Children in Factories - Sources


Source 1

“It is a distortion of facts to say that the factories carried off the housewives from the nurseries and the kitchen and the children from their play. These women had nothing to cook with and to feed their children. These children were destitute and starving. Their only refuge was the factory. It saved them, in the strict sense of the term, from death by starvation.”

Ludwig von Mises, Austrian Economist, 1949

Source 2

“That glaring mismanagement existed in numberless instances there can be no doubt; and that these unprotected creatures, thus thrown entirely into the power of the manufacturer, were overworked, often badly-fed, and worse treated. No wonder can be felt that these glaring mischiefs attracted observation, and finally, led to the passing of the Apprentice Bill, a bill intended to regulate these matters.”

Philip Gaskell, Surgeon, 1836

Source 3

"in the case of children's labor, the effects of restrictive laws went further than the mere loss of their work; they lost their training and, consequently, their skill as adults."

W.H. Hutt, Historian, 1954

Source 4

"The task first allotted to Robert Blincoe was to pick up the loose cotton, that fell upon the floor. Apparently nothing could be easier…although he was much terrified by the whirling motion and noise of the machinery and the dust with which he was half suffocated…he soon felt sick and was constantly stooping; his back ached. Blincoe took the liberty to sit down. But this he soon found was strictly forbidden in cotton mills. His overlooker, Mr. Smith, told him he must keep on his legs. This he did for six and a half hours without a break." 

John Brown, a reporter for "The Lion". Written in 1828.

Source 5

"We went to the mill at five in the morning. We worked until dinnertime and then to nine or ten at night; on Saturday it could be till eleven and often till twelve at night. We were sent to clean the machinery on the Sunday." 

Man interviewed in 1849 who had worked in a mill as a child.

Source 6

"Very often the children are woken at four in the morning. The children are carried on the backs of the older children asleep to the mill, and they see no more of their parents till they go home at night and are sent to bed." 

Richard Oastler, interviewed in 1832.

Source 7

"Sarah Golding was poorly and so she stopped her machine. James Birch, the overlooker, knocked her to the floor. She got up as well as she could. He knocked her down again. Then she was carried to her house...she was found dead in her bed. There was another girl called Mary...she knocked her food can to the floor. The master, Mr. Newton, kicked her and caused her to wear away till she died. There was another, Caroline Thompson, who was beaten till she went out of her mind. The overlookers used to cut off the hair of any girl caught talking to a lad. This head shaving was a dreadful punishment. We were more afraid of it than any other punishment for girls are proud of their hair." 

An interview in 1849 with an unknown woman who worked in a cotton factory as a child. 

Source 8

"When I was seven years old I went to work at Mr. Marshall’s factory at Shrewsbury. If a child became sleepy, the overlooker touches the child on the shoulder and says "come here". In the corner of the room there is an iron cistern filled with water. He takes the boy by the legs and dips him in the cistern, and then sends him back to work." 

Jonathan Downe interviewed in June 1832. 

Source 9

"I work at the silk mill. I am an overlooker and I have to superintend the children at the mill. Their strength goes towards the evening and they get tired. I have been compelled to urge them to work when I knew they could not bear it. I have been disgusted with myself. I felt myself degraded and reduced to the level of a slave-driver.”

William Rastrick, interviewed in 1832.

Source 10

“Children are very agile. In 1820 they were very useful because it was easy for them to crawl under the machines and repair the broken threads. Although this was dangerous and many children lost limbs, it was a necessary task and that was a part of life working in a factory in the nineteenth century.”

Textbook description of factory conditions, 2007

Source 11

“since the passing of Hanway's Act in 1767 the child population in the workhouse had enormously increased, and the parish authorities were anxious to find relief from the burden of their maintenance…To the parish authorities, encumbered with great masses of unwanted children, the new cotton mills in Lancashire, Derby, and Notts were a godsend.”

J.L. and Barbara Hammond, Historians, 1967

Source 12

“A boy aged seven was seen at Messrs. Joseph Walmsleys at Grimshaw near Darwen, a girl aged six at Messrs. James Livesey’s at Hoghton Bottoms. At most factories the inspectors saw many young people, many evidently not nine years old. When questioned, however, most said they did not know their age.  However, children were often told by their parents and the foreman not to tell the inspectors their true age.”

From a website about Child Labour conditions

Nineteenth Century Factory Acts

The 1819 Factory Act : no children under 9 to work in factories. Children from 9 to 16 allowed to work a maximum of 72 hours per week with one and a half hours a day for meals.

1833 Althorp’s Factory Act : children from 9 to 13 to work a maximum of 42 hours per week; also children aged 13 to 16 to work a maximum of 69 hours a week. No night work for anybody under the age of 18.

1842 Mines and Colleries Act : banned all women and children under 10 from working underground. No-one under 15 years was to work winding gear in mines.

1844 Graham’s Factory Act : minimum age for working in factories reduced to 8 years old. 8 to 13 years old to work a maximum of six and a half hours a day. 13 to 18 year olds to work a maximum of 12 hours a day and the same applied to women. Safety guards had to be fitted to all machines.

1847 Fielder’s Factory Act : 10 hour day introduced for under 18's and for women.

There were factory inspectors to 'enforce' these laws but they were so poorly paid, they were easily bribed. Also many working parents were desperate for money and they lied about the ages of their children to get them work in factories and mines. So while the laws may have been good in theory, they were very difficult to enforce.

Example Source

"living bodies caught in the iron grip of machinery in rapid motion, and whirled in the air, bones crushed, and blood cast copiously on the floor, because of physical exhaustion."

Alfred Kydd, Historian, 1857
