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(1) Eliza Marshall was interviewed by Michael Sadler and his House of Commons 
Committee on 26th May, 1832.  
 
Question: What was your hours of work?  
 
Answer: When I first went to the mill we worked for six in the 
morning till seven in the evening. After a time we began at five in 
the morning, and worked till ten at night. 
 
Question: Were you very much fatigued by that length of labour? 
 
Answer: Yes. 
 
Question: Did they beat you? 
 
Answer: When I was younger they used to do it often. 
 
Question: Did the labour affect your limbs? 
 
Answer: Yes, when we worked over-hours I was worse by a great deal; I had stuff to rub 
my knees; and I used to rub my joints a quarter of an hour, and sometimes an hour or 
two. 
 
Question: Were you straight before that?  
 
Answer: Yes, I was; my master knows that well enough; and when I have asked for my 
wages, he said that I could not run about as I had been used to do. 
 
Question: Are you crooked now? 
 
Answer: Yes, I have an iron on my leg; my knee is contracted. 
 
Question: Have the surgeons in the Infirmary told you by what your deformity was 
occasioned? 
 
Answer: Yes, one of them said it was by standing; the marrow is dried out of the bone, 
so that there is no natural strength in it. 
 
Question: You were quite straight till you had to labour so long in those mills? 
 
Answer: Yes, I was as straight as any one. 
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(1) Benjamin Gomersal of Bowling Lane, Bradford, was interviewed by William 
Dodd in 1842. 

I am about twenty-five years old. I have been a piecer at Mr. Cousen's worsted (yarn) 
mill, I have worked nowhere else. I commenced working in a worsted mill at nine years 
of age. Our hours of labour were from six in the morning to seven and eight at night, 
with thirty minutes off at noon for dinner. We had no time for breakfast or drinking. The 
children conceive it to be a very great mischief; to be kept so long in labour; and I 
believe their parents would be very glad if it was not so. I found it very hard and 
laborious employment. I had 2s. per week at first. We had to stoop, to bend our bodies 
and our legs.  
 
I was a healthy and strong boy, when I first went to the mill. When I was about eight 
years old, I could walk from Leeds to Bradford (ten miles) without any pain or difficulty, 
and with a little fatigue; now I cannot stand without crutches! I cannot walk at all! 
Perhaps I might creep up stairs. I go up stairs backwards every night! I found my limbs 
begin to fail, after I had been working about a year. It came on with great pain in my 
legs and knees. I am very much fatigued towards the end of the day. I cannot work in 
the mill now. 
 
The overlooker beat me up to my work! I have been beaten till I was black and blue and 
I have had my ears torn! Once I was very ill with it. He beat me then, because I mixed a 
few empty bobins, not having any place to put them in separate. we were beaten most 
at the latter end of the day, when we grew tired and fatigued. The highest wages I ever 
had in the factory, were 5s. 6d. per week.  
 
My mother is dead; my father was obliged to send me to the mill, in order to keep me. I 
had to attend at the mill after my limbs began to fail. I could not then do as well as I 
could before. I had one shilling a week taken off my wages. I had lost several inches in 
height. I had frequently to stand thirteen and fourteen hours a day, and to be continually 
engaged. I was perfectly straight before I entered on this labour. 
 
Other boys were deformed in the same way. A good many boys suffered in their health, 
in consequence of the severity of their work. I am sure this pain, and grievous deformity, 
came from my long hours of labour. My father, and my friends, believe so to. It is the 
opinion of all the medical men who have seen me.  
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(1) Edward Holme was interviewed by Lord Kenyon's House of Lords Committee 
on 22nd May, 1818. 
 

Question: How long have you practised as a 
physician in Manchester? 
 
Answer: Twenty-four years. 
 
Question: Have you, in Manchester, occasion to 
visit any public establishments? 
 
Answer: I am physician to the principal medical 
establishments. The medical establishments with 
which I am connected, and have been for twenty-
four years are, the Manchester Infirmary, 
Dispensary, Lunatic Hospital and Asylum, and the 
House of Recovery. 
 
Question: Has that given you opportunities of 
observing the state of the children who are 
ordinarily employed in the cotton-factories. 
 
Answer: It has. 
 
Question: In what state of health did you find the 
persons employed? 
 
Answer: They were in good health generally. I can 
give you particulars, if desired, of Mr. Pooley's 
factory. He employs 401 persons; and, of the 
persons examined in 1796, 22 were found to be of 
delicate appearances, 2 were entered as sickly, 3 
in bad health, one subject to convulsions, 8 cases 
of scrofula: in good health, 363. 
 
Question: Am I to understand you, from your 
investigations in 1796, you formed rather a 
favourable opinion of the health of persons 
employed in cotton-factories. 
 
Answer: Yes. 
 
Question: Have you had any occasion to change 
that opinion since? 
 
Answer: None whatever. They are as healthy as 
any other part of the working classes of the 
community. 
 
Question: If children were overworked for a long 
period, would it, in your opinion as a medical man, 
affect their health so as to be visible in some way? 
 
Answer: Unquestionably; if a child was 

overworked a single day, it would incapacitate him 
in a great measure for performing his work the 
next day; and if the practice was continued for a 
longer period, it would in a certain time destroy his 
health altogether.  
 
Question: Then you are to be understood, that, 
from the general health among the children in the 
cotton-factories, you should form an opinion that 
they were not worked beyond their physical 
powers?  
 
Answer: Certainly not.  
 
Question: The result of your observation did not 
indicate any check of growth arising from their 
employment. 
 
Answer: It did not. 
 
Question: Would you permit a child of eight years 
old, for instance, to be kept standing for twelve 
hours a day?  
 
Answer: I did not come here to answer what I 
would do if I had children of my own. 
 
Question: Would it be injurious to a child, in your 
judgement as a medical man, if at the time he got 
his meals he was still kept engaged in the 
employment he was about? 
 
Answer: These are questions which I find a great 
difficulty in answering. 
 
Question: Who applied to you to undertake the 
examining of these children in Mr. Pooley's 
factory? 
 
Answer: Mr. Pooley. 
 
Question: Suppose I put this question to you. If 
children were employed twelve, thirteen, fourteen, 
fifteen hours out of twenty-four, should you think 
that conducive to the health of a delicate child?  
 
Answer: My conclusion would be this: the children 
I saw were all in health; if they were employed 
during those ten, twelve, or fourteen hours, and 
had the appearance of health, I should still say it 
was not injurious to their health.
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Sir Samuel Smith worked as a doctor in Leeds. He was interviewed by Michael 
Sadler and his House of Commons Committee on 16th July, 1832. 

Question How long have you practised in your 
profession? 
 
Answer I have been in actual practice upwards of 
nineteen years. 
 

Question Have you had extensive practice, 
particularly among the poor, during the period.  
 
Answer Yes. I have been parish surgeon of Leeds 
for thirteen years. I am one of the surgeons of the 
Leeds Infirmary, the largest hospital in Yorkshire, 
an institution through which about 5,000 patients 
pass annually, about one-sixth of which pass under 
my immediate care. 
 

Question Is the appearance of factory children easy 
to be distinguished from that of the children 
composing the rest of the labouring population 
differently employed?  
 
Answer Yes. It is easy to see that they have not 
that healthy appearance; they appear languid, 
weak, and debilitated. 
 

Question Is not the labour in mills and factories 
"light and easy"? 
 
Answer It is often described as such, but I do not 
agree at all with that definition. The exertion 
required from them is considerable, and, in all the 
instances with which I am acquainted, the whole of 
their labour is performed in a standing position. 
 
Question What are the effects of this on the 
children. 
 
Answer Up to twelve or thirteen years of age, the 
bones are so soft that they will bend in any 
direction. The foot is formed of an arch of bones of 
a wedge-like shape. These arches have to sustain 
the whole weight of the body. I am now frequently 
in the habit of seeing cases in which this arch has 
given way. Long continued standing has also a very 
injurious effect upon the ankles. But the principle 
effects which I have seen produced in this way 
have been upon the knees. By long continued 
standing the knees become so weak that they turn 
inwards, producing that deformity which is called 
"knock-knees" and I have sometimes seen it so 
striking, that the individual has actually lost twelve 
inches of his height by it. 
 

Question Are not the females less capable of 
sustaining this long labour than males. 
 
Answer Yes. In the female the pelvis is 
considerably wider than the male. When having to 
sustain the upright posture for long periods, the 
pelvis is prevented from being properly developed; 
and, in many of those instances, instead of forming 
an oval aperture, it forms a triangular one, the part 
supporting the spine being pressed downwards, 
and the parts receiving the heads of the thigh-
bones being pressed inwards. When they are 
expecting to become mothers, sometimes because 
of the development of the bones of the pelvis, there 
is not actually space for the exit of the child which is 
within the womb. Under these circumstances, it is 
often the painful duty of the surgeon to destroy the 
life of the child in order that he may preserve the 
more valuable one of the mother. I have seen many 
instances of this kind, all of which, with one 
exception, have been those of females who have 
worked long hours at factories. I believe if horses in 
this country were put to the same period of labour 
that factory children are, in a very few years the 
animal would be almost extinct among us. Every 
gentleman who is in the habit of using horses well 
knows the effect produced upon them by too long 
continued labour; you may give them what corn you 
please, but nothing will counteract the effects of too 
long continued labour. 
 
Question Are there many accidents in the factories 
and mills? 
 
Answer I have frequently seen accidents of the 
most dreadful kind. I have seen cases in which the 
arm had been torn off near the shoulder joint; I 
have seen the upper extremity chopped into small 
fragments, from the tip of the finger to above the 
elbow. 
 

Question In what manner you think that a legislative 
enactment could be made beneficial for the 
prevention of accidents from machinery? 
 
Answer I have no doubt that a great number of 
accidents might be prevented by some act to 
compel the owners of mills to have such horizontal 
and upright shafts as revolve with great rapidity, in 
situations, where children are placed near them, 
sheathed and covered with square boxes of wood, 
which may be done at a very trifling expense, and 
which I understand is often neglected. 
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Andrew Ure  

Andrew Ure was born in Glasgow on 18th May 1778. Born into a wealthy family, Ure received an 
expensive education. After periods at Glasgow University and Edinburgh University, he became professor 
of chemistry and natural philosophy at Anderson College, Glasgow.  

While in Glasgow Ure established a course of popular scientific lectures for working men in the city. In 
December 1818 he created a public sensation when he announced that he had been carrying out 
experiments on a murderer called Clydsdale after his execution. Ure claimed that by stimulating the 
phrenic nerve, life could be restored in cases of suffocation, drowning or hanging. 

It has been claimed that Mary Shelley used Ure as a model for her main character 
in the book, Frankenstein (1818). 

In 1821 Ure published his book, Dictionary of Chemistry. It was considered such 
an important book that it was translated into French (by J. Riffault) and German 
(by K. Karmarsch). His next book, New System of Geology (1829), he pointed out 
the importance of chemistry and physics to the geologist. 

Ure became a chemist carrying out research for the British government and 
several private companies. This included work as an analytical chemist for the 
Board of Customs.  
 
In 1834 Ure travelled around the factory districts of Britain. His book The Philosophy of Manufacturers 
was published in 1835. In the preface of the book he claimed that he had written the book so that 
"masters, managers, and operatives would follow the straight paths of improvement" and hoped that it 
would help "prevent them from pursuing dangerous ideas".  
 
Ure followed this with several other books including Dictionary of Arts, Manufactures and Mines (1839), 
The Revenue in Jeopardy from Spurious Chemistry (1843) and The General Malaria of London (1850). 
Andrew Ure died in London on 2nd January 1857. 

(1) Andrew Ure, The Philosophy of Manufactures (1835).  
 
At Quarry Bank, near Wilmslow in Cheshire, is situated the great firm of Greg and Son. At a little distance 
from the factory, on a sunny bank, stands a handsome house, two stories high, built for the 
accommodation of the female apprentices. They are well fed, clothed and educated. The apprentices 
have milk-porridge for breakfast, potatoes and bacon for dinner, and meat on Sundays.  

…  

I have visited many factories, both in Manchester and the surrounding districts, during a period of several 
months and I never saw a single instance of corporal punishment inflicted on a child. The children 
seemed to be always cheerful and alert, taking pleasure in using their muscles. The work of these lively 
elves seemed to resemble a sport. Conscious of their skill, they were delighted to show it off to any 
stranger. At the end of the day's work they showed no sign of being exhausted. 

…  

On my recent tour through the manufacturing districts, I have seen tens of thousands of old, young and 
middle-aged of both sexes earning abundant food, raiment, and domestic accommodation, without 
perspiring at a single pore, screened meanwhile from the summer's sun and the winter's frost, in 
apartments more airy and sulubrious than those of the metropolis in which our legislature and fashionable 
aristocracies assemble. 

http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/ITglasgow.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/ITglasgow.htm
http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/ITlondon.htm


http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/Twork.htm  

Frances Trollope  

Frances Trollope, the daughter of a clergyman, was born in 
Hampshire in 1780. When her husband's business failed, Trollope, 
who was now fifty-two, began writing books. Her novels were very 
popular and it was not long before she was able to pay off her 
husband's debts. Trollope believed that novels should deal with 
important social issues. Her novel, Jonathan Jefferson Whitlaw, was 
about the evils of slavery, and The Vicar of Wrexhill tackled the 
subject of church corruption.  
 
In 1839 Trollope became involved in the campaign against the 
employment of children in factories. After visiting several factories in 
Manchester and Bradford, Trollope wrote Michael Armstrong, the Factory Boy. Francis 
Trollope was severely criticised for writing about such "vulgar... and low-bred people". 
One critic claimed that the novel encouraged people to hate factory owners and 
suggested that Trollope should be sent to prison for writing such a dangerous book.  
 
Of her novels, The Widow Barnaby and The Widow Married were the most successful. 
By the time Frances Trollope died in 1863, she had written forty books. Her son 
Anthony Trollope (1815-1882) was also a successful novelist.  

 

  

(1) Frances Trollope, Michael Armstrong, the Factory Boy (1840) 

A little girl about seven years old, who job as scavenger, was to collect incessantly from 
the factory floor, the flying fragments of cotton that might impede the work... while the 
hissing machinery passed over her, and when this is skillfully done, and the head, body, 
and the outstretched limbs carefully glued to the floor, the steady moving, but 
threatening mass, may pass and repass over the dizzy head and trembling body without 
touching it. But accidents frequently occur; and many are the flaxen locks, rudely torn 
from infant heads, in the process. 

 (2) Frances Trollope, Michael Armstrong, the Factory Boy (1840) 

 
In the room they entered, the dirty, ragged miserable crew, were all active performance 
of their various tasks; the overlookers, strap in hand, on the alert; the whirling spindles 
urging the little slaves who waited on them. Lean and distorted limbs - sallow and 
sunken cheeks - dim hollow eyes... a look of hideous premature old age. 
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Robert Owen 

Robert Owen, the son of a saddler and ironmonger from Newtown in Wales, was 
born on 14th May, 1771. Robert was an intelligent boy who did very well at his 
local school, but at the age of ten, his father sent him to work in a large drapers in 
Stamford, Lincolnshire.  

After spending three years in Stamford, Robert moved to a drapers in London. 
This job lasted until 1787 and now aged sixteen, Robert found work at a large 
wholesale and retail drapery business in Manchester.  
 
It was while Owen was working in Manchester that he heard about the success 
Richard Arkwright was having with his textile factory in Cromford. Richard was 
quick to see the potential of this way of manufacturing cloth and although he was 
only nineteen years old, borrowed £100 and set up a business as a manufacturer of spinning mules with 
John Jones, an engineer. In 1792 the partnership with Jones came to an end and Owen found work as a 
manager of Peter Drinkwater's large spinning factory in Manchester. 

(2) On the 26th April, 1816, Robert Owen appeared before Robert Peel's House of 

Commons Committee. 

 

Question: At what age to take children into your 

mills?  

 

Robert Owen: At ten and upwards. 

 

Question: Why do you not employ children at an 

earlier age?  

 

Robert Owen: Because I consider it to be 

injurious to the children, and not beneficial to the 

proprietors.  

 

Question: What reasons have you to suppose it 

is injurious to the children to be employed at an 

earlier age? 

 

Robert Owen: Seventeen years ago, a number 

of individuals, with myself, purchased the New 

Lanark establishment from Mr. Dale. I found that 

there were 500 children, who had been taken 

from poor-houses, chiefly in Edinburgh, and 

those children were generally from the age of 

five and six, to seven to eight. The hours at that 

time were thirteen. Although these children were 

well fed their limbs were very generally 

deformed, their growth was stunted, and 

although one of the best schoolmasters was 

engaged to instruct these children regularly 

every night, in general they made very slow 

progress, even in learning the common 

alphabet. I came to the conclusion that the 

children were injured by being taken into the 

mills at this early age, and employed for so 

many hours; therefore, as soon as I had it in my 

power, I adopted regulations to put an end to a 

system which appeared to me to be so injurious. 

 

Question: Do you give instruction to any part of 

your population?  

 

Robert Owen: Yes. To the children from three 

years old upwards, and to every other part of the 

population that choose to receive it.  

 

Question: If you do not employ children under 

ten, what would you do with them?  

 

Robert Owen: Instruct them, and give them 

exercise.  

 

Question: Would not there be a danger of their 

acquiring, by that time, vicious habits, for want of 

regular occupation.  

 

Robert Owen: My own experiences leads me to 

say, that I found quite the reverse, that their 

habits have been good in proportion to the 

extent of their instruction. 
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Samuel Courtauld  

Samuel Courtauld, the son of George Courtauld, was born in Albany, 

New York, in 1793. The family moved to England in 1793 and by 1809 

Samuel had his own silk mill in Braintree, Essex.  

 

In 1818 George Courtauld went to live in America and left Samuel to 

run the silk mill. Samuel expanded the business, building two more 

mills in nearby Halstead and Bocking. In 1825 Courtauld installed a 

steam-engine at his mill in Bocking. He also invested heavily in power 

looms and by 1835 had 106 of these machines in his mill at Halstead.  

 

Like his father, Samuel Courtauld was a Unitarian, who favoured social 

reform. However, he was opposed to the 1833 Factory Act, arguing that: "Legislative 

interference in the arrangement and conduct of business is always injurious, tending to check 

improvement and to increase the cost of production." If Parliament insisted on passing 

legislation, Courtauld suggested it should only attempt to protect children under ten.  

 

Courtauld argued that legislation was only acceptable when it could be shown that children were 

being badly treated, however, this was not the case in the silk industry. Courtauld claimed that: 

"No children among the poor in this neighbourhood are more healthy than those employed in 

factories."  

 

Courtauld, like all silk manufacturers, was heavily dependent on young female workers. In 1838 

over 92% of his workforce were female. The high percentage of women workers helped to keep 

Courtauld's labour costs down. Whereas adult males at Courtauld's mills earned 7s. 2d., women 

were paid less than 5s. a week. The cheapest of all were girls under 11 who received only 1s. 

5d. a week. 

(1) Samuel Courtauld, speech in 1833 on proposed factory legislation. 
 

The real hardship of the labouring poor here (silk mills in Essex) is rather the want of 
adequate employment than its severity; and the really painful task of a master 
manufacturer is the daily necessity of refusing employment to numbers of famishing 
applicants.  
 
Legislative interference in the arrangement and conduct of business is always injurious, 
tending to check improvement and to increase the cost of production. 

(2) Samuel Courtauld, evidence to Parliamentary Committee (1834) 
 
Factory hours are comparatively few, and the factory employment is light; but the hand-
weavers at their own homes sit in a confined posture for many more hours, their 
appearance is pallid and overwrought, and they are really entitled to the most 
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benevolent consideration, and their cry and just demand is for cheap bread. May the 
wisdom of the legislature grant them relief.  

(3) When interviewed by a Parliamentary Committee in 1834, Samuel Courtauld 
explained how his company controlled its young workers.  
 

We use a regular system of forfeits and rewards, the stimulus of piece-work, and 
dismissal in the last resort. Formerly, something like a system of slight chastisement, 
connected with a system of task-work was adopted.  

(6) Employment at Courtauld's Bocking & Halstead mills in 1838. 

  

Males Females  
Total  

Males &  
Females 

13 & 
under 

14-
18 

19 & 
above 

Total 
13 & 

under 

14-
18 

19 & 
above 

Total 

Bocking 9 6 - 15 24 93 91 208 223 

Halstead 28 17 20 65 15 98 212 325 390 

Total 37 23 20 80 39 191 303 533 613 
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