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The long and expensive pursuit of an accurate
timekeeper in Blackburn, Lancashire
Steve and Darlah Thomas*
Why take a simple route to good timekeeping when a more complex and expensive
one is available? The 1850s was a tricky time for towns west of Greenwich. Should
their clocks follow solar time, as they had traditionally, or should they synchronise
with Greenwich, as the railways had done in the 1840s? Those in positions of
responsibility in Blackburn sought to bring accurate time to their town,1 but the
steps they took led the town on a frustrating journey for almost forty years before
a satisfactory solution was found.

A new market house for Blackburn

Discussions concerning the desirability of a
market hall for Blackburn began in 1845.
The Improvement Commissioners employed
architect Terence Flanagan2 to design the
new building and selected local builder
Robert Ibbotson to construct the masonry
and brickwork, and founder William Yates to
cast the roof and supporting columns. A
contemporary description stated: ‘The style
of architecture is that of an early Italian
palazzo; a style that is truly magnificent and
at the same time elegant in itself.’3 A
celebratory procession, formal opening
ceremony and dinner took place on Friday
28 January 1848,4 and the Market House
opened for business at 8.00 a.m. the following
morning. (Figs 1 and 2)
The whole building was illuminated by
gas, which was thought to be a first for
Lancashire.5 At the front of the main
entrance was a campanile; this was ninety
feet tall up to the pinnacle and eighteen feet
square. On each side was a twelve foot arch

Fig. 1. Market House and Town Hall, Blackburn.
This Hartmann postcard was posted in
Blackburn to an address in Derbyshire on 11
April 1905. The square building with several
chimneys further down the street is the Town
Hall. Authors’ collection.

allowing footpaths along the street and into
the market. A bell was housed in the tower
which rang to announce opening and
closing times and provision was made for
an illuminated clock with three dials. This
was first discussed by the Commissioners
in September 1848 (BS, 13 Sept 1848), but

* Steve and Darlah Thomas (www.inbeat.org) are horological authors with two books — The Gloverstone
Clockmakers of Chester and Joyce of Whitchurch, Clockmakers 1690–1965 — and articles in Antiquarian
Horology to their name. They are currently researching the firm of scientific instrument and clockmakers,
Thomas Cooke & Sons of York. Any information concerning this article or about Thomas Cooke’s products,
will be welcomed and can be sent via their website, see above.
1. Blackburn is located approximately 2˚ 30’ west of Greenwich which means its clocks were ten minutes
behind Greenwich time.
2. Terence Flanagan had been engineer on the East Lancashire Railway which ran through Blackburn.
3. Geo C Miller, Bygone Blackburn (1989), quoting the writing of P. Whittle, Blackburn As It is (1852).
4. Blackburn Standard, 2 February 1848. Hereafter, references to this newspaper will be given in the text
as (BS, date).
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It is intended to place the clock in the
highest storey of the Tower, which is
sixty-two feet from the ground. The
height of the intended Clock Room from
the floor to the ceiling, is eleven feet, the
dimensions of the floor are fourteen feet
square, and the thickness of the walls
two feet four inches.

Fig. 2. Town Hall and Market Place, Blackburn.
The number of stalls increased over the years,
here practically filling all the available space.
The postcard is from Valentine’s ‘Bromotype’
series ref 201840, registered 1927. Authors’
collection.

discussions were lengthy and protracted as
differing opinions for and against
illuminating the dials were not resolved for
many months. In contrast, no discussions
were recorded regarding the type of clock
required, only a report stating
there was no occasion to supply a
specification [...] the parties who were
willing to contract would send in their
own
specifications,
and
the
Commissioners could choose those which
they most approved of. (BS, 10 Oct 1849)
Advertisements were placed in local and
national newspapers during October 1849:
TO TURRET CLOCK MAKERS. PUBLIC
CLOCKS.
The
Blackburn
Improvement
Commissioners are prepared to receive
TENDERS for the construction of a
PUBLIC CLOCK and fixing the same in
the Tower of the Market House. The
Clock is to have four exterior Dials, of
from seven feet nine inches, to eight feet
diameter, with a fifth Dial within the
Market House of two feet six inches
diameter, to be worked by the same
machinery. It is to strike the Hours and
Quarters.

Each person with his Tender is to send a
detailed description of the Machinery,
Materials, and construction of the Clock
and Dials, which he proposes to deliver,
and to state the period of time during
which he is willing to guarantee the
correct working of the Clock.
Sealed Tenders are to be sent to Mr
HARGREAVES, the Clerk to the
Commissioners, on or before the first
day of December next, and in the mean
time, further information may be had
from Mr GEORGE ILLINGWORTH, the
Collector of the Improvement Rates, at
the Office of the Commissioners, in the
Old Square, where may be seen a
drawing, showing the intended position
of the Clock in the Tower and MarketHouse. (BS, 10 Oct 1849)
Nothing further regarding the clock was
reported for another four months, except a
brief note which stated that the
Commissioners were ‘carefully proceeding
with the business entrusted to them’ (BS, 7
Nov 1849).

Who made this clock?

Whilst preparing our book Joyce of
Whitchurch, Clockmakers 1690–1965, we
came across an article by Charles Aked in
which he stated: ‘The Market Hall at
Blackburn used the first single three legged
gravity escapement in its clock’ of 1853 by
Joyce of Whitchurch.6 This led us to include
the Market Hall on our list of lost clocks
with small three legged gravity escapements.
In a later article, he repeated that the clock
at Blackburn had this escapement, although

5. Derek Beattie, Blackburn – A History (Carnegie Publishing Ltd, 2007), p. 139.
6. Charles Aked, ‘The Joyces of Whitchurch’, Antiquarian Horology 6/4 (September 1969), 216–223; p. 20.
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he then dated it to 1890.7 Such a clock with
four dials on a relatively exposed site 500
feet above sea level would very likely have
struggled to perform well, so it seemed to us
to be entirely plausible that there had been
such a Joyce clock there. The clock at
Chester Savings Bank, also dated 1853,
which we now believe to have been the very
first with this escapement, did certainly
suffer in its exposed location and was
eventually converted to a double three
legged gravity escapement in 1906.8
However, recent research has indicated
that Joyce of Whitchurch did not make this
Blackburn clock.

The contract for the Blackburn clock
On 1 February 1850, the Commissioners
heard their sub-committee’s recommendation that John Blaylock of Carlisle should
be chosen as the contractor for the Market
House clock on the terms he had included
in his tender which was read to the
Commissioners. Details of any other
tenders were not included in the meeting
minutes nor were they reported in the local
press. John Blaylock’s tender with its detail
of the clock and his terms which were read
at the meeting do not appear to have
survived either. Final details regarding the
tower and the illumination of the clock
would be decided following further
discussion with John Blaylock and the
architect.
Shortly after the commissioners accepted
the Blaylock tender, the rules covering the
operation of the tender process, particularly
their opening and publishing, were amended
to make the process more accountable and
transparent.
The following month there was concern
expressed at a meeting of the Markets
Committee that the two year old tower was
showing ‘symptoms of insecurity’ and so
was inadequate for the installation of a clock
and bells. Terence Flanagan, the architect,
dismissed this saying that there had been

more settlement on the side that was not
attached to the main building and that some
bulging which had been perceived was
under a quarter of an inch. He concluded
that although the foundations in that place
were not very good, there was ‘not the
slightest cause for fear’. (BS, 6 March 1850)
The
Improvement
Commissioners’
Minute Book outlines the award of the
contract: ‘an agreement with Mr John
Blaylock for the furnishing and erecting of
the Market House clock and other matters
relating thereto’.9 The contract was signed
in April 1850. John Blaylock advised that
the
Commissioners
would
require
machinery in the clock for turning off the
gas at certain hours at an additional cost of
£12. An estimated cost from the Gas
Company for illuminating the dials with
eight bat-wing burners for an average of
10½ hours a night, throughout the year, at
four shillings per 1000 feet, would be £30-49½. As this seemed a large sum, it was
suggested that the Commissioners should
seek a cost for lighting each dial with a
single light and reflector as had been seen
in Birmingham (BS, 10 April 1850). The dials
would be supplied by John Blaylock at £11
each (BS, 8 May 1850). The following month,
an agreement was made that John Blaylock
would supply a new bell for the clock at a
cost of £72-10-0 plus the old bell (BS, 12 June
1850). A total allowance of £250 for the
installation and maintenance formed part
of a special shilling rate which was declared
in order to raise funds for the clock and
other projects. (BS, 6 March 1850)
The reports we have seen stated that a
clock would be ‘supplied’ or ‘furnished’.
This can be read in two ways:
1. that the clock must have been made
and erected by John Blaylock or,
2. that he erected a clock made on his
behalf by another clockmaker.
Despite considerable research, we have
been unable to discover which is correct,
but we are reasonably confident that John

7. Charles Aked, Clocks Magazine, July 1986, 46.
8. Steve and Darlah Thomas, Joyce of Whitchurch, Clockmakers 1690–1965 (Inbeat Publications, 2013),
p. 192
9. Improvement Commissioners Minute Book, Lancashire Record Office ref CBBN/2/1/3, 1 March 1850.
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The Blaylock Clockmakers
John Blaylock(1) 1736–1803 worked at Longtown, Cumbria, made brass dial longcase clocks

↓

John Blaylock(2) 1774–1821
William Blaylock(1) 1777–1832
Made white dial longcases some signed J & W Blaylock. Both moved to Carlisle in 1817 or 1818

↓

John Blaylock(3) 1806–1877
Engineer and foundryman
Contractor for the Blackburn clock

Blaylock was indeed the maker. Of concern
at this stage is the lack of any information
regarding any plans to maintain the
mechanism once installed.

John Blaylock

The Blaylock family of clockmakers
originated in the parish of Arthuret, north
of Carlisle, almost on the Scottish border,
then moved to nearby Longtown and later
to Carlisle. There were at least eight
clockmakers of the name who spanned a
period over one hundred years. We are
grateful to the work of a descendant of the
family who has supplied much of the
genealogical information shown in the box
at the top of this page.10
Advertisements
placed
by
John
Blaylock(3) in the Carlisle Patriot list
watches for sale, and ‘Thirty Hour, Eight
Day, Spring and Turret CLOCKS for
Churches or Gentlemen’s Seats’.11 The
watches were mostly London made, but he
owned some fine machinery which enabled
him to produce high class work. The
London Daily News reported on exhibits
being prepared for the Great Exhibition of
1851 and included:
new motion work for the hands of public
clocks, and apparatus for regulating gas
light to the same – both movements
being new – from the extensive
manufactory of Mr Blaylock, of Carlisle.12

During the exhibition, a long description
was printed in the Morning Chronicle of
the Philosophical Instruments, especially
the turret clocks. Singled out for special
attention, was the following:
In the immediate vicinity of these clocks
is an accessory to turret clocks that
deserves mention. This is a simple and
ingenious mode of self-regulating the
supply of gas to illuminated dials, by Mr J
Blaylock, No 92 - the length of time being
duly increased or decreased by the
mechanism, as required. The action
requires to be reversed on the longest
and shortest days.13
In the 1868 edition of his treatise, Edmund
Beckett Denison described a system for
regulating the gas which is probably that of
John Blaylock, as follows:
There was a clock in the Exhibition of
1851 with completely automatic or selfadjusting machinery for turning gas off
and on at the proper time throughout the
year; but I never heard of it being used,
and it is hardly worth the cost.14
In addition to turret and domestic clocks,
John Blaylock supplied the station clocks
for the Lancaster to Carlisle Railway.

10. John Blaylock has researched his family of clockmakers and will soon be publishing a book on the
subject. Much can be found on his website: http://home.clara.net/jnoblaylock/blayclocks/new.html.
11. Carlisle Patriot, 19 June 1841.
12. London Daily News, 6 January 1851.
13. Morning Chronicle, 25 June 1851.
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Fig. 3. St Mary’s Church, Rockcliffe. The single
dial is on the south face of the tower, the base
of which doubles as a porch which has access to
the clock room.

The Blaylock clock at St Mary’s
Rockcliffe, 1849

Reports of the performance of the Market
House clock printed in the local newspaper
in the thirty years following its installation
were not complimentary. As the clock no
longer exists, we needed to look at a
contemporary example of John Blaylock’s
work (Figs 3–6) in order to assess whether
the clock was likely to have been at fault, or
whether its care was incompetent.
Rockcliffe is a small village situated on
the banks of the River Eden, five miles
north west of Carlisle. The single dial clock
in St Mary’s Church is dated 1849
(approximately twelve months earlier than
Blackburn) and is in good condition
following refurbishment by Cumbria Clocks

Fig. 4. John Blaylock’s clock at St Mary’s,
Rockcliffe.

in 2000. It has been wound by Billy Little
for at least the last thirty years, but
increasing age has recently forced its care
to be handed over to a younger clock
winder. Access to the clock-room is via an
aluminium ladder which leads up from the
porch. Space in the small room is rather
cramped owing to the position of the clock
bell less than six feet from the floor. The
clock is two train, rack striking the hours
and half hours, and has a deadbeat anchor
escapement. To our eyes, the clock is of a
robust and attractive design and to see it
still in operation and hand wound is
testimony to the skill of its maker and those
who have cared for it. Its maintenance
history indicates that the clock does need
regular attention and when work is needed
to be carried out, much of the mechanism
requires dismantling.

14. Edmund Beckett Denison, A rudimentary treatise on CLOCKS AND WATCHES AND BELLS (Fifth edition,
1868), p. 214. He recommended a system which turns the gas up or down depending on the position of pins
in a 24 hour wheel, which are moved as the day length alters during the year by the clock winder.
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Fig. 5. The setting dial of the clock at St Mary’s,
Rockcliffe is marked ‘John Blaylock CARLISLE
1849’.

The times and tribulations of the
Blackburn Market House clock
There is no record of when the clock was
completed, but a press report of late 1850
indicates there was still work to be done: ‘If
the two discs [dials] had not lately been
broken, the clock would have been finished
and going some time ago.’ (BS, 11 Dec 1850)
It was most likely set working in March
1851 when the same newspaper stated:
This most desirable addition to the
utilities of the town is at last completed,
and the scaffolding removed from the
tower. It is to be hoped that the clock
which is understood to be of a very
superior make, will now be carefully kept
at business or railway time, leaving the
Parish Church machinery to follow its
own erratic inclinations. The market
clock dials have been illuminated, on
trial we suppose, and the result was
everything we could have desired – the
figures and hands standing out as
distinctly as at noonday.(BS, 2 April 1851)
A correspondent to the Blackburn
Standard complained about the town’s

Fig. 6. Blaylock’s clock at St Mary’s, Rockcliffe
has a deadbeat anchor escapement.

clocks giving different times: ‘As I was
passing the new Market Clock today I set
my watch to it’ (BS, 2 April 1851), but when
he later passed the railway station clock,
which was set to Greenwich time, he found
that his watch was incorrect by five
minutes.15
This was the first of many complaints
about the accuracy of the Market House
clock. The next came but a week later:
that the inconvenience to which the
public had recently been put by the
Market House clock having twice stopped,
arose in the first place from the person
who had the winding up of the clock
having been suddenly called away and left
the key in; and in the second from the gas
apparatus for illuminating having acted
powerfully on and warped some new wood
which had affected part of the machinery
with which it was in connection. With
respect to the time, he [the Chairman of
the Improvement Commissioners] had
[...] gone to the [...] Railway Companies
to try to get them to keep their clocks
together, and it would now be for the
Commissioners to direct that the Market
House clock be kept strictly to railway
time, so that the public might know on
what time to rely. (BS, 9 April 1851)

15. The longitude of Blackburn is 2˚ 28’36.94W which gives a time difference of ten minutes. Thus the
discrepancy between the two clocks cannot be explained as the difference between Greenwich and local time.
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In June, the clock was inspected by John
Sagar, who in the 1851 census is listed as
watchmaker and publican of the town. He
reported in terms of ‘unqualified praise of
the workmanship displayed in the
construction of the whole of the machinery
connected with the clock’. (BS, 11 June 1851)
The illumination which was so
satisfactory when the clock was first
operating was indeed on trial pending
decisions regarding its cost and usefulness.
In September 1851 illumination was finally
authorised; however, two months later it
was reported that:
Great complaints have been made of the
insufficiency of the illuminations of this
clock. Larger jets appear to be desirable,
or a greater pressure of gas. The clock
appears also to indulge in certain vagaries
which are quite inconsistent with a
steady going character. (BS, 5 Nov 1851)
It seems that the Commissioners grew tired
of making decisions about the clock as in
September the following year, they agreed
that
the superintending of the Market House
clock and the regulation of the gas will be
let by tender [...] as [it was thought] the
clock would be better looked after if thus
let. (BS, 8 Sept 1852)
This did not however solve all the problems.
A year later the press reported:
This clock has again been misleading the
public by its vagaries. The last freak
which it has performed has been that of
striking the hour at all sorts of fractions
of that period of time. (BS, 13 Oct 1852)
A violent storm hit the town the following
December and blew out the west and east
dials of the clock. The spaces were boarded
up, ‘which, [...] after the extraordinary
irregularity which the clock has displayed
of late, many persons will hardly regard as a
misfortune’ (BS, 29 Dec 1852). The name of
the person who submitted the accepted
tender for the winding of the clock was not
recorded,
but
in
February
1853

arrangements were made with John
Blaylock to put the clock ‘in working
condition, after which the care of the clock
was to be passed to Mr John Sagar’ (BS, 9 Feb
1853). It was he who had inspected the clock
back in 1851 and declared it a piece of fine
workmanship.
Matters settled down when John Sagar
attended the clock, but his sudden death,
aged 48, on 16 July 1854, could have seen
the clock neglected. However, he was
succeeded by his son James, who was
described as a nineteen year old
watchmaker’s apprentice in the 1851
census. He was paid an annual salary of £50-0 for repairing and winding up the clock.
After a few quiet years, the next letter of
complaint came in early 1862:
Can nothing be done to make the
illumination of the market clock an
illumination which will enable the public
to see what o’clock it is after nightfall? At
present the illumination seems to do little
more than make the darkness visible
(BS,12 March 1862).

James Sagar’s name disappears from reports
about the clock after 1864 so it may be no
coincidence that the next letter of complaint
mentioned ‘the great irregularity of the
Market House Clock [...] the authorities
[are] much to blame for allowing the clock
to be so neglected’ (BS, 10 Nov 1869).
The clock’s irregularities appeared so
often in the press that they were no longer
news. One of the last reports on the subject
appeared in 1872:
Sir, The continued irregularity in the time
kept by the public clock in the Market
House Tower has become a subject of
general complaint. It is high time the
authorities looked into this matter; and if
it cannot be remedied, let it be stopped
altogether, as it is continually misleading
people. (BS, 10 July 1872)
Reporting of the costs of the looking after
the clock also changed over the years.
Initially the cost of gas and the salary paid
for routine winding, plus any extra
maintenance were listed individually. As
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the years passed, all were totalled together
making it more difficult to determine what
the costs were and the clock winder was no
longer named.

Solutions to irregular timekeeping.
Blackburn rule 1: ignore problems
associated with the existing clock.

By 1877, the borough council was forced to
act. Unlike many owners of unreliable
clocks, they did not turn to a reputable
company to rectify it, nor did they buy
another. Instead, they embarked on a costly
project to compensate for the clock’s poor
performance – they chose to install a time
ball on the Market House Tower.

Time balls

Time balls were inspired by Captain Robert
Wauchope of the Royal Navy whose idea,
first put to the Admiralty in 1824, was to
enable mariners to set their chronometers
accurately, once afloat, before leaving the
coastline.16 A time ball was trialled at
Portsmouth in 1829 and another was
installed on the Eastern Turret of the Royal
Observatory, Greenwich in 1833.17 Other
time balls soon followed, at
Date
1834
1843/4
		
1845/6
		
1852
1855
		
		
		
1857
		
1859
		

Location
• The Observatory, St Helena
• Observatory, Waterloo Dock, 		
Liverpool
• US Naval Observatory, 		
Washington DC
• Nelson Monument, Edinburgh
• Telegraph Hill, San Francisco
• Electric Telegraph Office, Strand,
London
• Semaphore Tower, Deal, Kent
• Observatory, Sydney
• Sailors’ Home, Glasgow
• Victoria Tower, Salisbury Dock,
Liverpool

1860
		
		
		
1861
		
c1865
c1875
		
1875
1876
		
		
1877
		
1878

• City Observatory at French’s 		
Chronometer Manufactory, 		
Cornhill, London
• The Customs House, New York
• Lighthouse, Point Gellibrand, 		
Melbourne
• Dyson’s Time Ball Building, Leeds
• The Observatory, Cincinnati, 		
Ohio
• Time Ball Tower, Adelaide
• Lyttelton Time Ball Station, New
Zealand
• The Exchange, Nottingham
• Customs House, Newcastle, New
South Wales
• Market House, Blackburn

Many more time balls were constructed
worldwide throughout the remainder of the
nineteenth and during the early twentieth
century. The majority were sited on the
coast, but, as in the chart above, not all
were: Leeds, Nottingham and Blackburn
are many miles inland. These were installed,
not for mariners, but to simply distribute
the correct time for public use.
The Blackburn Standard newspaper
which has been invaluable in our research
is not available for the whole of 1877, so
any contemporary reports of the reasoning
behind the decision to purchase a time ball
are not available to us, nor was there any
record of the decision in the Council’s
minutes; these only record a resolution
passed on 6 June 1877 that the subcommittee should ‘enquire as to the cost of
a time ball and vane for the Market House
Tower, and report.’ 18 Nor are there records
of the sub-committee’s enquiries or the
reasons for their decisions. However, they
reported to the Markets Committee the
following month:
that they had considered the cost of a
Time Ball and Vane for the Market House

16. Previous experience in the Royal Navy had been that when checking chronometers, the shore rate and
sea rate did not very often agree. Therefore it was considered desirable that chronometers should be set
whilst at sea. (Bateman, next footnote, p. 200).
17. For a detailed history see Douglas Bateman, ‘The time ball at Greenwich and the evolving methods
of control’, Antiquarian Horology 34/2 (June 2013), 198–218, 34/3 (Sept 2013), 332–346 and 34/4 (Dec
2013), 471–488.
18. Minutes of the Markets Committee, Lancashire Record Office ref CBBN/1/9/3 6 June 1877.
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Tower and recommended that Messrs
Reid Brothers of London be instructed to
put up a three feet Time Ball with a seven
feet drop. Also that a Vane be placed on
top of the Tower.19
A report appeared in the Preston newspaper
stating that ‘the Market House Tower is to
be ornamented with a time ball and vane.’20
Messrs Reid Brothers was founded by
William Reid in 1820 – the first telegraphic
engineering company in the world. They
are remembered today for their submarine
cables, electric clocks and instruments, but
not for their time balls. The firm was
described locally as ‘eminent electricians,
of London.’ (BS, 2 March 1878). By the start of
March 1878, after preparing space in the
tower and fixing some strengthening cross
beams, it was reported that erection of the
apparatus was proceeding and for the first
time, the reason for the installation of the
time ball was made public:
Some months ago serious and repeated
complaints were made as to the
inaccurate time kept by the Market
House clock.. The subject was laid before
the Markets Committee, and after due
consideration it has been decided that a
time-ball should be erected and an
arrangement made with the Government
for receiving a current of electricity at a
fixed hour daily from the Royal
Observatory, Greenwich. (BS, 2 March
1878).

There followed a description of the time
ball mechanism which is reproduced here:
A long hollow pole or mast will be erected
upon the Market House tower, and up this
hollow mast, which passes through its
centre, the time ball will be elevated every
day shortly before One pm., by means of a
windlass and rack and pinion attachment.
The ball, which is 4 feet in diameter,
weighs a little over two cwt, which is
increased by the piston to which it is
attached to about five cwt. Upon arriving

at the top of the mast, the ball is locked
fast into position by means of a catch or
‘detent’ and is at the same time disengaged
from the mechanical elevating gear. In
this position it remains until the catch is
released by the electric current at the
appointed time, when the ball descends
by gravity a distance of seven feet. A very
simple
electrical
arrangement
momentarily effects the release of the
catch. An electric magnet with an
armature
and
mechanical
motor
arrangement is fixed in connection with
this catch, so that when the current from
Greenwich arrives at one o’clock along
the wires and enters the electro-magnet
and armature opposite to the pole, the
electro-magnet is attracted, liberates the
mechanical arrangement by which a
heavy hammer is brought into play, which
falling down, knocks away the catch
supporting the [...] ball which immediately
commences to descend the mast, the true
time being indicated by observation at the
moment the ball leaves the point of
suspension. The momentum of the falling
ball is controlled by the action of a column
of air in the piston, the compression of
which, as the ball descends, acts as a
brake and the time signal is brought to
rest and remains in readiness for elevating
the next day shortly before one o’clock
[...] The colour of the ball will be a
chocolate ground with a broad band of
gilding round its centre, with a narrower
band above and below [...] The entire
weight of the apparatus when fixed will be
about 15cwt, or about one eighth of the
weight of the top course of stone on the
Market House tower, so that there need be
no fear of the tower not being string
enough to support it [...]. There will be a
vane to denote the direction of the wind.
The arrangements necessary to make the
apparatus ready for working are expected
to be completed in about a week. The
contract price for the time ball and fittings
was £170, in addition to which some
necessary work has been done by the
Corporation, which will raise the total

19. Minutes of the Markets Committee, Lancashire Record Office ref CBBN/1/9/3 19 July 1877.
20. Preston Chronicle 4 August 1877.
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first cost to £200. The cost of the daily
current of electricity will be £27 per
annum (BS, 2 March 1878).
There were several options which would
have reduced the spend:
• Engage one of the large turret clock
companies to assess and remedy the clock.
This could have been achieved for a lower
cost than the total mentioned above.
• Contracting with the same company for
routine annual maintenance would be
cheaper than the cost of the current.
• If these two options were deemed
unsuitable, a replacement clock could have
been purchased from a reputable
manufacturer in 1878 for less than the
price of the time ball alone.
A week later work had begun on the time
ball’s installation, but the tale of woe
continued and readers were presented with:
ACCIDENT TO THE NEW TIME BALL –
NARROW ESCAPE OF TWO PERSONS.
Shortly before ten o’clock on Saturday
morning an accident occurred at the
Market House tower, where workmen are
engaged in the erection of the massive time
ball. The ball had been fixed upon a pivot,
with the weather vane upon the top, and
the men were hoisting the ball above the
tower when a pole of the tripod broke at the
head owing to the insufficient strength of
the wood. The time ball was precipitated
upon the tower, but fortunately held aloft in
a kind of socket where it had previously
rested. None of the woodwork there was
broken. The weather vane was more
unfortunate, and was thrown over the front
of the tower, alighting on an orange stall
beneath. The noise that attended the
accident had alarmed the people in the
vicinity, the place being usually busy at that
time on a market day, and they escaped
unhurt. A young man and his wife who
were attending to the stall in question, were
called on to run away, and they escaped
immediately before the vane fell upon the
staff above their heads. The woodwork was
smashed and some oranges destroyed. The
ball is slightly indented, but the weather
vane has suffered almost irreparable
damage. The ball has been repaired, but the
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work will be delayed. The actual damage
will amount to £4 or £5. (BS, 16 March 1878)
A month later, during a council meeting the
mayor asked when the clock would be in
operation. He was told that the dials were to
be re-glazed, three sets of hands to be gilded
and one set to be painted. In addition, they
were thinking of having ‘an apparatus for
fixing the fingers when the ball fell at one
o’clock’; a further delay of two or three
weeks was expected. (BS, 6 April 1878).

Blackburn rule 2: if you can’t see it,
create an explosion
In due course the ball was set in motion.
The report of this event also carried details
of a time gun and the reason for its
installation:
The time ball [...] was put in motion by
an electric current from Greenwich [...].
The object is to give everybody in the
town a chance at the hour of one every
day of ascertaining the exact state of
their own timepieces, as compared with
Greenwich time [...]. At the same time
an electric spark fires a gun, which
denotes the time to those within hearing,
but not within sight of the ball. [...] The
gun [...] was made from a solid piece of
wrought iron by Messrs Yates of this town
[...]. Immediately subsequent to the
[first] fall of the ball and the firing of the
gun, the Mayor, Ex-Mayor, and members
of the Markets Committee were
entertained to an impromptu luncheon
in the Council Chamber. (BS, 4 May 1878)
The expected thanks for the cutting edge
solution to the town’s timekeeping problems
were not forthcoming as the comedy of
errors continued. A week after the gun’s
first firing, the newspaper reported that it
had been silenced ever since as this first
firing had been an experimental one. It was
not satisfactory as the bore of the gun was
too small [it was too quiet] and ‘the effect of
the discharge from the top of the Market
House tower was to shake down a quantity
of dust into the works of the clock, an effect
which in a short time would have produced
considerable inconvenience’ (BS, 11 May
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1878) – it would have stopped the clock. The
manufacturers re-bored the gun and made
a gun carriage so that it could be positioned
on the roof of the new Town Hall, from
where it would be heard from all parts of
the town and in places where the ball could
not be seen.
And so it continued. In July a scathing
report in the local newspaper bemoaned the
‘labour and expense [...] incurred to secure
the town with a reliable horologe out of what
had previously been stigmatised as a rickety
and worthless chronometer....’ (BS, 20 July
1878). The report stated that other towns had
installed similar equipment successfully, but
that complaints would continue if:

the gun forgets to discharge in a loud
report, the ball forgets to fall from its
elevated position, the clock stops at all
sorts of untimely hours, and the
illumination of an evening is not
sufficiently good [...] there is much room
for complaints on each of these counts.
We shall expect shortly to see an
improvement in every respect indicated.
Nothing was done. In November 1878, an
exasperated reader wrote wondering why
the gun had been fired five or six minutes
early that day and concluded that ‘there
must be something wrong, or a screw loose,
either in Blackburn or Greenwich.’ (BS, 16
Nov 1878). No official reply was given. To be
fair to Blackburn, the error was not always
theirs, for a report the following month
stated:
THE TIME BALL AND GUN - On Tuesday
and yesterday this costly apparatus, as it
has often done before, showed no signs of
acting, and we are officially informed that
the reason was that no time current was
transmitted from London. (BS, 14 Dec 1878)

was too loud and tradesmen who carried on
their business nearby complained of the
gun’s startling and alarming effect on those
passing at the time of the discharge and
they predicted that horses would be
frightened and accidents caused (BS, 12 July
1879). They drew up a petition demanding
the removal of the gun to a different
location; the matter was discussed by the
Markets Committee which decided ‘that the
application be not entertained’.21 However,
shortly afterwards the Council reconsidered
and the matter was referred to the Borough
Engineer; he was required to make the
necessary arrangements for removing the
time gun from the Town Hall to the top of
the Corporation Park.22
Unspecified repairs were called for to the
clock in 1885 when the Council authorised
Messrs Sagar to do the work. Two years
later James Sagar’s tender for re-glazing and
re-painting the dial on the east side of the
tower and for cleaning and painting the
other dials was accepted.23

Blackburn rule 3: when other ‘solutions’
fail, reflect on the real problem.

At a Markets Committee meeting in early
1889, it was decided that a new clock
should be purchased for the Market House
and an instruction was passed to the
Borough Engineer to obtain tenders which
would be submitted to a future meeting.24
These were referred to a special subcommittee the following month. Once
again, no records of a desirable specification
have survived nor have any of the tenders,
but at the next meeting of the full committee,
it was resolved that

Complaints continued, as the re-bored gun

Messrs Joyce and Co’s (Whitchurch)
tender for supplying and fixing a new
clock in the Market House Tower be
accepted subject to Joyce & Company
supplying a detailed specification to the
satisfaction of the sub-committee.25

21. Blackburn Markets Committee Minutes 24 July 1879. All Markets Committee. Minutes are from Lancashire
Archives CBBN/1/9/2 and CBBN/1/9/3.
22. Blackburn Markets Committee Minutes 21 August 1879.
23. Blackburn Markets Committee Minutes 6 June 1887.
24. Blackburn Markets Committee Minutes 21 February 1889.
25. Blackburn Markets Committee Minutes 21 March 1889.
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Fig. 7. The replacement clock of 1889 by JB Joyce & Co. This was obviously intended to be a clock
which could be kept to accurate time – it has two setting dials: one for minutes, one for seconds. The
date on the minute setting dial is 1890, but according to the contemporary newspaper reports, the
clock was up and running by August 1889.

When the local newspaper reported the
decision, it found space for some comment
on the old clock:
NEW CLOCK FOR THE MARKET HOUSE
The old clock, which for so long has told
the time of day in the Market House
tower, is at last to be superseded. When
we say that it has denoted the lapse of
the moments we do not assert that it has
always done that accurately or faithfully.
There have been occasions when the
clock has been much amiss. But it is our
duty to show respect for age in whatever
form, and one can only hope that the old
timekeeper will be placed in some
peaceful situation now, where the jeers
and jibes of a hurrying public will no
longer be hurled at its unassuming face.
The new clock – its usurper – which is to
cost about £150, is being made by J.B.
Joyce and Co., of Whitchurch,
Shropshire. It will commence its duties
in about a fortnight. (BS, 22 June 1889)
A month later the new dials were put in
place (BS, 27 July 1889) and another fortnight
later a full description was printed in the
Blackburn Standard. It was ‘after the lines
laid down by Lord Grimthorpe’ (BS, 10 Aug
1889), in other words, a flatbed, two train
clock with a double three legged gravity
escapement (Figs 7 and 8). It was in fact
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Fig. 8. This was one of Joyce’s first with a
double three legged gravity escapement.
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Fig. 9. Market Day, Blackburn in the early 1960s
shortly before both the Market House and clock
tower were swept away. Photo © Blackburn with
Darwen Library & Information Service.
Right: Fig. 10. With demolition under way, the
tower awaits its fate. Photo © Blackburn with
Darwen Library & Information Service.

one of the first Joyce’s made with this
escapement,
the
company
having
stubbornly kept on with their proven four
legged gravity design in most locations for
over twenty years. The time ball apparatus
was retained, but suffered a long period of
idleness from 1903 to 1924. The time gun
continued to be fired daily until 1931 and
was afterwards used to mark the minute’s
silence on Armistice Day. (Fig. 9)
Sadly the whole market building was
swept away in December 1964 in the
interests of modernising the town centre.
(Figs 10 and 11). The Joyce clock was saved
at the last moment and restored by Phil
Irvine; it is now on display in the World
Museum, Liverpool.

A black hole

If the clock in the Market House was of an
equivalent standard to the one at Rockcliffe,
there seems little reason why it could not
have been persuaded to work properly,
given guidance from an ‘expert’ and the
employment of a diligent clock keeper. The
Commissioners, and the Councillors who
followed, do not appear to have gone about
the business of specifying a clock in a
sufficiently rigorous manner, although the

lack of transparency in their decision
making renders the task of assessing their
behaviours very difficult. What is
indisputable is that hours were spent
discussing the desirability of illumination
whereas no records of any discussion have
survived regarding the level of reliability of
timekeeping required. We do not believe
that the mechanism supplied by John
Blaylock deserved its description as ‘a
rickety and worthless chronometer’. The
obvious course of action following the many
complaints would have been to call in an
expert firm of clockmakers; this would have
incurred some cost, but not the black hole
which the time ball, the gun, daily signals
and the purchase of a second clock
represented. The motivation behind these
decisions was no doubt well intentioned,
but with twenty-first century hindsight, the
paths followed do not represent the most
obvious solution to poor timekeeping.
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