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 SADDLEWORTH PARENTS’ FIGHT TO WIN A  
COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL FOR SADDLEWORTH 
1970 - 72 
  
Jack Schofield 

In the early 1970s the provision of secondary schooling in Saddleworth was in state of 
crisis.  The population was growing rapidly and changing in character with an influx 
of ambitious suburban dwellers who were dissatisfied with the educational opportuni-
ties for their children.  

Today it is hard to visualise this situation.  Politically, the Urban District was part of 
the West Riding and was represented by two Conservative County Councillors.  The 
Urban District council was largely Liberal and Conservative and had its own   
Education Sub Committee.  The Chief Officer of the West Riding was Sir Alec Clegg, 
a national figure in the world of education and a noted advocate of comprehensive 
education.  The education sub-district in which Saddleworth was located had its own 
regional education officer, Mr W.H. Goddard, who was based in Huddersfield.  

At that time comprehensive secondary education had existed in Oldham since 1966 
and in Manchester since 1968.  Selective education still existed in Lancashire and in 
Saddleworth.  The Saddleworth children were selected at 11+ under a system known 
as the Thorne Scheme, broadly based upon the past performance of the primary school 
attended by the children  It was a scheme that was both unpopular and widely 
misunderstood.  The children who were fortunate enough to be selected had places 
bought for them by the West Riding.  These places were purchased at the Hulme 
Grammar Schools in Oldham and at Colne Valley High comprehensive school.  This 
allocation was seen widely as doubly unfair.  Whilst thirty places were made available 
for boys at the Hulme’ School there were only twenty places for girls.  As for Colne 
Valley High, children on the other side of the watershed went to the comprehensive 
there as a right.  Saddleworth children had to be ‘selected’.  Another issue of concern 
was that though the population of Saddleworth was rapidly increasing the numbers of 
‘selected’ places bought remained static.  Chances of selection were thus declining. 

There were increasing accommodation pressures on the existing Saddleworth  
Secondary Modern School.  It had been built for 600 children for an annual intake of 
four streams of thirty children.  By 1968 it admitted five streams, in 1969 it took six 
streams and in 1970 it was due to take in seven streams or 210 children.  In the 
language of the day there was a ‘roofs over heads’ problem.  There was also the added 
complication of the imminent raising of the school age to sixteen and a programme of 
temporary accommodation to meet this need was scheduled.  It was recognised that 
pressure on the school would be increased by the building in Saddleworth of over 
1,400 new properties many of which would be occupied by young couples with 
children. 

Authority for the West Riding to build a major extension had to be sought from central 
government and such permission was severely restricted.  There was further concern 
that the West Riding, which was expected to lose Saddleworth in the forthcoming 
local government re-organisation was unlikely to give Saddleworth the highest 
priority in preference to core West Riding territory.  The proposal to extend    
Saddleworth School was submitted in the design list for 1972-3 starts programme but 
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 failed because other claims had a 
higher priority. 

Public opinion was moving 
strongly against selection.  The 
governors of Saddleworth School 
in March 1970, had moved a 
resolution in favour of the 
creation of an 11-18 comprehen-
sive school as had the local 
Education Sub-Committee.  
Candidates from all three parties 
in the County Council Elections 
and the Parliamentary Elections 
had declared in favour of 
comprehensive schools (though 
there were some differences in 
their definition of 
‘comprehensive’).  The local 
branch of the National Union of 
Teachers (NUT) had also shown 
their support for a comprehensive 
reorganisation. 

Building of Saddleworth School Extensions 
[Saddleworth Museum M/P/Um25] 

[Saddleworth Museum M/GX/N15.2] 
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 There was clear knowledge of the problems affecting Saddleworth but there seemed to 
be no evidence of any action.  The situation seemed to be deliberately obscured.  This 
is shown in a report of the Oldham Chronicle of the meeting of the Saddleworth 
Education Sub Committee on the 26th December 1970. 

“Members learned that County Alderman Elizabeth Smith and the divisional    
education officer Mr.W.H.Goddard had the facts but weren’t allowed by the county to 
divulge them.  Mr Goddard was reported as saying, “This is a tricky field to be in.  I 
too, am forbidden to give this information.  I am dying to give it.  I think the county 
are foolish not to give it because it would in fact show quite the opposite of what was 
alleged earlier.  There was no reason why they should be afraid to give it but on a 
matter of principle the county didn’t give the information about individual areas.”  

This kind of attitude provoked the speech made by the Labour MP for Colne Valley, 
David Clark, in the debate he initiated in Parliament on the 10th December 1970.  He 
showed his concern by stating, “One might ask what is the difficulty?  It is that the 
West Riding County Council seems vague in the extreme about it.  I have written to 
the county council on two occasions asking it to state, in writing, whether it is its 
policy for the Saddleworth area to go comprehensive.  I have not yet had an answer.  
My letter of 18th November remains unanswered.”  Again Mr Clark continued.  “I am 
interested in education in that area.  I am sure that the West Riding authority is, but the 
whole system of communication has broken down.  I cannot get replies from anybody.  
I am not able, except with great difficulty, to see anyone with authority in the West 
Riding and I know from the complaints I have had from parents that the problems are 
there, and for them they are even worse.” 

In reply the Secretary of State, Mrs Thatcher said that she didn’t have the information 
on pupil numbers and assured him that the best policy for Mr Clark was to continue to 
press for information from the West Riding and that she would facilitate a meeting.  
She concluded by saying “I hope that the honourable gentleman has the satisfaction of 
knowing that I shall consider very carefully, in the light of all that has been said in this 
debate, any proposals for Saddleworth which the authority may submit to me.” 

In January Mr Clark succeeded in meeting Sir Alec Clegg but, as he later stated in a 
letter, “the figures which he gave me did not match with those given me by the 
Secretary of State in the House of Commons and he kindly offered to have full 
investigation into the matter.  He then sent me further figures which again were 
inconsistent and at present is looking into my query.  I must admit that I have found 
these inconsistencies disturbing as it is essential that we get the building plans 
approved by the Ministry this coming year.  From the information I have been able to 
glean from various sources I am not as confident of success as the West Riding who 
expressed to me the view that we would almost certainly be successful.  It appears to 
me that it is very much ‘touch and go.’ Therefore it is imperative that all possible 
pressure is brought to the attention of the West Riding and Mrs Thatcher.” 

This then is the background against which we can witness the remarkable and speedy 
development of ‘parent power’ in the creation of a pressure group “Saddleworth 
Parents Action for Comprehensive Education” known as SPACE.1 

 

      
 1 The Archives of SPACE which have been used for this article, consisting of minute books, newspa-
per cuttings, correspondence & petitions, are held at Saddleworth Museum Archives M/GX/N15.2 
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 The initial core for parents for change was the combination of newly appointed Heads 
of Department at Grange School, Oldham.  When Oldham adopted comprehensive 
education these teachers were recruited to transform the former secondary modern 
school from comprehensives and grammar schools outside the area.  With one 
exception they all settled in Saddleworth and were unhappy with the prospects for 
their children at the secondary stage.  Support was sought from, and given, by all the 
primary school heads in Saddleworth who readily provided the names of parents who 
had expressed concerns about secondary education.  An initial meeting was called and 
an interim committee was formed.  Officers included Acting Convenor, Jack 
Schofield of Scouthead, Secretary, Anne Cox of Diggle and Treasurer, Ken Thomson 
a local bank manager.  Other committee members included a solicitor, a technical 
manager, a doctor, lecturers and teachers.  It was a middle class group that was not 
prepared to take “No” for an answer. 

The immediate programme was to set up a permanent organisation, acquire funds, 
publicise its aims and acquire statistics.  It was decided to create pamphlets for 
distribution to parents at primary schools and to hold a major public meeting.  Within 
a few days 150 signatures were acquired by the 16th December 1970 to a letter asking 
Kenneth Hirst, Editor of the Oldham Chronicle, to be a neutral chairman at a public 
meeting dealing with secondary education in Saddleworth, a request to which he 
agreed.  The meeting, in the Civic Hall, was scheduled for 9th March 1971.  A 
pamphlet was printed and information on pupil numbers was successfully sought from 
the primary schools.  The interim committee was thus armed with facts when it met 
the public. 

As reported in the Chronicle the meeting on the 9th March “was a triumph for the 
organisers, who must be gratified with the response.  Not only have they proved their 
own satisfaction, and that of the several hundred who attended the meeting, that there 
is a need for such a scheme, they have also demonstrated to the West Riding    
Education Committee that there is a substantial local demand for it to be implemented 
as quickly as possible.” 

The Civic Hall was filled to overflowing.  About 300 attended and a public collection 
raised £28.90.  The Acting Convenor, Jack Schofield was able to demonstrate by use 
of graphs the logistical problems facing Saddleworth School showing that in ten years 
the school would grow from 600 to 1400 pupils and making the case for an ideally 
situated comprehensive to be created.  He was supported by Councillor Norman 
Morris, lecturer in Education at Manchester University (and later to become Leader of 
Manchester City Council).  Also present on the stage was Mr P.A. Newsam, Deputy 
to Sir Alec Clegg (and later to be Chief Education Officer of London County Coun-
cil.)  During the meeting Kenneth Hirst was taken ill and was replaced in the chair by 
Richard Wainwright past and future Liberal M.P. for Colne Valley. 

It was stated that the aim of the meeting was to set up a parents' pressure group which 
would seek high priority for the extension of Saddleworth School and for the   
establishment of an 11-18 comprehensive secondary school, “ a loud clear voice from 
the parents of Saddleworth.” 

The meeting was fully reported in the Oldham Chronicle under the headline 
“Comprehensive school battle begins.”  Throughout the campaign the Chronicle 
provided good coverage and give support through editorials. 

Now that it was formally constituted, the group SPACE began to work in earnest.  It 
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 set out its proposals and wrote to everyone who might have influence in bringing 
about change.  Its normal distribution list included the Chief Officers of the Education 
Departments in both the West Riding and Oldham and the Chairs of Education 
Committees.  All primary school heads and teachers’ associations in Saddleworth, the 
Head of Saddleworth School, the local UDC councillors and County Council  
members received copies.  Over 700 letters were sent in the first months even though 
there was a postal strike.  No one could be in doubt of the group’s intentions.  The 
local M.P., David Clark, and the Secretary of State, Margaret Thatcher, were written 
to.  Deputations went to see Sir Alec Clegg and a brave pair went to move a   
resolution at the West Riding Labour Party Executive.  (Amongst this National Union 
of Minworkers dominated group educational questions were often confined to the 
question of school heating, oil versus coal!).  Other delegates met Alderman Mrs 
Fitzpatrick, Chair of the Education Committee and the local County Councillors.  
Throughout SPACE determined that there should be no secrets and that everyone 
should know what was happening in the campaign.  SPACE meetings were all open to 
the general public. 

The most important organisational decision was to allocate members of SPACE to be 
liaison links with each of the primary schools in order that a known person, usually a 
parent, could be a two-way channel of information.  

A major activity was the organisation of a petition-seeking public support for the 
extension of Saddleworth School and the creation of an 11-18 comprehensive.  It was 
determined that if possible each dwelling in Saddleworth should be canvassed and the 
signatures of the household be sought. 

This was a massive exercise in publicity and persuasion.  Many canvassers were 
amazed by the willingness of ‘unpromising’ households to invite them in and engage 
in an informed discussion.  The petition was headed by Lord Rhodes, Lord Lieutenant 
of Lancashire.  By May a remarkable 10,437 signatures had been obtained or 67% of 
the electorate.  It was presented by David Clark to Mrs Thatcher.  The deputation to 
London was joined by Mr.Richard Wainwright. 

From this point the work of SPACE was to provide the grind of steady, often   
repetitive pressure.  Like all such groups it had to raise funds.  On the 16th March 
1971 the Treasurer reported that its balance was 4 shillings and 11 pence.  Coffee 
mornings were organised.  A major Quiz Evening at Austerlands kept the group in 
funds.  Publicity for the campaign included articles in the Yorkshire Post and The 
Guardian.  Radio Manchester held two interviews and BBC Nationwide produced a 
film for national transmission. 

An early success to the pressure was signalled in June 1971 when Mr P.A. Newsam of 
the West Riding wrote to inform David Clark that they had made application to the 
Department for Education and Science in the following terms: 

“Saddleworth Secondary School should be extended to ten Form Entry in order to 
accommodate additional numbers from natural increase, new housing and selective 
children, thus allowing the area to be re-organised for comprehensive secondary 
education.  These extensions together with the ROSLA2 addition, would allow the 

 

      
 2 Raising of the School Leaving Age. 
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school to accommodate the 1461 pupils expected in its catchment area by 1975 and 
increasing numbers in the years to follow.  The additional 200 places should be 
provided for the pupils who at present transfer to Colne Valley High School to pursue 
sixth form studies.”  

This letter was followed on the 25th August 1971 by a letter from Sir Alec Clegg to 
Anne Cox: 

“In case you may not have seen it in the press I am writing to let you know that a 
project to extend Saddleworth Secondary School to 1,200 11-16 places at a gross cost 

[Saddleworth Museum M/GX/N15.2] 
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 of £312,000 has been included in the 1972-73 Design List.  I felt sure that you would 
be pleased at this news of progress.” 

From this point the role of SPACE was to monitor progress, to press for the inclusion 
of a sixth form and for a speedy end to selection.  In particular SPACE kept a vigilant 
concern that the new Saddleworth School should not remain as an 11-16 school with 
able children creamed off by the retention of the Hulme places.  Such a proposal was 
described by a SPACE spokesman as “a prescription for educational disaster.  At best 
the West Riding is timid, hesitant confused and complacent.  At worst it has all the 
appearance of callous disregard for the needs and wishes of Saddleworth parents and 
children.  It has produced a minimum commitment, playing for time until local 
government reorganisation.” 

In January 1972 strong support was given by the Oldham Chronicle in a leader which 
stated: 

“Some, even some Saddleworth people, by now find the subject of whether Saddle-
worth should have its own comprehensive school or of when it should have it 
something of a bore, so often has the demand been made and reported.  

But in making its demand so frequently and so forcefully, the Saddleworth Parents 
for Comprehensive Education is merely following the well-established principle that 
faced with national and local government's capacity for delay, one's only hope of 
obtaining urgent attention for an outstanding problem is often to keep that problem 
continually before the consciousness of administrators and public. 

Perhaps one maligns the West Riding - perhaps it does have plans in hand which will 
upgrade the school substantially in the next year or so.  But one of the troubles is that 
if such intentions do exist it is not possible to obtain a clear view of them: and until 
that is possible, the authority must expect to be badgered and maligned.” 

Pressure from SPACE eventually succeeded.  Mrs Thatcher gave approval for 
comprehensive reorganisation and the West Riding built an extension to the school.  
In the last days of Saddleworth in the West Riding the county exercised its right to 
appoint the first headmaster of the new comprehensive school! 

But in making its demand so frequently and so forcefully, the Saddleworth Parents 
for Comprehensive Education is merely following the well-established principle that 
faced with national and local government's capacity for delay, one's only hope of 
obtaining urgent attention for an outstanding problem is often to keep that problem 
continually before the consciousness of administrators and public and which will 
upgrade the school substantially in the next year or so.  But one of the troubles is that 
if such intentions do exist it is not possible to obtain a clear view of them: and until 
that is possible, the authority must expect to be badgered and maligned.” 

As was reported in SPACE’s Annual Report for the year 1971-72: 

“We shall never know what contribution we made towards any successes 
achieved…..A year ago concern regarding opportunities in the field of secondary 
education was felt by a number of parents as individuals but there was need for a 
collective voice to make their concern known.  Since that date we have created a 
formal organisation, resolved our aims and our voice has been heard literally 
throughout the land.   Whilst in the past, individual parents could perhaps reach the 
Divisional Education Officer in Huddersfield, collectively we have been able to reach 
the County Education Officer and the Secretary of State for Education and Science.”  
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[Saddleworth Museum M/GX/N15.2] 
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 DIGGLE TRAIN COLLISION 1923 
 
Alan Schofield 

During 2012 a small album of photographs was donated to the Society by the late 
Fred Mayall, Higher Crompton, Shaw, Oldham.1  The album is post-card size and 
contains nine photographs of the train collision ninety years ago in 1923. 

“At the same moment he (signalman Stanley Potter) noticed that the goods train was 
drawing slowly forward on the up South line.  He saw the collision occur, but could 
do nothing at the moment to prevent the accident.”  

Photograph 1.  The express passenger train leading engine after the collision 
[Fred Mayall Album] 

Album cover title 
[Fred Mayall Album] 

 

      
 1 Fred Mayall was a railwayman all his life, the album was given to him by an old friend. 
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 So reads Colonel J.W. Pringle’s report to the Ministry of Transport of his enquiry into 
the cause of the collision between a passenger train and a goods train at about 10.20 
a.m. on the 5th July 1923, at Diggle Junction on the London Midland and Scottish 
Railway.2 

Colonel W.J. Pringle outlined the main facts: 

“The 9.22am express passenger train (Leeds to Manchester and Stockport) was   
travelling at a reduced speed over the Junction crossing from the up North to the up 
South line when it came into side-long collision with the engine and wagons of the 
4.50am goods train (from) Crofton Junction to Diggle Junction, which were moving 
slowly forward in the same direction on the up South line.  I regret to report that two 
passengers, as well as the driver of the goods engine and the fireman of the leading 
engine of the express, were killed; and that seven other passengers and four engine-
men were injured, or suffered from shock effect.”3 

The report describes in detail the two engines with tenders, the four coaches, five 
brake compartments and horse box of  the express and the engine, tender (for water 
and coal), eleven wagons and one brake van of the goods train.4 

Photograph 2 shows Diggle Junction looking much the same as in 1923.  The station 
is in the background and goods sidings to the right and left.  The four main lines are 
conventionally known as; those going towards London are up lines whilst those going 
away from London are down lines.  The left line is the down North line (to Marsden 
and on the north side of the junction), the next is the up North line (to Manchester), 
third is down South line (to Marsden) and the train to left of the water tower is on the 
up South line (to Manchester).  The South lines would, at the time of the photo, have 

Photograph 2.  Diggle Junction 1961 
[P. Sunderland collection] 

 

      
 2 Ministry of Transport Reports of Inspecting Officers upon certain accidents, 1923. Diggle Junction, 
p. 3. The Search Engine, National Railway Museum, York. shelf  location Acc/1/69  
 3 ibid., p. 1. 
 4 ibid., p. 1.  For the enthusiast the express engines were: No. 1027 type 0-6-0 and 1406 type 4-6-0; 
the goods engine was No.7523 type 0-6-0. 
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 been for the Micklehurst branch line via the Butterhouse tunnel to Micklehurst     
rejoining the original line via Greenfield at Stalybridge.  This loop line was opened in 
1885 and closed in 1966.  The junction or crossing is clearly seen where trains can be 
moved between North and South lines according to which of the three tunnels then in 
use they are routed through, or whether they are using the loop or main line.  Access 
to the south sidings can be seen to the right of the water tower.  The train in the   
photograph is almost at the crossing where the 1923 collision occurred.   

The report states that the goods train arrived at its destination Diggle Junction at 10.06 
am and fireman Hodgson signed in at the signal box.  A red flag was displayed on the 
outside of the box meaning that the train should wait at the water tower until the 
signalman showed a green flag which would allow the train to move forward onto the 
crossing part and then reverse into the sidings.  With a clear route through the express 
on the up North line was accepted and the red flag moved inside the cabin so that the 
express driver would not think it was for him.  The express arriving at Diggle on the 
up North line would cross over in front of the signal box to the up South line to access 
the Micklehurst branch line.  The signals were set for the express to move through the 
Junction.  The signalman then went about his other duties.  The express arrived and as 
the train started on the crossing the signalman then noticed that the goods train had 
also started to move on the up South line and the collision happened.5 

The leading express engine struck the goods train just behind the tender which was 
derailed and dragged along the up South line for a further 158 yards by the engine.  

 

      
 5 ibid., pp. 2 & 3. 

Photograph 3.  The badly damaged second engine of the express 
[Fred Mayall Album] 
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 The leading express engine travelled a further 100 yards and ended facing the wrong 
way on its side across the South line as shown on photograph 1.  The second engine, 
still attached to a carriage, passed the leading engine and stopped in front of it tilted 
over onto the debris of broken wagons6 as shown on photograph 3 which is taken 
from the footbridge near what used to be Dobcross Loom Works looking towards 
Ward Lane bridge.  Part of the recovery train is to the left. 

The damage to the carriage and engine stock is listed in the report appendix.7 

The rail collision attracted many onlookers crowding onto Ward Lane Bridge.  Such 
incidents were the cue for local photographers to create post cards to sell.  The    
Headmaster of the Kilngreen school instructed the children to walk the long way 
around at dinner time using Sam Road rather than take the short cut across the fields 
at Shaw Lee where the scene of devastation would be seen.  What more encourage-
ment would they need to disobey!8 

The men on duty at the time of the collision were named in the report as Stanley 
Potter, signalman, (Joe) Fitton as shunter and Station Master Pogson.  The goods train 
driver was J. Walker with S. Hodson the fireman and Stansfield as the guard. The 
leading express engine was driven by A.E. Turner and the fireman was called 
Hutchinson.  The second engine was driven by H. Holdsworth with J. Whittaker as 
fireman.  Walker and Hutchinson were killed.9 

 

      
 6 ibid., p. 1. 
 7 ibid., p. 7. 
 8 Personal recollection of Hilda Schofield, née Wood. 
 9 Ministry of Transport Reports of Inspecting Officers, op. cit., p. 3. 

Photograph 4.  Crowds came to see  
[Fred Mayall Album] 
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Colonel J.W. Pringle concluded that :-  

“Driver Walker was mainly responsible by moving his train without due authority 
from the signalman and that responsibility to a less extent falls upon signalman Potter, 
goods shunter Fitton and goods guard Stansfield.”10 

There was a misunderstanding between the shunter and the driver of the goods train.  
It appears that Fitton had shouted to the driver as was his custom.  “We are ready for 
you to draw down”.  This was interpreted as a sign that the train could move but this 
was not the case since the authority of the signalman and the green flag were required.  

It was established that it was customary for the driver to whistle before moving off.   
This did not happen on this occasion so the movement was not noticed by the     
signalman until it was too late.  Pringle also commented on the lack of a conversation 
between fireman and signalman regarding the intended movement of the train. The 
fireman who had only 3½ years of experience, had made this trip on nine previous 
occasions and therefore should have known what was required as should the guard 
with 20 years of experience.11  Evidence verifying usual practice was also given by 
the two permanent Diggle Box signal men, John Wright and Henry Smith as well as 
the Station Master Pogson. Two Class 1 shunters John Wood and John Mitchell stated 
that the shunter should inform the signal man when he is ready to deal with the goods 
train and that the signal man would send a telephone response to say that he, the 
signal man, is ready to proceed and show the green flag.12 

 

      
10 ibid., p. 7. 
11 ibid., pp. 5 & 6. 
12 ibid., p. 4. 

Photograph 5.  This locomotive, Experiment class 4-6-0 “George Findlay”, was repaired and finally 
withdrawn from service in August 1935            

[Fred Mayall Album] 
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Photograph 6.  The overturned pilot engine 
[Fred Mayall Album] 

Photograph 7.  Sorting Through the debris of the 1923 collision  
[Fred Mayall Album] 
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13 ibid., p. 8. 
14 ibid., p. 7. 

 

Photograph 8.  The breakdown train arrives on site  
[David Meadham collection] 

The report comments on the lack of definite instruction on two points of importance in 
this case and includes the extracts from the Book of Rules and Regulations.13   Colonel 
J.W. Pringle made two recommendations for safety in future; to have a fixed signal by 
the water tower on the up South line and a further clarification of the rules regarding 
the red flag.14 
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 Information on the local people involved:15 

Stanley Potter was relief signalman at Diggle.  His son Stanley Potter was to live on 
Moor Crescent in the 1950-60s.  John Wright lived in the red brick railway house at 
the side of Ward Lane Bridge.  Joe Fitton was a porter in the 1960s at Diggle Station 
and lived on Huddersfield Road.  Class 1 shunter John Wood was my Grandfather 
who lived at Grove Cottages Harrop Court.  On the day of the collision he was in bed 
having worked the night shift in the Diggle sidings, his son Harry (William Henry), 
fifteen years old and a trainee porter, heard the explosion and saw the rising steam.  
They both set off to see what had happened. 

John Willie Wood came from a railway family with Stockport and Crewe connec-
tions.  He had been working at Diggle since 1915.  Harry Wood, aged fifteen, was St 
John’s Ambulance trained for the railway and was one of the main stays of the St. 
John’s Ambulance Saddleworth branch for most of his life.  Harry was to become 
signal man at the Diggle Junction Signal Box until the 1970s. 

Diggle Goods Yard was the largest in Saddleworth with eighteen branches,16 a    
warehouse, wagon turn table and private lines to Smith’s paper mill and Dobcross 
Loom Works.  The South sidings were below the high rock face of Shaw Lee and on 
the north side they lay between canal and the main lines.  6,000 wagons a week were 
shunted round the clock except for Sunday when work started at 6.30am.  The sidings 
were used for the assembly of coal wagon trains from and returning to the Yorkshire 
coal fields and the north siding was a store for spare capacity wagons and in the   
winter months carriages presumably to be used for summer excursions. 

Records show that the sidings at Diggle Junction were a source of ongoing incidents.  

The first single line tunnel was opened in 1849 and it was soon apparent that a further 
tunnel was required.  The pressure on the single line was such that every minute of 
tunnel time was required.  It was this pressure that prompted the first major collision. 
Capt. H.W. Tyler’s report to the Board of Trade 20th November 1866 describes his 
findings into the circumstances connected with the collision that occurred at Diggle 
Station, on the London and North Western Railway, on the 13th August 1866.17 

The single line through the tunnel became a double line 200 yards up from the     
entrance with access to the south goods sidings via a crossing a further 100 yards 
away.  A series of unfortunate circumstances that night increased the pressure to keep 
the traffic flowing.  The Normanton to Crewe and Holyhead mail train was usually 
very light including a post office and a passenger carriage.  On August 12th it  was 
extended for passengers returning from the Yorkshire review to thirteen extra      
carriages, two horse boxes and a second brake van.  It was running 2 hours and 48 
minutes late at Diggle arriving at 2.25am.  Part of the delay was for the replacement of 
the pilot engine which had  run out of steam.  The extra engine was used to tackle the 
gradient  running up from Lockwood.  Tunnel safety was operated by a pilot man who 
had to travel on the train in the tunnel.  

 

      
15 Hilda Schofield, née Wood, my mother, then aged five, recounted the story and provided the details. 
16 The John Swift Collection, 1990, vol.15, National Railway Museum, Search Engine E15/275/15    
p. 32. 
17 Board of Trade Reports of  Inspecting Officers upon certain accidents. 1866. Diggle Junction,      
pp. 69 & 70.  The Search Engine, National Railway Museum, York. shelf  location Acc/1/12.  
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 Once at Diggle the driver seeing the signals set to go ahead, steamed up and crashed 
into empty carriages at the through crossing at a speed of 4-5mph, derailing two 
empty carriages, a horse box and damaging three carriages.  The carriages on the 
through crossing were part of a train going to Bradford to take an excursion to   Ban-
gor and were waiting for the pilot to arrive with the delayed mail train.  Whilst wait-
ing precedence was given to a down line mail train from Stalybridge which pulled 
into prime position in the Station.  The Bradford train was moved into the sidings and 
then out again to follow the mail train into the Station.  The length of the Bradford 
train left its carriages across the up line where the Holyhead train collided with them.  
The shortcomings of the Diggle sidings arrangements were coming to light and were 
compounded by staff mistakes.  The fireman did more than he was instructed in that 
he should not have moved to follow the down train.  He was   dismissed. 

Capt. H.W. Tyler recommended additional safety points to be operated by the station 
based signalman.  The report gave an insight to the haphazard way that trains were 
controlled at that time. It was very critical of the accommodation for the station staff 
and customers when it recommended improvements to the then situation where the 
telegraph instruments were in the porters’ room which also acted as entrance to the 
stationmasters office and waiting room for passengers, the signals were outside whilst 
the siding points were on the other side of the station and were operated by the level 
crossing operator. 

For the enthusiast Wells (1996)18 gives an excellent account of the development of 
Diggle Station and the growth of the goods sidings including the alterations made to 
accommodate the double tunnel opened in 1894.  

By 1868 a signal box19 is mentioned in Capt. H.W. Tyler’s report to the Board of 
Trade 11th December 1868 describing his findings into the circumstances connected 
with the collision that occurred in the Diggle tunnel on the 19th October 1868 on the 
London and North Western Railway.20  In this incident a goods train has to reverse 
into the tunnel to access the crossing into the sidings.  Misunderstanding the instruc-
tions the driver took the train too far into the tunnel and therefore took more time to 
recall than expected.  Pressure from seven trains due to arrive shortly had led to the 
signalman to allow an up coke train into the Tunnel at Marsden before the line was 
clear.  Further-more lack of maintenance led to the failure of a distance signal in the 
tunnel which would have protected both trains. 

A repeater distance signal was recommended to be placed in the signal box or at the 
tunnel entrance to show how it was set. Capt. Tyler also added a call for the new 
tunnel, then under construction, to be ready as soon as possible.  It would be 1871 
before it opened. 

 

      
18 J. Wells, Miles Platting to Diggle via Ashton, Challenger Publications, 1996, pp. 19-85. 
19 ibid., Present signal box built in 1885 with 59 levers increased to 81 in 1891 on the closure of the 
signal box at the box at the Station.  p. 96.  
20 Board of Trade Reports of  Inspecting Officers upon certain accidents. 1866. Diggle Junction,      
pp. 80 & 81. The Search Engine, National Railway Museum, York. shelf  location Acc/1/14.  
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 On 27th January 1961 a train of empty carriages from the north sidings was maneu-
vering across the crossings when it was hit by a goods train, loaded with steel from 
Mirfield.21  Three lines were put out of action and the down North line was used in 
both directions. 

Now that the sidings and the Micklehurst line have been closed Diggle will feature 
less in the publication ‘Ministry of Transport Reports of Inspecting Officers upon 
certain accidents.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

      
21 The Oldham Chronicle 18th January 1961. 

Photograph 8.  Trans-Pennine Express edges past behind the 1961 collision  
[The Oldham Chronicle] 
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 A DELPH SCHOOL FROM THE INSIDE 
 

Shelby Shrigley 

The following personal account describes a young boy’s experience in an early   
Saddleworth school about 1818-1820.  Sandra Ratcliff’s most informative article on 
Saddleworth schools,1 indicates that Delph Union School was the only school open at 
that time in Delph and it was also conveniently close to where the young schoolboy 
lived. However given his age and that the teacher was a mistress he is most likely to 
have attended a dame school.  By their nature little is known about these schools but 
there were nineteen in Saddleworth in 1843.2  Morgan Brierley, born in 1824, “can 
just remember:- One at Grange...another at Ridding, near Castleshaw; and the third on 
the edge of the moor at Bleakhey Nook, in a rugged milllstone grit cottage which went 
by he name of 'Stag Hall.'”3  Generally they have been poorly regarded: Pip in Charles 
Dicken's Great Expectations is sent to great-aunt Wopsie's “...a ridiculous old woman 
of limited means and unlimited infirmity”4 and historians have generally agreed.   

Rev James Shrigley 
[Shrigley family collection] 

 

      
 1 Sandra Ratcliff, An Outline History of Saddleworth Schools 1, Saddleworth Historical Society    
Bulletin Vol.42 No 4 2012, p. 99. 
 2  E. Baines, Social, Educational and Religious State of the Manufacturing Districts, Simpkin,      
Marshall & Co.; T. Ward & Co., 1843, Table II. 

 3  Morgan Brierley, A Chapter from a M.S. History of Saddleworth, Oldham, Chronicle Printing 
Works, 1891, p16. 
 4  Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, 1864-5, Chapter 7. 
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 More recently though Jane Humphries, assessing the evidence and judging dame 
schools in their contemporary context, is more sympathetic.5  James may have     
attended the school run by ‘Old Betty’ in Delph.  We know of this from the autobiog-
raphy of Joseph Bentley.  He was born, the son of handloom weavers, at Stanedge, 
above the Castleshaw valley, in 1821.  He was four years old and still in petticoats but 
recalls that at the school “...we were crowded together in a very small room, a sort of 
cellar, lower than the street; that we were rough and noisy, with scarcely a book 
amongst us, only a few odd leaves of any book we could get...”.  But ‘Old Betty’ was 
“...a kind matronly woman.” and Joseph was “...very fond of going to school”.6 

The account was handwritten about 1899 by Rev. James Shrigley of Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. He was then over eighty-five years old, in failing health, and with very 
poor eyesight, which explains the various imperfections in some of the sentences 
which are here quoted exactly as written.  It was part of a journal in which he      
reflected on various aspects of his early childhood in Delph and later in New England.  

James was born in April 1813 at Hilltop above Delph, the fourth child of John and 
Mary (née Shaw) Shrigley.  From early on, he was recognized as the intellectual of 
the Shrigleys’ eventual family of nine children.  His parents spared no effort to    
provide him with the best education they could.  From the beginning, he was a    
sensitive and caring child, as this journal entry shows, so it was no surprise that he 
would ultimately find his way into the ministry.  Because he had long been deeply 
troubled by the concept of original sin, he gravitated in America to the teachings of 
the Universalist Church and ultimately became the longest serving minister in that 
religion.  When, as an octogenarian, he finally retired, he undertook to record various 
events of his childhood.  This is what he wrote about his school days in Delph, when 
he was doubtless no more than six to eight years of age: 

“Impaired sight makes it impossible for me to rewrite or correct these notes.  They are 
written for the use of any one who may wish to make mention of me after my journey 
through this life is ended. 

“Although I write after my 85th birthday, and my sight has become very much       
impaired, I go back in thoughts and feeling to my earliest years. 

“I have a distinct recollection of many events of my childhood days.  Among the   
earliest was my attendance at school in old Saddleworth, Yorkshire, England, where I 
was born and lived until I was about 8 years old, when I came to America with my 
good mother & all my brothers and sisters, except my oldest brother who had       
preceded me with my Father, to make ready for our arrival. 

“I am under the impression that I first attended school when I was about five years 
old.  One little event which will show how the school was governed, must be here 
related, which leads me to infer that the teacher was imbued with the principles of 
William Penn. 

“The school was not large, perhaps 25 all told.  At the opening of the school the good 
old Mistress take [sic] her chair and sat by the door receiving every child with       

 

      
 5 Jane Humphries, Childhood and Child Labour in the British Industrial Revolution, Cambridge, 
2011, pp. 353-9. 

 6  Joseph Bentley, Gems of Biography, 1856 pp. 74-75. Bentley in later life became a schools         
inspector and writer on educational reform.  
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 with [sic] a hearty shake of the hand and a pleasant greeting Good morning - on our    
departure in the P.M. the same caring was observed - with a change of words - Good 
Evening, James, or John etc.. 

“One beautiful morning, the Boy who sat with me came in quite late, and whispered 
to me so audibly as to attract the Teacher’s attention.  All the response she made was 
a bow of her head which was a manifestation of her disapproval of our conduct. 

“I felt badly all day, not knowing what punishment awaited us.  When the school was 
dismissed I extended my hand, as usual to the teacher.  When [she] let fall her hand, 
with the words, “not today, James, not today!” instantly I began to cry as if my little 
heart would break and wept in great mental suffering all my way home.  When I 
arrived my mother inquired, “Why what is the matter?” 

“I responded, “the teacher would not shake hands with me!” 

“ ‘Why, what did you do?’ 

“ ‘I only laughed and I could not help it. May I have my breakfast early so as to ex-
plain to the teacher?” 

“At an early hour I left and went directly to apologize.  Then the good old woman 
gave me [her] hand and said, “It is all right now, I want you to help me make this the 
best school in Saddleworth.  

“We all loved that good old teacher, and felt sorry whenever anything was done    
contrary to her wishes.  Her government of the school was far more efficient than if 
she had resorted to the rod or ruler. 

“I have often wondered why other teachers never tried to govern their schoolboys by 
Love.” 
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 OBITUARY 
 
David Stuart Latimer 
1929 – 2013 

David was born in Oldham on the 17th October 1929.  His grandfather had moved 
down from Scotland and his father, after serving in World War I was working as work 
as a tram conductor.  The family, David had an elder brother and sister, lived in Hol-
linwood and later in Glodwick.  David was educated at Waterloo Street school and 
Oldham Grammar School.  During his teenage years David was seriously ill following 
a leg injury playing football.  He took up cycling to aid his recovery and later, in his 
twenties, he cycled from Oldham to Nice and back during his annual holiday.  

While on a family holiday in the Isle of Man, David then sixteen met Dorothy    
Woodward, then fourteen.  They made friends, the relationship developed and they 
were married at Park Methodist chapel, in Bradford in 1956.  Iain their son was born 
in 1963. 

As a young man David had wanted to join the Navy but due to his health this was not 
possible.  He still maintained an interest, reading copiously about the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century navy.  Through studying at evening classes three nights a 
week he became a qualified mechanical engineer and worked in Oldham, first for Asa 
Lees and then for Buckley and Taylor.  Redundancy in his early forties spurred a 
change of direction and a new career.  After taking a two year full-time teaching 
course in Halifax, he became a primary school teacher.  It was a job he loved and he 

David Latimer 
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 stayed at the same school, Yew Tree Primary school, Chadderton, until he retired 
eighteen years later at the age of sixty. 

David loved the outdoors and, outside of Saddleworth, walked in the Lake District 
and, further afield, in the mountains of Austria, Italy and Switzerland.  Sadly these 
trips came to an end when he had a stroke in 2003. 

Outside of his family David was active on several committees.  He was one of the 
earliest members of the Saddleworth Historical Society and a long serving member of 
the committee.  He was involved in the renovation and rebuilding of Wool Road 
warehouse.  He also published in the Bulletin.  David was economical with words but 
would still ensure that his views were heard.  He also had a great sense of humour.  
These were qualities that he took with him onto the committees of the Saddleworth 
Civic trust and the Saddleworth Conservation Committee.   

 

Dorothy and Iain Latimer 

 

 

David in his twenties. 
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 OBITUARY 
 
Roy Bardsley 
1937 - 2013 

On the 20th May Saddleworth lost one of its greatest champions.  Roy Bardsley did 
more than anyone to promote Saddleworth’s identity as a separate Parish and   
Township with its own history, culture and traditions; and most importantly its 
historic place in the West Riding of Yorkshire.  He was a tireless campaigner in 
promoting his strong beliefs that the local government changes of 1974 should not 
the erase the cultural and historic identity of a thousand years.  He railed against the 
popular views and misconceptions that Saddleworth was no longer in Yorkshire, 
was now part of a greater Oldham and that it had somehow become part of       
Lancashire.  Always factual and polite in confronting such misunderstandings he 
would quote the many government statements, made over a period of forty years, 
that the 1974 changes were only for administrative purposes and that the old     
counties still remain, together with the loyalties and cultural traditions they        
engender. 

He was a founder member and chief spokesman of the Saddleworth White Rose 
Society, a Society set up to champion this message and to promote the history, 
culture and identity of Saddleworth.  Roy blamed the media, and national and local 
government institutions for the confusion in identity that followed the 1974     
changes.  With thirty years of the new administrative units seeking to establish 

Roy Bardsley 
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 themselves as places with cultural identities, the media and national institutions 
embracing the new administrative counties as a new geography of Britain to the 
exclusion of the historic counties, and the continued inclusion of Oldham in       
Saddleworth’s postal address, confusion was understandably rife. 

The new Society was warmly welcomed by a large number of Saddleworth people.  
At the beginning no one would have though possible what the Society would achieve 
in the first decade of its existence.  The white rose is now displayed around        
Saddleworth, a Yorkshire Day festival is held every year in August, at which the 
Mayor of the Borough attends, Yorkshire flags are flown throughout the district, as 
well as on the Parish Council’s premises in Uppermill and most importantly on 
Oldham Civic Centre, the headquarters of Oldham Metropolitan Borough.  Indeed a 
sea change has taken place at the Borough Council where there is now strong cross 
party support for recognising the importance of maintaining the separate identities of 
its seven component towns and Parishes.  At the instigation of the Borough, new 
signs have been erected marking the boundaries of Saddleworth and displaying the 
White Rose emblem together with with the motto “In the County of York”.  It is 
doubtful whether any of this would have happened without Roy Bardsley’s dogged 
persistence. 

Although born in Derby, Roy Bardsley roots were firmly planted in Saddleworth and 
he enjoyed tracing the origins of his many Saddleworth ancestors.  At an early age he 
moved with his parents back to their native Saddleworth.  He was educated at     
Saddleworth Secondary School and afterwards worked at Greenfield farm, where he 
developed what was to be a lifelong interest in cattle and a great expertise in cattle 
breeding.  He often spoke with regret at the loss of most of the land that went with 
the farm and its resulting final demise following the construction of the Dovestone 
Reservoir.  In later life, he produced a first hand account of the farm recording his 
experience there.  A copy of this is now lodged in the Society’s archives. 

Another of his life long interests was the army.  Instead of doing National Service, 
he enlisted in the army and served several years with the Military Police, mainly in 
Germany.  His particular interest in the history of the Yorkshire Regiment and in the 
Home Guard & Territorials of the West Riding also resulted in an account of the 
Home Guard in Saddleworth during the Second World War.  It is hoped to publish 
extracts from this work, now also in the Society’s archives, in future Bulletins. 

After a long illness Roy died suddenly on 20th May.  He leaves his wife, Elizabeth, 
sons David and Christopher, and five grandchildren.   

 

Mike Buckley 
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The Bulletin aims to reflect and encourage interest in all aspects of the history of 
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Acting Editor Neil Barrow, who will be happy to discuss ideas for articles (or shorter 
contributions).  These need not be confined to subjects within Saddleworth’s borders, 
but should have some connection with the district. 
 
 
The Society’s Website is at:  http://www.saddleworth-historical-society.org.uk 
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