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THE MECHANICS INSTITUTE 

 

Wikipedia tells us that  

 

Mechanics Institutes are educational establishments, originally formed to 

provide adult education, particularly in technical subjects, to working men… 

they were often funded by local industrialists on the grounds that they would 

ultimately benefit from having more knowledgeable and skilled employees.  

They were used as 'libraries' for the adult working class, and provided them 

with an alternative pastime to gambling and drinking in pubs… The world's 

first Mechanics' Institute was established in Edinburgh, Scotland in October 

1821 as the School of Arts of Edinburgh … The first Mechanics' Institute in 

England was opened at Liverpool in July 1823. 
  

 This is informative; but the last sentence is wrong, because the Wentworth 

Mechanics Institute was established in 1822.   Now, in the first edition of his book 

The Big House and the Little Village (2000) Roy Young told that the building in which 

the Institute was housed was built ‘in about 1822’, but in the second edition (2010) he 

changed this to ‘in about 1830’.  However, the newspapers in the BNA archive show 

us that the organisation was established in 1822, though the building was not erected 

until 1845.  We can be sure of this, because there are several articles in late 19th 

century newspapers referring to annual general meetings, and these tells us, for 

example, that the 79th was held in 1901.  Moreover, there are at least two articles 

which give a detailed account of the opening of the building, and indeed refer back 

to the origins of the organisation.  The first of these appeared in the Sheffield 

Independent for Saturday 1 November 1845: 

 

OPENING OF WENTWORTH MECHANICS' HALL 

On Wednesday evening week, the new Hall at the above place, which has 

been built by Earl Fitzwilliam1 for the use of the Mechanics' Institution, and 

other clubs, and for public and private meetings of usefulness, was opened by 

the Noble Earl himself, and Dr. Scoresby, vicar of Bradford, whose researches 

in magnetism are well known to the scientific world, attended by Sir George 

Strickland, M.P.; John Parker, Esq., M.P.; and a few other gentlemen who 

                                                           
1 The 5th Earl (1833-1857). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adult_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scotland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liverpool
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were visiting at Wentworth House. There was a very numerous and 

respectable audience, whom his Lordship briefly addressed, principally 

explaining the reasons that led him to erect the building, and the purposes for 

which he hoped it would be used, comprehending rational amusements, 

social entertainments, and, above all, useful instruction.  

 His Lordship appeared much gratified with the meeting, and exhibited 

much freedom and affability. He concluded by introducing Dr. Scoresby, 

who, after complimenting the Earl for providing so suitable a place for the 

meetings of the working classes, and pointing out the many advantages they 

might derive in having such a convenience for mutual improvement, so that 

the possessors of talent and industry might find a suitable sphere for their 

development, and rise to eminence, as many have done, from the working 

class, in literature and science, gave an interesting and instructive lecture on 

the Telescope. 

 The building consists of a dwelling-house, a room for the Mechanics' 

Library, and a large room for lectures, &c, altogether presenting a neat 

appearance, and is quite an ornament to the village. 

 The second such article appeared in the Sheffield Independent on Saturday 3 

January 1846: 

WENTWORTH MECHANICS' INSTITUTION 

Our readers may remember that we noticed, some two months ago, the 

opening of a Mechanics' Hall in the village or Wentworth, built by the 

munificence of Earl Fitzwilliam, for the public accommodation. While this 

building is designed for the use of the village clubs, for temperance meetings 

and lectures, and other occasions of a public nature, its leading purpose is the 

accommodation of the Mechanics' Institute and Library, established some 

twenty years ago in the village of Wentworth, and which, owing to the 

patronage of the Noble Earl, and the zeal and exertions of Benjamin Biram,2 

Esq., Mr. Francis Moore, and a few others, has been maintained in a state of 

healthy progress.  

 The building has an elegant stone front, and the door opens into a 

passage, on each side of which are small rooms for the Library, Committee 

room, &c. A few steps then ascend to the hall, which is about 40 feet long, by 

20 wide, and very lofty, with a wooden ceiling, and the supporters of the roof 

elegantly carved in the antique style. Running in parallel lines down the room 

                                                           
2 Joshua Biram took over as steward at Wentworth Woodhouse from Benjamin Hall in 1805.  He was 

succeeded by his son Benjamin Biram in the late 1820s.  Benjamin was also Superintendant of the 

Collieries.  See Mee, pp 23-4 and 96-8.  Biram is suitably celebrated at the Elsecar Heritage Centre. 



3 
 

were four tables, each accommodating about 46 persons, while a cross table 

occupied a raised floor at the upper end of the room. The place was 

completely filled by a most respectable and intelligent audience. Benjamin 

Biram, Esq., occupied the chair, supported by J. P. Pritchett, Esq., architect, of 

York, by the gentlemen mentioned above, and by others. Mr. Joseph Butcher, 

organist of Wath and Wentworth, presided at the pianoforte, and sang during 

the evening several songs, in a chaste voice. Before and after tea, the 

Chairman called upon the meeting to implore the Divine blessing, and to 

return thanks, by singing, on each occasion, an appropriate verse, and then 

rose to introduce the proceedings of the evening.  

 The Chairman regretted that one more competent than be had not been 

called on to preside…. Referring to the inscription at the end of the room, 

"Learn from the past - wisely use the present - trust in the future: Time Works 

Wonders,’ - the Chairman said, about twenty years ago, a few individuals met 

in this village to form a Mechanics' Library. For some time, it had only 

twenty-five members, but they gradually increased, and the library was yet 

flourishing, while many in other places had decayed. He hoped they would 

"wisely use the present" by devoting the building to the purposes its Noble 

builder designed, and then they might well hope for the future.  

 What wonders had time wrought during the period to which he had 

looked back! What changes and improvements had the last twenty years 

created! The railway system, the electric telegraph, and not least, the penny 

postage, which had conferred great benefits on the country, and would yet do 

so to a vastly greater extent.  

 From the beginning, the Institute concentrated on lectures of a useful nature, 

with regard to industry.  So, on Saturday 18 October 1828 the Sheffield 

Independent reported: 

With pleasure we hear that our townsman Mr. J. H. Abraham, F.L.S. has had 

the honour of delivering a course of lectures on Pneumatics before Lord and 

Lady Milton, and family, and several distinguished personages visiting at 

Wentworth House. His Lordship permitted the members of the Wentworth 

Mechanics’ Institute to be present on the occasion. The lectures were 

elucidated by clear and elegant experiments upon Mr. Abraham’s extensive 

and beautiful apparatus. His Lordship and family expressed their 

approbation in highly complimentary terms. 

 Even more relevant, for an audience in South Yorkshire, was a lecture on 

safety in mines, reported in the Sheffield Independent for 9 July 1836: 

 

WENTWORTH MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE 
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On Monday evening, July 4th, Mr. C. Morton, of Sheffield, delivered an 

interesting lecture to the members of the Wentworth Mechanics’ Institution 

and their friends, on the different means that have been employed to prevent 

those dreadful explosions of fire-damp which so often occur in coal mines, 

particularly in those in the neighbourhood of Newcastle. Mr. Morton 

explained, philosophically, the constituent parts of the different inflammable 

gasses that are found in coal-mines; how they intermingle with atmospheric 

air, and in what proportions they form explosive mixtures. When the air is in 

an explosive state, naked lighted candles or lamps cannot be used in 

consequence of which, various methods have been used to light mines under 

such circumstances. 

 The first instrument that was used, designing to accomplish the object 

of lighting the mine and preventing explosion, was a steel mill, (a model of 

which the lecturer exhibited.) Then came the lamps of Stevenson and Davy. 

The improved lamp of Sir Humphrey Davy was believed to be quite safe, 

when used according to his directions. Still, however, explosion after 

explosion occurred; and each was generally attributed to the carelessness of 

some thoughtless and improvident workman, by opening his lamp.  To 

obviate these difficulties, a very ingenious lamp has been constructed by Mr- 

Upton. It consists of cylinder of wire gauze, (the same as Davy’s,) which is 

encompassed by a strong glass tube; both are fitted to lamp at one end, and a 

brass cylinder at the other, in which are a few openings for the egress of the 

air, which passes through two layers of wire gauze, over which is placed a 

hollow brass cone, with a hole in the apex. 

 Not all the scientific lectures were considered a resounding success.  The 

Sheffield Independent for Saturday 7 January 1837 reported: 

MR. MORRISON’S LECTURES AT THE WENTWORTH MECHANICS' 

INSTITUTE 

 

Mr. Morrison3 was engaged by the members of the above institute, to deliver 

a course of six lectures the Philosophy of Astronomy. The first lecture was on 

Friday, 23rd ult. The subject was, “Demonstrations that the Earth’s form is 

Globular, but subject to periodical changes; Parallelism of the Axis; Obliquity 

of the Ecliptic and Variety of the Seasons.” The second lecture was on 

Monday, 26th ult. “The Newtonian principles of Attraction, Repulsion, 

Projectile Force, and Vacuums, exposed and exploded. Demonstrations that 

the Sun does not attract the Moon, nor the Earth, nor any other Planet.” The 

third lecture, “that The Magnet does not Attract; the Moon is a Concavo-

convex Body,” &c. was to have been delivered on Wednesday, the 28th ult.; 

                                                           
3 Notorious for believing that Newton was wrong in several respects. 
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but the lecturer did not make his appearance at Wentworth. There was a 

better audience than on any of the preceding evenings; which, after waiting 

very patiently a long time, left the lecture-room, evidently much 

disappointed. Notwithstanding such treatment, there was good attendance on 

Friday evening but the company was doomed to suffer the same mortification 

as on Wednesday, for Mr. Morrison did not appear nor has he yet sent any 

apology. 

 In the second lecture, Mr. M. ridiculed the Newtonian theory of 

projectile and attractile forces, in very ungenerous language. Admitting the 

theory of the two forces is not sufficient to account for the diurnal and 

orbicular motions of the earth and other planets, it is entitled to respect, even 

if better be substituted; but Mr. M. is not likely to favour us with better ; for if 

we may be allowed to judge by what we have heard at Wentworth, his theory 

is far-fetched, and principally founded and reared on assumptions. [We 

understand that Mr. Morrison has since visited Wentworth explain to the 

committee the circumstances under which he failed to keep his 

appointments.]  

 The report in the Sheffield Independent for Saturday 3 January 1852 contained a 

short history of the organisation, and a reference to its library: 

WENTWORTH MECHANICS' INSTITUTION 

 

On Tuesday evening, the 30th ult., the annual soirée, in connexion with the 

above institution, was held in the Mechanics Hall, which was well filled; 

indeed, there were more persons than could be comfortably accommodated. 

After tea, there was a concert of vocal and instrumental music. The vocalists, 

Miss Burdekin, Mr. Inkersall, and Mr. Shirley, were from Sheffield; and the 

instrumental players were Mr. Josh. Butcher, organist, who presided at the 

piano-forte, and his two brothers, Henry, who played the violoncello, and 

Charles the violin.  

 The trios by Messrs. Butcher and the songs by the vocalists were 

rapturously applauded, particularly the songs, "The Monks of Old," by Mr, 

Shirley; "The Wishing Gate," by Mr. Inkersall; and "Home, sweet Home," by 

Miss Burdekin, which were enthusiastically encored.  

 A brief report of the proceedings of the institute was read, in which it 

was stated that it was begun in 1826, twenty-six years ago, by seven persons 

only, and it is a remarkable fact that six out of those seven are yet members, 

and the seventh continued a member until his death, which occurred a few 

years ago. Of the next 69, who subsequently became members, only six 

remain.  
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 The beginning was a very humble one, but it has steadily increased in 

numbers and usefulness up to the present time, and it is now in a prosperous 

state, as a proof of which, during the year the number of issues of books to the 

members has increased by 214. Fifty-two volumes have been added to the 

library, (which contains about one thousand volumes.) and an addition of 20 

members. There is also an evening school, two evenings a week, for 

elementary instruction, which is well attended. This little village Mechanics' 

Institute not only ranks amongst the oldest societies of its class in Yorkshire, 

but also in England. The interior of the hall was tastefully decorated with 

evergreens, &c, and there were on the walls three appropriate mottoes for the 

occasion, viz., "Persevere," "Unity is strength," and "Knowledge is power." 

The company, which was respectable, did not separate until a late hour. 

 

 On the whole it would seem that standards were maintained, to judge by the 

exam results obtained by students at the Institute.  It was reported in the Sheffield 

Independent for Monday 15 July 1878 that: 

The following students have passed at the recent examination at the 

Wentworth Mechanics' Institute: — Machine construction and drawing: John 

Davy, 2nd; Jonathan Earnshaw, 2nd; W. Litchfield, Ist (advanced stage); C. 

Woodcock, 2nd. Building construction: C. Mayes, D. Woodcock. 2nd. 

Freehand: Kate Allott, Albert Atkin, Chas. J. Blair, John Cobban, Helen Lister, 

Alfred White, Ernest Young, W. Dickinson (excellent), A. Young (excellent). 

Geometry: M. Allott (excellent), C. Mayes, Joseph Sheldon (excellent), Charles 

Woodcook (excellent), Ernest Young (excellent). Model drawing: Annie 

Cobban. 

 Not all the lectures given were of a strictly practical nature.  A story in the  

Sheffield Independent for Saturday 10 December 1836 informed readers about: 

MISS MACAULEY’S LECTURES 

On Thursday evening week, Miss Macauley delivered her first lecture, which 

was gratuitous, and very interesting, in Barrow School, Wentworth,4 “The 

Female Character and Female Education,” had a numerous and respectable 

audience. The Lecturer introduced the subject with some most admirable and 

forcible remarks on the harmony and perfect order which are to found in all 

created things. matter what way the mind may be directed, whether to 

consider the motions of the heavenly bodies, the instinct of animals, and the 

similar organization of the same species, the continual uniform appearance of 

the same kinds vegetable productions, or the formation of mineral substances, 

                                                           
4 This would seem to confirm that the building which we know today as the Mechanics Institute was 

not erected until 1845. 
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it will discover that they are governed by laws, which show the wisdom of 

Him who created all things, and who preserves them in perfect order.  

 It is evident that the lecture was given long before Darwin published his 

Origin of Species, and introduced the world to his ideas about the struggle for 

existence and natural selection. 

 On Saturday 21 February 1857 the Sheffield Independent reported a lecture 

relating to Friendly Societies and Sick Clubs, or rather about the financial problems 

which might be associated with them: 

 

WENTWORTH MECHANICS' INSTITUTE 

A lecture was delivered at this institution, on Tuesday evening, by Mr. 

Francis Moore, of Wentworth, on "the causes of the insecurity and frequent 

insolvency of Friendly Societies and Sick Clubs."  The lecturer, in 

commending the praiseworthy endeavours of the working classes to provide 

against the time of sickness, age, and death, commenced by stating that he 

appeared before them as the advocate of [such societies, but desired] to lay 

before them his experience and knowledge… as well as to point out to them 

the causes of their frequent failures… 

 The speaker then went on to speak about actuarial tables, a dry subject at the 

best of times.  Nevertheless, we ought to record that: 

At the close of the lecture, a vote of thanks was cordially awarded to Mr. 

Moore for an instructive lecture.  

 The Institute did not just host lectures.  As we have noted, there was a lending 

library there; and there were other cultural activities, including fine art and music.   

The Sheffield Daily Telegraph for Tuesday 27 November 1877 reported as follows: 

WENTWORTH ART CLASSES 

 On Friday the works of the students of the art classes were exhibited at the 

Wentworth Mechanics' Hall, together with a collection of photographs lent by 

Dr. Clarke, and some fine, engravings lent by Mr. Young. The Rev. H.A. 

Macnaghten, Vicar of Wentworth, distributed the prizes and certificates to the 

successful students as follows; M. Allott, Alice Young, Annie Cobban, F. 

Stone, H. Senior, S. Allott, G. Smith, E. Young, C. Young, M. O'Neill, W. 

Burgon, J. W. Etches, J. Sheldon, G. Bedford, W. Baxter, H. Oates, W. Allott., 

C. Woodcock, F. Davy, and H. Sykes. The Misses Young and Annie Cobban 

studied at the Rotherham school. 
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 The Barnsley Chronicle for Saturday 2 March 1901 reported: 

CONCERT AT WENTWORTH 

 

Under the auspices of the Educational Department of the Barnsley British Co-

operative Society a concert took place on Tuesday night in the Wentworth 

Mechanics’ Institute, the hall being well filled. Songs were given by Misses 

and Senior. Mr. J. E. Cooke (tenor), and Mr. R. Waller (bass), interspersed 

with addresses by Messrs. Gilligan and Ackroyd. Mr. Jno. Elliott (president of 

the society) occupied the chair. Mr. W. H. Jones was the accompanist. 

 The Sheffield Evening Telegraph for Thursday 27 November 1902 reported that 

the Mechanics Institute was fulfilling at least some of its aims, in achieving a 

‘meeting ground for people of different social classes;’ and that its members were to 

some extent thespians as well as mechanics:5  

WENTWORTH MECHANICS' INSTITUTE 

A large and fashionable audience assembled in the Mechanics Hall, 

Wentworth, last evening, the occasion being a concert under the patronage 

and presence of the Countess Fitzwilliam and gentry of the neighbourhood.—

The concert, which was in aid of the funds of the Institute, was promoted by 

the president. Dr. Barr, and proved a marked success. The first part of the 

programme was of a miscellaneous character, and some exceptionally fine 

instrumental and vocal solos were contributed, the artistes being: Mrs. 

Garton. Miss Newton, and Miss Smith, soprano; Mrs. Longden, alto; Mr. 

Longden. bass; Mr. Pepper, tenor; Miss Johnston, solo piano; Mr. W. J. Dickie, 

L.R.A.M., solo violin; Mr. Edwin Bower, elocutionist;6 and Mr. White 

(humourist) also contributed to the programme. The second part consisted of 

the trial scene, Bardell v Pickwick,7 which was very creditably staged and 

performed, the characters being sustained by members the club. 

 The variety of activities described here would seem to indicate an ambitious 

management; and this is confirmed by a report which had appeared in the Barnsley 

Chronicle some years earlier, on Saturday 8 October 1887: 

WENTWORTH MECHANICS’ INSTITUTE 

                                                           
5 Mee, p 20. 
6 This item puzzled me; but see Wikipedia: ‘the rise in the nineteenth century of a middle class in 

Western countries (and the rise of public education) led to great interest in elocution, and it became a 

staple of the school curriculum. In her recent book The Elocutionists: Women, Music, and the Spoken 

Word (University of Illinois Press, 2017), Marian Wilson Kimber addresses the oft-forgotten, female-

dominated genre of elocution set to musical accompaniment in the United States.’ 
7 Based on the Pickwick Papers by Charles Dickens. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Wilson_Kimber


9 
 

The committee of the Wentworth Mechanics Institute on Monday evening 

had before them for consideration plan whereby the institute might be made 

of service to the village people by the opening of reading, games, and smoke 

rooms. 

 Finally a story from the Sheffield Independent for Thursday 11 August 1938:  

EX-STEWARD DEAD 

The death has occurred of Mr. Allen Lovock who had been caretaker and 

steward of the Wentworth Mechanics Institute for 26 years, retiring at the end 

July this year. Mr. Lovock was at one time in the Grenadier Guards, and was 

formerly a member of the West Riding Police Force.8 

 Times have changed; but the Institute is still going strong.  To quote from the 

Wentworth village website: 

The Mechanics Institute was built in about 18229 by Viscount Milton (later 

Earl Fitzwilliam) as a place of learning for his estate workers. Although the 

former library in the building has now been removed, the Mechanics Institute 

remains the focal point of community activities in the village and is still 

supported financially by the Fitzwilliam family trust. It is managed on behalf 

of the Wentworth Village Community Association by a management 

committee elected annually by villagers.  The building today is used for a 

wide variety of activities including coffee mornings, craft fairs, dancing 

classes, the Youth Theatre, Playgroup, Womens’ Institute meetings and a 

regular doctor's surgery. The building is available for hire for all kinds of 

community events, commercial uses and private parties. 

 

 Note also that at least one other club was formed in the early 20th century as a 

result of the fear of German invasion, and the formation of the Territorial Army 

which resulted.  The Sheffield Daily Telegraph for Monday 27 September 1909 

reported: 

EARL FITZWILLIAM OPENS CLUB 

The West Riding R.H.A. and the Wentworth Woodhouse Working Men’s 

Club was formally opened by Earl Fitzwilliam on Saturday evening. The 

necessity for a place where members of the new Territorial force, of which his 

Lordship is commandant, can fraternise when they come up for drill, will be 

readily acknowledged, because many of the men have to traverse long 

distances in the cause of duty.  

                                                           
8 He is pictured in a photo of the Wentworth Special Constabulary, 1914-18, p 127 BHLV (2000); p 133 

of the 2010 edition. 
9 We have already seen that this is not right.  In a book of postcards of Wentworth published in 2010 

Martyn and Christine Johnson state that ‘the Mechanics’ was built in 1835.  That isn’t right, either. 

http://www.wentworthvillage.net/youththeatre.shtml
http://www.wentworthvillage.net/playgroup.shtml
http://www.wentworthvillage.net/wi.shtml
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 Further, the social side has other advantages. Lord Fitzwilliam very 

gonerously put the disposal of the Committee rooms not far from the offices 

the depot, and conveniently reached from the quadrangle of the stables. These 

have been suitably furnished as reading and recreation rooms, and when the 

inauguration took place the membership roll contained 100 names.  

 The club is not merely for R.H.A., but workmen on the estate, who are 

not connected with this branch of the service are privileged to join. The rules 

set forth that it was formed for advancing the cause and welfare of the West 

Riding R.H.A., social intercourse and rational recreation, and is non-political. 

Major Earl Fitzwilliam is president; Captain and Adjutant Kinsman, treasurer, 

and Corporal Jackson, secretary. His lordship delivered a brief address, in the 

course of which he expressed hope that the venture would be a great success 

and prove of real value and convenience to the members. Amongst those 

present were;—Captain Kinsman, Lieutenant D. Smith, Lieutenant P. B. 

Foster, Lieutenant H. C. Barr, and Lieutenant H. Whitworth 

. 


