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The energy system through time
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● The story starts in England and particularly up here in the North. We know 
about coal being mined close to the surface just round here as early as the 
thirteenth century. It’s mainly used for lime kilns and forges. Coal stinks and 
creates thick black smoke, so not great for domestic use - yet

●  
● Something else slightly random but very significant happens around that time 

in regards to land ownership in the North.
● King Henry 8th got rid of his first Queen, broke away from the Catholic church, 

seized church property and hands the coal-rich lands to profit-minded people - 
● turn small-scale extraction into a flourishing industry.  (from digging to owning)
●  
● Better designed fireplaces and chimneys lead to wider adoption. 
● More manufacturers take up burning coal - breweries for example!

● Coal mines spring up everywhere. Canals are dug to transport coal to the 
cities. (not in Oldham)

●  
● Deeper mines flood easily, so steam engines are developed to power water 

pumps. This technology is at the heart of a new era and will soon power the 
Oldham mills, the first trains and ultimately electric power stations.

●  Question: Can anyone guess what Oldham looked like in 1700?
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Oldham in 1756
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Oldham in 1824
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Oldham in 1890
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● The north west of England had a long history of textile production from the 
1400s through sheep farming, wool and the use of animals and water to power 
textile mills. 

●  
● It was pretty small scale at that time yet somehow between 1700s and 1914 

Oldham became the world's manufacturing centre for cotton spinning. 



Credit: https://interculturalartefacts.com/featured/the-market-revolution-and-democracy-in-america
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● Cheap cotton started to pour into Lancashire via the ports in Liverpool. This 
cotton came from slave plantations in the carribean (the free muscle power!)  
as it is the height of the British Empire, colonisation and the slave trade. 
Textiles made in Lancashire and Oldham were sold around the world and 
competed unfairly with textile exports from India, who had been the main 
competitors for the global textile trade up until then.

●  
● The first mill in Oldham was built in 1778 by a Mr Clegg. It was water powered. 
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Cromford Mill was the first water-powered cotton 
spinning mill developed by Richard Arkwright in 1771 in 
Cromford, Derbyshire, England. , which laid the 
foundation of his fortune and was quickly copied by 
mills in Lancashire, Germany and the United States. It 
forms the centrepiece of the Derwent Valley Mills, now a 
World Heritage Site.

Credit: Amanda Slate, Cromford Mill
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Credit: Northern Mine Research Society

Holebottom collery 
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People started investing locally, buying colliery rights for the Oldham Coal Fields in 
anticipation of the next big power technology, steam, which came about 16 years 
later. The same Mr Clegg brought the first steam engine to Oldham and from then on 
coal began firing the spinning of cotton in Oldham.



Rhodes Bank, Oldham, 1900 

The lamplighter 

Credit: Oldham Local Studies
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Let’s talk about light. You need it to run mills day and night. 

● The big new thing (in town) in the early 1800s was town gas. Not to be 
confused with natural gas, which is what was later used for central heating. 
Does anyone know how town gas was produced?

●  
● This is the first time we have a power station and distribute energy via a 

network of pipes to connection points. 
●  
● Gas companies popped up all over England to do this business, some private 

and some precursors to what we now think of as public companies, 
● so early city governments
● using tax money for investment in infrastructure that then provided a public 

service and a surplus from selling the gas to other offtakers, businesses, 
shops, some private homes. In Oldham this enterprise was originally 
undertaken by a private company - Oldham Gas Light and Water Company 
and taken over in 1853 by Oldham Corporation. - reservoirs



Blackpool Illuminations, 1879
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It was also Oldham Corporation that took on the next big energy enterprise. It is now 
the late 1800s and the new buzz is  …. Electricity 
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It was only with improvements of electric generators and the invention of the carbon 
filament lamp in 1880 that the use of electric lighting became more than a tourist 
attraction.



Credit: Oldham Local History Archives
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● 1890 Oldham corporation was granted permission by parliament to both 
generate and supply electricity. They built Oldham’s first power station on 
Rhodes Bank, just down the road from the Gallery. 

● Electricity was a super local affair in the beginning, produced and supplied in 
town by the town government and with local coal. 



First electric light powered by 
water, Northumberland 1878

Hydroelectric power 
generator, Niagara Falls, 
opened 1896
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But of course you could use any energy source for this. Hydropower - remember? 
Niagara Falls. 



First windmill to create 
electricity, Scotland 1887

Tvind, Denmark, 1970s
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Credit: Science and Industry Museum 

Example content

The first ones connected were business and rich people’s homes, next were 
municipal services in transport and street lighting.



Tram 31, built in 1902 Credit: Super Prestige Series
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● Electricity quickly used for motion as well 
● first electric tram line in Oldham was officially opened in December 1900
● went along Middleton Road 



Credit: Science and Industry Museum 
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● The other important use of electricity for motion was the mill itself. 
● Belgrave Mill in 1914 was the first Oldham Mill to be powered by electricity. 
● Electricity use for industry



Credit: Jose Romero, wikimedia
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1925 map showing the 
various electricity areas

Credit: Electricity in Manchester
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● Just after First World War 
● Electricity supply and distribution is quite inefficient. Local networks, different 

voltages - incompatible - expensive to run 
●  
● And it was expensive for normal people:
● Keeping 5 bulbs going for the day costs an average of one weeks wages. And 

also, if you lived somewhere out in the sticks, that was that anyway. 1919 only 
6% of British homes were connected to electricity supply. Chadderton only in 
1926 and Sholver village only in 1956! 
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● So it was clearly practical to create a country-wide system - with bigger and 
fewer power stations connected to a grid of wires. Much more efficient!

●  
● But building something like that is a big state intervention and Britain’s 

conservative government wasn’t a fan of that idea.
●  
● National grid networks already existed in the USA, France and Germany and 

of course in Russia! 
●  
● So ultimately Britain gave the go ahead for the construction of the national grid 

to go ahead.
●  
● Building the grid was a huge public work and an amazing example of a 

state-run infrastructure project. 100,000 men were employed to erect a 
4000-mile network strung across 26,000 pylons. Constructed between 1928 
and 1933 the national grid was completed both ahead of time and on budget.

●  
● It was a great success. Not just for industrial purpose.The number of 

consumers of electricity went from 750,000 in 1920 to some 9 million by 1938. 
●  
● And it  had to prove itself pretty immediately during another war.
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● Here we are in 1947. This is Clement Atlee’s labour government. Famous for 
nationalising lots of British Industry and transport and of course for inventing 
the NHS. 

●  
● This is in the midst of a freezing winter that caused an electricity crisis. You 

can see that the men are sat here in mufflers, the meeting lit by candlelight.
●  
● This is when they decide to fully nationalise the electricity system. So from 

now on all electricity business is run by government and we have regional 
electricity boards. NORWEB - remember?

●  
● Use of electricity sky rocketed! It is the era of post war industrial explosion in 

Britain.



Credit: Science and Industry Museum
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● The Electricity Boards are engaged in promoting the use of electricity, not just 
for industry but also for the individual consumer. 

● Buy more appliances, use electricity, switch over from gas!
● Here are some early examples of the campaign. 

● And some of us will still remember, the boards also had monopoly over the 
selling of electrical appliances. So the TVs, fridges and hoovers now built in 
Ferranti in Oldham could only be sold (and fixed) in the North West Board or 
NORWEB shops where you would also buy your fixed tariff.

●  
● It was government policy that drove up consumption of electricity powered by 

coal and locked us into this energy intensive lifestyle. It makes you think about 
possibilities for the reverse today!



Credit: Wikicommons

Chadderton Power Station, 80s

Fiddlers Ferry Power Station
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● Time of bigger power stations - also called super power stations right next to 
large coal mines owned and run nationally. Greenhill which had replaced 
Rhodes Bank in Oldham remained on the grid and a new one was built in 
Chadderton. They are small in comparison.

●  
● And of course as a side effect of military research investment we also go 

Nuclear. 1956 first Nuclear Power Station opens in Calder Hall. 
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Tell Sid adverts for gas shares

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-bv_wYwJ_6Y


Example content

The story of NORWEB (The North West Electricity Board) between 1990 
and today – or at least an attempt at tracing ownership)

Pre 1990 – bought your electricity from NORWEB – the money went to the 
state to be reinvested in energy infrastructure, R&D ranging from electric 
vehicles to nuclear weapons. 

1990 NORWEB – sold to shareholders – valued then sold off…profit motive 
put into law. Now accountable to its shareholders. People in Manchester still 
had to buy electricity from NORWEB. They were still distributing and still 
had shops. 

1995 North West Water bought NORWEB – became United Utilities.

1996 – Norweb Retail is sold to Kingfisher (who own Comet). Close 81 
Norweb Shops immediately due to duplication/competition. 2012 Comet 
Stores Close.  

1997 United Utilities now operates in competition with all other energy 
suppliers – for customers. Now is the first time you can choose your energy 
supplier. 

2000 United Utilities sells off its supply arm to Texas Utilities – TXU (when 
supply and distribution becomes separated).



           2002 TXU goes bust – bought out by Powergen (owned by E.On (German 
owned utilities company) – changes name to E.On in 2007). 

2007 North West Electricity Networks (Jersey) Limited, a company advised 
by Colonial First State Global Asset Management and the Infrastructure 
Investment Group, which is advised by JP Morgan Asset Management. 
Buys the North West’s distribution network (but it is still managed and 
operated by UU)

From 2010 they take over the whole distribution responsibilities – now they 
own, operates, manage and maintains its network. Become known as ENW 
(Rather than UU). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_First_State
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/JPMorgan_Chase


The energy system is changing: 
becoming decentralised and 

localised

“We are at a moment of real change in the 
energy industry. From an historic 

perspective, we created energy in big 
generating organisations that sent power to 

houses and their businesses. Now we are 
producing energy in those places – mostly 

in the form of solar power.”

Nicola Shaw, former exec director of 
National Grid UK
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