British provincial towns, 
1900-14' , 
Transport History, 6 (1973). 

'The slums of Victorian London' , 
Victorian Studies, XI (1967-68). 

'Urban transformation: a note on 
the objects of street improvement 
in Regency and Early Victorian 
London' , 
International Review of Social 
History, 11 (1957). 

'The politics of municipal reform', 
English Historical Review, LXXXI 
(1966). 

'Pioneer maps of health and disease 
in England' , 
Geographical Journal, 124 (1958). 

'Local improvements and centralisa
tion in nineteenth century England', 
Historical Journal, IV (1961). 

'Reform of the borough police, 
1835-1856' , 
English Historical Review, LXX (1955). 

'The County and Borough Police Act, 
1856' , 
Public Administration, 34 (1956). 

'Finance and politics in urban local 
government in England, 1835-1900', 
Historical Journal, VI (1963). 

'Urban sanitary reform a generation 
before Chadwick?', 
Economic History Review, 2nd series, 
X (1957-58). 

'Municipalities in England' , 
Schriften des Vereins fur Social politick, 
123 (Leipzig, 1908). 

'Robert Baker: the first doctor in 
the Factory Department, 
Part I. 1803-1858', and 'Part II, 
1858 Onwards', 
British Journal of Industrial Medicine, 
21 (1964). 



B. Keith-Lucas, 

R. Lambert, 

R. McCleod, 

T. McKeown and 
R.G. Record, 

E. Midwinter, 

B. Rogers, 

G. Rosen, 

S.B. Saul, 

A. Sutcliffe, 

J.N. Tarn, 

I.C. Taylor, 
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'Some influences affecting the 
development of sanitary legislation 
in England' , . 
Economic History Review, 2nd. 
series, VI (1953-54). 

'Central and local relations in mid
Victorian England: the Local 
Government Act Office, 1858-1871', 
Victorian Studies, VI (1962-63). 

'Social policy and the 'floating 
population'. The administration of 
the Canal Boats Acts, 1877-1899', 
Past and Present, no. 35 (1966). 

'Reasons for the decline of 
mortality in England and Wales 
during the nineteenth century', 
Population Studies, XVI (1963). 

'Local boards of health in Lancashire, 
1848-1858' , 
Transactions of the Historic Society 
of Lancashire and Cheshire, 117 (1965). 

'The Social Science Association, 
1857-1886' , 
Manchester School, 20 (1952). 

'Disease, debility and death' in 
H.J. Dyos and M. Wolff eds., The 
Victorian City: Images and Realities, 
(1973), volume 2. 

'The market and the development of 
mechanical engineering industries 
in Britain, 1860-1914', 
Economic History Review, 2nd. series, 
XX (1967). 

'Working class housing in nineteenth 
century Britain: a review of recent 
research' , 
Society for the Study of Labour 
History. 
Bulletin number 24 (1972). 

'The Peabody Donation Fund: the role 
of a housing society in the nineteenth 
century' , Victorian Studies, X (1966-
67). 

'The court and cellar dwelling: 
eighteenth century origin of the 
Liverpool slum', 
Transactions of the Historic Society 
of Lancashire and Cheshire, 122 (1970). 



E.P. Thompson, 

A. S. Woh1, 

(c) Books 
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'Homage to Tom Maguire', in 
A. Briggs and J. Saville, eds., 
Essays in Labour History (1960). 

'Unfit for human habitation', in 
H.J. Dyos and M. Wolff eds., The 
Victorian City: Images and Reali
ties, (1973) volume 2. 

The place of publication is London, unless indicated otherwise. 

C.E. Allan, 

W. Ashworth, 

, .. 

J • W. N. Bo-we r. 

J.L. Brand, 

A. Briggs and 
C. Gill, 

A. Briggs, 

C.F. Brockington, 

J.H. Balfour Browne 
and C. Allan, 

W.L. Burn, 

E. Cannan 

G. Kitson Clark, 

F.W. Clifford, 

The Housing of the Working Classes 
Acts, 1890-1900. 
Second edition, 1901. 

The Genesis of Modern British Town 
Planning. 1954. 

Fifty-Two Years a Policeman, 
1926. 

Doctors and the State, the British 
medical profession and government 
action in public health, 1870-1912. 
Bal timore, 1965. 

History of Birmingham: 
Volume 1, Manor and Borough to 1865 
Volume 2, Borough and City 1865-1938 
Oxford, 1952. 

Victorian Cities, 
1963. 

Medical Officers of Health, 1848 to 
1855. An essay in local history. 
1957. 

The Law of Compensation. 
Second edition. 1903. 

The Age of Equipoise. 
1964. 

The History of Local Rates. 
1912. 

The Making of Victorian England. 
1962. 

The History of Private Bill Legisla
tion. 
2 volumes. 1885 and 1887. 



T .A. cd tchley, 

L. Darwin, 

H. Finer, 

G.B.A.M. Finlayson, 

M.W. Flinn, ed., 

W.M. Frazer, 

J.A. Garrard, 

E. Gauldie, 

W.F. Goodrich, 

J. W. Grice, 

H.J. Hanham, 

J. s,~ Harris, 

R. Hodgkinson, 

J. Hole, 
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The History of Police in England and 
Wales, 900-1966. 
1967. 

Municipal Trade. 
1903. 

Municipal Trading: A Study in 
Public Administration. 
1941. 

England in the Eighteen Thirties. 
1969. 

Report on the Sanitary Condition of 
the Labouring Population of Great 
Britain by Edwin Chadwick, 1842. 
Edinburgh, 1965. 

A History of English Public Health, 
1834-1939. 
1950. 

The English and Immigration, 1880-1910. 
Oxford, 1971. 

Cruel Habitations: A History of 
Working Class Housing 1780-1918. 
1974. 

Refuse Disposal and Power Production. 
1904. 

National and Local Finance. 
1910. 

Halsbury's Laws of England. 
1959 edition. 

The Nineteenth Century Constitution. 
Cambridge, 1969. 

Unemployment and Politics: A Study 
in English Social Policy, 1886-1914. 
Oxford, 1972. 

The Origins of the National Health 
Service: the medical services of the 
new poor law 1834-1871. 
1967. 

The Homes of the Working Classes 
with Suggestions for their Improvement. 
1866. 



B. Keith-Lucas, 

J.R. Kellett, 

D. Knoop, 

R. Lambert, 

H.J. Laski ~.!!. eds. , 

D.H. MacGregor, 

A. Mearns, 

E. Midwinter, 

R. Newton, 

....... ---.--. 

D. Owen, 

H. Parris, 

K.G. Ponting ed., 
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The English Local Covernment 
Franchise: A short history. 
Oxford, 1952. 

The Impact of Railways upon Victorian 
Cities. 
1969. 

The Princip!1~ and Methods of 
Municipal Trading. 
1912. 

Sir John Simon, 1816-1904, and 
English Social Administration. 
1963. 

A Century of Municipal Progress, 
1835-1935. 
1935. 

The Evolution of Industry. 
Revised edition, 1931. 

The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, 
edited with an introduction by 
A.S. Wohl. 
Leicester, 1970. 

Social Administration in Lancashire, 
1830-1860. 
Manchester, 1969. 

Ministry of Health. A Memorandum 
on Bovine Tubercu'losis in Man with 
Special Reference to Infection by 
Milk. Reports on Public Health and 
Medical Subjects. 
1931. 

Victorian Exeter, 1837-1914. 
Leicester, 1968 • 

English Philanthropy, 1660-1960. 
1965. 

Government and the Railways in 
Nineteenth Century Britain. 
1965. 

Bain's Account of the Woollen 
Man~cture of England. 
Newton Abbot, 1970. 



J. Prest, 

A. Redford, 

L.C. Robbins, 

D. Roberts, 

J. Simon, 

H.J. Smith ed., 

F.H. Spencer 

L. Stephen, 

A.P. Stewart and 
E. Jenkins, 

W. Thornhill, 

J.J. Tobias, 

S. Webb, 

s. Webb, 

S. and B. Webb, 

S. and B. Webb, 
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The Industrial Revolution in 
Coventry. 
Oxford, 1960. 

The History of Local Government in 
Manchester. 3 volumes. 
1939-1940. 

The Theory of Economic Policy in 
English Classical Political Economy. 
1952. 

The Victorian Origins of the British 
Welfare State. 
New Haven, 1960. 

English Sanitary Institutions. 
1897. 

Darlington 1850. 
Durham, 1967. 

Municipal Origins. 
1911. 

The Life of Henry Fawcett. 
1885. 

The Medical and Legal Aspects of 
Sanitary Reform, with an introduction 
by M. W. Flinn. 
Leicester. 1969. 

The Growth and Reform of English 
Local Government. 
1971. 

Crime and Industrial Society in the 
Nineteenth Century. 
1967. 

Grants in Aid: a criticism and a 
proposal. 
1911. 

Socialism in England. 
1890. 

The Manor and the Borough. 
2 volumes, 1908. 

Statutory Authorities for Special 
Purposes. 
1922. 



B.D. White, 

G.M. Young and 
W.D. Handcock, eds., 

450 

A History of the Corporation of 
Liverpool, l835~19l4. 
Liverpool, 1951. 

English Historical Documents 1833-1874. 
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