
This article is dedicated to “Harry” – a good, kind and generous friend – who died at Felsham on 
January 14, 2019 aged 72 

 
Leaving Felsham for Lancashire, 1836 - THE GILL FAMILY 
 
William Gill and Mary Ann Morley had married in Walsham le Willows on the 18th April 1815. 

 
Map of the Stow Union parishes, Suffolk.  The Union Workhouse was situated at Onehouse. 

 
Their first three children, Mary, John and William were born in Walsham and then because the 
family had fallen on hard times they were removed to Felsham, their place of legal settlement, in 
1823 (see below).  Their younger children were all born in Felsham. 

 
In 1836 William and Mary Gill with their nine children were sent from the Suffolk village of Felsham 
to work for a landowner and industrialist in Lancashire.  The family were part of a national 
migration scheme that arranged for families who were receiving poor relief, to move to the north 
where there was a labour shortage in the cotton mills and coal mining industry. Families with a 
large number of children were particularly attractive to the northern industrialists who regarded 
them as a good investment.   
 

Poor Law Removal and Certificates were records generated from -
The Act of Settlement and Removal (1662) which established the need to prove entitlement to poor 
relief by the issuing of Settlement Certificates. The certificates proved which parish a family belonged to 
and therefore which parish had the legal responsibility to provide poor relief if needed. 



William Gill was probably earning about 8 shillings a week as an agricultural labourer in Suffolk, 
while his two eldest sons might only have earned half that. Employment may well have been 
insecure and intermittent.  They probably also received relief from the parish in terms of flour or 
bread to supplement their meagre wages. In Lancashire they might all hope to earn at least 10 
shillings week with the prospect of more as time went on and they gained new skills. 
 

 
Poor Law Settlement and Removal Certificate SRO Bury St Edmunds FL646/7/31/30   



 
 
In 1836, as they left Felsham for their long journey to Lancashire the Gill family consisted 
of: 
 

 William Gill aged 39 

 Wife (Mary) aged 39 

 Mary Gill aged 20 

 John Gill aged 19 

 William Gill aged 17 

 James Gill aged 15 

 Robert Gill aged 11 

 George Gill aged 9 

 Eliza Gill aged 7 

 and two others  
 

 
 

Families were sent from their home parish to London where they were transported via the Grand 
Union Canal to Manchester – a journey which was supposed to take four to five days and for 
which they had to supply their own provisions.  However we know from the Felsham Overseers 



Account Book (1836-37, SRO, Bury St Edmunds, RO 2777/1/5) that the parish gave an 
allowance of 15 shillings for the family to travel to London by cart. 
 
The canal boats left City Basin, Paddington every evening except Sundays and the cost of the 
passage was: 
 

Adults ~ 14shillings 
Persons under 14 ~ 7shillings 
Under one year ~ free 

 
 
Families were not allowed to bring any furniture with them, except their bedding, but it was 
suggested that the Board of Guardians who had arranged the journey should send between £3 
and £5 to the future employer for the purchase of furniture. 

 
What happened to the Gill family when they reached Lancashire? 
 
On arrival in Lancashire, the Gill family took up employment with William Hulton, a wealthy mill 
and land owner who, as well as textile mills, also had substantial coal mining interests on his 
estate at Westhoughton. 
 

Between 1836 and 1837 over 2,000 paupers – men, women and especially children were taken from 
Suffolk to work in factories in Yorkshire and Lancashire. 
 
The migration scheme did not last long because soon after the arrival of migrant families the cotton mills 
and woollen industry went into a decline and many people became unemployed again.  Some made the 
long journey south to their home parishes but others remained in the north. 
 
In 1843 there was an investigation into why the scheme had failed and among the papers relating to this 
enquiry was a list of around 4,000 people who had migrated – over half of them had come from Suffolk. 

 

“In the 1790’s Fly Boats first started to carry goods and people on the system. The Fly Boat was the 
express boat; it travelled on through the night and got priority at locks and bridges. Fly boats had 
three or four crew members who worked in shifts.  There was great pressure on all boatmen to carry 
their loads as quickly as possible; the Fly Boats had strict schedules to keep. Captains could be 
fined if they didn’t have a good reason for being late. This pressure often led to arguments and 
violence when rights of way were disputed.  Sunday Trading laws were relaxed and by 1832 boats 
could work 7 days a week.”  http://www.towpathtreks.co.uk/About/canal_people.html  

 

 

http://www.towpathtreks.co.uk/About/canal_people.html


William Hulton is also known for being the man who read the riot act and ordered in the troops at 
the “Peterloo massacre” of 1819.  He was very unpopular with the workers. Other Suffolk families 
were much luckier.  For example, the Rudland family from Groton was employed by Henry 
Ashworth, a Quaker mill owner, who by 19th century standards, was both altruistic and forward-
looking building good houses and schools for his workers. By contrast, Hulton was mean-spirited 
and autocratic.  In 1843 it was reported that he paid his colliers the poorest wages in Lancashire. 
 
In 1841, five years after their arrival in Lancashire, the Census shows that the Gill family were 
living in Old Lane, Rumsworth, Little Hulton. 
 

 
 
William was still employed as a farm labourer, but son William had become a cotton weaver, while 
James, Robert and George worked in the mines. 
 
We have not been able to trace what happened to the eldest daughter, Mary but she might have 
married soon after arriving in Lancashire.  John, the eldest son, married a Mary Boardman in 
Bolton on the 4th January 1841 and by the time of the Census was living with his in-laws next to 
his parents, William and Mary.  
 

 
 
He was now aged 24 years and was working as a Collier while his wife was a cotton weaver.   

 
 
 
 
 

John Gill’s father in law was a Banksman.  This was a man who draws the full tubs from the 
cages at the surface, when wound up by the engine, and replaces them with empty ones.  He 
also puts the full tubs to the weighing machine, and thence to the ‘skreens’, upon which he 
teems the coals. It is also his duty to keep an account of the quantity of coals and stones drawn 
each day. 

 

http://homepages.phonecoop.coop/c.felsham/Leaving%20Groton%20for%20Lancashire_1836_webpage.pdf


By the time of the 1851 Census all the children had left the parental home except for the youngest 
son Samuel, aged 19.  Both he and his father William are now listed as coal miners. 
 
1851: Westhoughton, Lancashire 

 
 
By 1861, William Gill and Mary Gill were living on their own at Chequerbent.  But William has only 
one more year to live.  He dies in March 1862 in Deane, Lancashire, at 66 years of age. 
 
1861: Chequerbent, Westhoughton 

 
 
Mary’s occupation is listed as nurse and mid-wife. 
 
By this time the railway network was expanding fast.  Westhoughton where William and Mary lived 
for most of their lives is featured on a late 19th century OS map with numerous railway lines criss-
crossing the landscape. 
 

 
 
 
 



The Gill family, Felsham.  Where did they live after 1836? SUMMARY: 
 

  Name and age in 1836 1841 Place 1851 Place 1861 Place 1871 Place 

1 William Gill aged 39 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

Chequerbent, 
Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

  

2 Wife (Mary) aged 39 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

Chequerbent, 
Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

Westhoughton 

3 
Mary (Ann) Gill aged 
20 

        

4 John Gill aged 19 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Old Lane, 
Rumworth, Little 
Hulton, Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

5 William Gill aged 17 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Barton upon Irwell, 
Lancs 

Barton upon 
Irwell, Lancs 

Westhoughton 

6 James Gill aged 15 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Aspull, Lancs Aspull, Lancs 
School Close, 
(Aspull Moor), 
Lancs 

7 Robert Gill aged 11 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

Baglane, 
Atherton, Lancs 

8 George Gill aged 9 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

? ? 
Whitworth, 
Spennymoor, 
Durham 

9 Eliza[beth] Gill aged 7 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Aspull, Lancs     

10 Samuel 
Old Lane, Rumworth, 
Little Hulton, Lancs 

Westhoughton, 
Lancs 

47 Brown 
Street, Burnley, 
Lancs 

High Street, 
Goldenhill, 
Oldcott, Staffs 

11 ? James         

 
The Gill family seems to have adapted to life in this coal-mining and cotton-weaving area of 
Lancashire, staying there all their lives.  The only exception is George Gill who at the age of 43, 
married a widow with two children in 1870, and took them to live in Durham.  In general, the family 
seems to have stayed close to each other, in many cases living next door for long periods of time. 
Eliza is the only one to die relatively young – sometime in her twenties – possibly in childbirth. 

 

Elizabeth Gill’s marriage certificate: 

 

 
 
In 1847 she was only eighteen and is listed as a “minor”.  John Gill, her eldest brother, witnessed the 
marriage.  He must have been illiterate because he only made “his mark”. 

 



The Gill family, Felsham.  What did they do after 1836? OCCUPATION SUMMARY: 
 

Name and age in 
1836 

1841 
Age 

1841 
Occupation 

1851 
Age 

1851 
Occupation 

1861 
Age 

1861 
Occupation 

1871 
Age 

1871 
Occupation 

William Gill aged 
39 

45  Ag Lab 55  Coal miner 65 
 Labourer at 
Colliery 

    

Wife (Mary) aged 
39 

40   54   64 
 Nurse and 
midwife 

75  Widowed 

Mary (Ann) Gill 
aged 20 

                

John Gill aged 19 M20  Collier M35  Coal miner M44  Coal miner  M54  Collier 

William Gill aged 
17 

Un20 
 Cotton 
weaver 

Un32 
 Cotton 
weaver 

Un42 
 Cotton 
weaver 

Un53  Ag Lab 

James Gill aged 15 15  Coal miner M28  Coal miner M39  Coal miner ReM49  Coal miner 

Robert Gill aged 11 15  Coal miner M26  Coal miner M37  Collier M47  Collier 

George Gill aged 9 14  Coal miner    ?    ? M44  Coal miner 

Eliza[beth] Gill 
aged 7 

12   M22 
 Coal 
miner’s 
wife 

        

"and two others":                 

Samuel 10   19  Coal miner Un29  Collier Un39  Coal miner 

? James                 

 
M = Married, ReM = Re-married, Un = Unmarried 
 

 
In 1871, William Gill was living with his widowed mother in Westhoughton and appears to have 
become an agricultural labourer after years as a cotton weaver.  He was an exception to the 
general rule that the men of the family worked in the coalmines.  Furthermore, most of William and 
Mary’s male grandchildren also worked in the mines.   
 
The Census Returns from this period show that the female grandchildren mostly worked in the 
cotton mills – they are listed as ‘factory operative’, ‘power loom weaver’, ‘cotton weaver’, ‘silk 
weaver’ but two were found to be working as ‘potters’. 
 
The female members of the Gill family who were widowed found occupations as nurse/mid-wife, 
laundress and washerwoman. 
 

Acknowledgement: Suffolk Record Office, Bury St Edmunds, special exhibition. 
 
Christopher Bornett 
 

http://homepages.phonecoop.coop/c.felsham/felshamhc.onesuffolk.net/snippets/sent-to-lancashire-1836/index.html

