Report of the Commission on the Labour of Women and Children in Mines, 1842

(Report of the Commissioners on the Labour of Women and Children in Mines, ParliamentaryPapers, 1842, XIII; in G. M. Young and W. D. Hancock, eds., English Historical Documents, XII(1), 1833-1874 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), pp.972-80.  Lord Ashley (1801-85), later the Earl of Shaftesbury, succeeded Sir Michael Sadler  as the Parliamentary leader of the factory regulation movement. In 1842 he secured a Parliamentary Commission to study the labor of women and children in the mines. The 1842 Report provided sufficient evidence of horrific working conditions for children and women in mines so that Parliament prohibited women and children from working below ground in the same year.)

(a) First Report. Tables of Proportion of Children and Young People employed in different Districts.

TABLE No. 1.  ENGLAND

	Districts
	Adults
	13 to 18
	Under 13
	Total of chil-dren

and young per-sons to 1000 adult males
	Propor-tion of children and young persons in the whole number employ-ed
	Propor-tion of children in the whole number under 18

	Leicestershire

Derbyshire

Yorkshire

Lancashire

South Durham

Northumberland

and North Durham
	M

1000

1000

1000

1000

1000

1000
	F

22

86
	M

227

240

352

352

226

226
	F

36

79
	M

180

167

246

195

184

186
	F

41

27
	407

407

675

653

410

452
	Two- sevenths

Two- sevenths

Upwardof 1/3

Upwardof 1/3

Two- sevenths

Nearly one third
	More than 1/3

More than 1/3

More than 1/3

Upwards of 1/3

More than 1/3

More than 1/3


TABLE NO. IV.  WALES

	Districts
	Adults
	13 to 18
	Under 13
	Total of chil-dren

And young per-sons to 1000 adult mal-es
	Propor-tion of children and young persons in the whole number employ-ed
	Proportion of children in the whole number under 18

	Monmouthshire

Glamorganshire

Pembrokeshire
	M

1000

1000

1000


	F

19

42
	M

302

239

366
	F

19

11
	M

154

157

196
	F

12

19
	456

427

700
	Nearly one third

Approa-ching 1/3

One third
	One third

More than 1/3

More than 1/3




Proportion (nearly) of Females to adult Males, and of Females under age to Males under age.

	Districts
	Adults
	From 13 to 18
	Under 13

	Yorkshire

Lancashire

East of Scotland:

Mid Lothian

East Lothian

West Lothian

Stirlingshire

Clackmannashire

Fifeshire

Wales:

Glamorganshire

Pembrokshire
	1 to 45

1 to 12

1 to 3

1 to 3

1 to 5

1 to 4 1/2

1 to 5

1 to 5 1/2

1 to 53

1 to 2 1/2
	1 to 28

1 to 13

1 to 5 1/2

1 to 3 1/2

1 to 7

1 to 8

1 to 5

1 to 10

1 to 53

1 to 8 1/2
	1 to 25

1 to 37

1 to 20

1 to 10

1 to 10

1 to 10

1 to 11 1/2

1 to 30

1 to 83

1 to 53


 (b) First Report: Conclusions

From the whole of the Evidence which has been collected, and of which we have thus endeavoured to give a digest, we find, -

In regard to COAL MINES -

1. That instances occur in which Children are taken into these mines to work as early as four years of age, sometimes at five, and between five and six, not unfrequently between six and seven, and often from seven to eight, while from eight to nine is the ordinary age at which employment in these mines commences.

2. That a very large proportion of the persons employed in carrying on the work of these mines is under thirteen years of age; and a still larger proportion between thirteen and eighteen.

3. That in several districts female Children begin to work in these mines at the same early ages as the males.

4. That the great body of the Children and Young Persons employed in these mines are of the families of the adult workpeople engaged in the pits, or belong to the poorest population in the neighbourhood, and are hired and paid in some districts by the workpeople, but in others by the proprietors or contractors.

5. That there are in some districts also a small number of parish apprentices, who are bound to serve their masters until twenty-one years of age, in an employment in which there is nothing deserving the name of skill to be acquired, under circumstances of frequent ill-treatment, and under the oppressive condition that they shall receive only food and clothing, while their free companions may be obtaining a man's wages.

6. That in many instances much that skill and capital can effect to render the place of work unoppressive, healthy, and safe, is done, often with complete success, as far as regards the healthfulness and comfort of the mines; but that to render them perfectly safe does not appear to be practicable by any means yet known; while in great numbers of instances their condition in regard both to ventilation and drainage is lamentably defective.

7. That the nature of the employment which is assigned to the youngest Children, generally that of  "trapping", requires that they should be in the pit as soon as the work of the day commences, and, according to the present system, that they should not leave the pit before the work of the day is at an end.

8. That although this employment scarcely deserves the name of labour, yet as the Children engaged in it are commonly excluded from light and are always without companions, it would, were it not for the passing and repassing of the coal carriages, amount to solitary confinement of the worst order.

9. That in those districts in which the seams of coal are so thick that horses go direct to the workings, or in which the side passages from the workings to the horseways are not of any great length, the lights in the main ways render the situation of these Children comparatively less cheerless, dull, and stupefying; but that in some districts they remain in solitude and darkness during the whole time they are in the pit, and, according to their own account, many of them never see the light of day for weeks together during the greater part of the winter season, excepting on those days- in the week when work is not going on, and on the Sundays.

10. That at different ages, from six years old and upwards, the hard work of pushing and dragging the carriages of coal from the workings to the main ways, or to the foot of the shaft, begins; a labour which all classes of witnesses concur in stating requires the unremitting exertion of all the physical power which the young workers possess.

11. That, in the districts in which females are taken down into the coal mines, both sexes are employed together in precisely the same kind of labour, and work for the same number of hours; that the girls and boys, and the young men and young women, and even married women and women with child, commonly work almost naked, and the men, in many mines, quite naked; and that all classes of witnesses bear testimony to the demoralizing influence of the employment of females underground.

12. That, in the East of Scotland, a much larger proportion of Children and Young Persons are employed in these mines than in other districts, many of whom are girls; and that the chief part of their labour consists in carrying the coals on their backs up steep ladders.

13. That when the workpeople are in full employment, the regular hours of work for Children and Young Persons are rarely less than eleven; more often they are twelve; in some districts they are thirteen; and in one district they are generally fourteen and upwards.

14. That in the great majority of these mines night-work is a part of the ordinary system of labour, more or less regularly carried on according to the demand for coals, and one which the whole body of evidence shows to act most injuriously both on the physical and moral condition of the workpeople, and more especially on that of the Children and Young Persons.

15. That the labour performed daily for this number of hours, though it cannot strictly be said to be continuous, because, from the nature of the employment, intervals of a few minutes necessarily occur during which the muscles are not in active exertion, is neverthless generally uninterrupted by any regular time set apart for rest and refreshment; what food is taken in the pit being eaten as best it may while the labour continues.

16. That in well-regulated mines, in which in general the hours of work are the shortest, and in some few of which from half an hour to an hour is regularly set apart for meals, little or no fatigue is complained of after an ordinary day's work, when the Children are ten years old and upwards; but in other instances great complaint is made of the feeling of fatigue, and the workpeople are never without this feeling, often in an extremely painful degree.

17. That in many cases the Children and Young Persons have little cause of complaint in regard to the treatment they receive from the persons in authority in the mine, or from the colliers; but that in general the younger Children are roughly used by their older companions; while in many mines the conduct of the adult colliers to the Children and Young Persons who assist them is harsh and cruel; the persons in authority in these mines, who must be cognizant of this ill-usage, never interfering to prevent it, and some of them distinctly stating that they do not conceive that they have any right to do so.

18. That, with some exceptions, little interest is taken by the coal owners in the Children and Young Persons employed in their works after the daily labour is over; at least little is done to afford them the means of enjoying innocent amusement and healthful recreation.

19. That in all the coal-fields accidents of a fearful nature are extremely frequent; and that the returns made to our own queries, as well as the registry tables, prove that of the workpeople who perish by such accidents, the proportion of Children and Young Persons sometimes equals and rarely falls much below that of adults.

20. That one of the most frequent causes of accidents in these mines is the want of superintendence by overlookers or otherwise to see to the security of the machinery for letting down and bringing up the work-people, the restriction of the number of persons that ascend and descend at a time, the state of the mine as to the quantity of noxious gas in it, the efficiency of the ventilation, the exactness with which the air-door keepers perform their duty, the places into which it is safe or unsafe to go with a naked lighted candle, and the security of the proppings to uphold the roof, &c.

21. That another frequent cause of fatal accidents in coal mines is the almost universal practice of entrusting the closing of the air-doors to very young Children.

22. That there are many mines in which the most ordinary precautions to guard against accidents are neglected, and in which no money appears to be expended with a view to secure the safety, much less the comfort, of the workpeople.

23. That there are moreover two practices peculiar to a few districts which deserve the highest reprobation, namely. -first, the practice not unknown in some of the smaller mines in Yorkshire, and common in Lancashire, of employing ropes that are unsafe for letting down and drawing up the workpeople; and second, the practice, occasionally met with in Yorkshire, and common in Derbyshire and Lancashire, of employing boys at the steam-engines for letting ,down and drawing up the workpeople.

24. That in general the Children and Young Persons who work in these mines have sufficient food, and, when above ground, decent and comfortable clothing, their usually high rate of wages securing to them these advantages; but in many cases, more especially in some parts of Yorkshire, in Derbyshire, in South Gloucestershire, and very generally in the East of Scotland, the food is poor in quality, and insufficient in quantity; the Children themselves say that they have not enough to cat; and the Sub-Commissioners describe them as covered with rags, and state that the common excuse they make for confining themselves to their homes on the Sundays, instead of taking recreation in the fresh air, or attending a place of worship, is that they have no clothes to go in; so that in these cases, notwithstanding the intense labour performed by these Children, they do not procure even sufficient food and rainment; in general, however, the Children who are in this unhappy case are the Children of idle and dissolute parents, who spend the hard-earned wages of their offspring at the public house.

25. That the employment in these mines commonly produces in the first instance an extraordinary degree of muscular development accompanied by a corresponding degree of muscular strength; this preternatural development and strength being acquired at the expense of the other organs, as is shown by the general stunted growth of the body.

26. That partly by the severity of the labour and the long hours of work, and partly through the unhealthy state of the place of work, this employment, as at present carried on in all the districts, deteriorates the physical constitution; in the thin-seam mines, more especially, the limbs become crippled and the body distorted; and in general the muscular powers give way, and the workpeople are incapable of following their occupation, at an earlier period of life than is common in other branches of industry.

27. That by the same causes the seeds of painful and mortal diseases are very often sown in childhood and youth; these, slowly but steadily developing themselves, assume a formidable character between the ages of thirty and forty; and each generation of this class of the population is commonly extinct soon after fifty.

When we consider the extent of this branch of industry, the vast amount of capital embarked on it, and the intimate connexion in which it stands with almost all the other great branches of trade and manufacture, as a main source of our national wealth and greatness, it is satisfactory to have established, by indubitable evidence, the two following conclusions: -

1. That the coal mine, when properly ventilated and drained, and when both the main and the side passages are of tolerable height, is not only not unhealthy, but, the temperature being moderate and very uniform, it is considered as a place of work, more salubrious and even agreeable than that in which many kinds of labour are carried on above ground.

2. That the labour in which Children and Young Persons are chiefly employed in coal mines, namely, in pushing the loaded carriages of coal from the workings to the mainways or to the foot of the shaft, so far from being in itself an unhealthy employment, is a description of exercise which, while it greatly develops the muscles of the arms, shoulders, chest, back, and legs, without confining any part of the body in an unnatural and constrained posture, might, but for the abuse of it, afford an equally healthful excitement to all the other organs; the physical injuries produced by it, as it is at present carried on, independently of those which are caused by imperfect ventilation and drainage, being chiefly attributable to the early age at which it commences, and to the length of time during which it is continued.


There is however, one case of peculiar difficulty, viz. that in which all the subterranean roadways, and especially the side passages, are below a certain height: by the Evidence collected under this Commission, it is proved that there are coal mines at present in work in which these passages are so small, that even the youngest Children cannot move along them without crawling on their hands and feet, in which unnatural and constrained posture they drag the loaded carriages after them; and yet as it is impossible, by any outlay compatible with a profitable return, to render such coal mines, happily not numerous nor of great extent, fit for human beings to work in, they never will be placed in such a condition, and consequently they never can be worked without inflicting great and irreparable injury on the health of the Children.


In regard to IRONSTONE MINES, we find -


That on account of the greater weight of the material to be removed, the labour in these mines, which are worked on a system similar to that of the coal mines, is still more severe than that in the latter, and renders the employment of older and stronger Children a matter of absolute necessity; while the ironstone pits are in general less perfectly ventilated and drained than the coal mines, and are, therefore, still more unhealthy, producing the same physical deterioration and the same diseases, but in a more intense degree.


In regard to BLAST FURNANCES, for reducing the ores of iron, we find -


That the operations connected with these works involve the absolute necessity of night work; that Children and Young Persons invariably work at night with the adults; that the universal practice is for one set of workpeople to work one week during the day, and the same set of workers the following week during the night; and that there is, moreover, in addition to the evil of alternate weeks of night work, a custom bearing with extreme hardship upon Children and Young Persons, namely, that of continuing the work without any interruption whatever during the Sunday, and thus rendering every alternate Sunday the day during which the labour of one set of workpeople is continued for twenty-four hours in succession; a custom which still prevails, notwithstanding that a considerable proportion of the proprietors have dispensed with the attendance of the workpeople during a certain number of hours on the Sunday without disadvantage to their works.

In regard to UNDERGROUND LABOUR IN TIN, COPPER, LEAD, AND ZINC MINES, We find -

1. That very few Children are employed in any kind of underground work in these mines before they are twelve years old, and that in many cases even the young men do not commence underground work until they are eighteen years of age and upwards.

2. That there is no instance in the whole kingdom of any girl or woman being employed in underground work in these mines.

3. That it is in the Cornish district alone that Children and Young Persons of any age are constantly employed under ground in considerable numbers.

4. That, in general, the Children and Young Persons employed in these mines have sufficient food, and decent and comfortable clothing.

5. That employment in these mines does not, in general, produce any apparent injury to the young worker during the period of boyhood and adolescence, but that his employment is essentially, and in every mode in which it has hitherto been carried on, necessarily injurious in after life.

6. That the very general and early deterioration and failure of the health and strength of those who have followed this occupation from boyhood and youth increased by certain circumstances which are not necessarily connected with the nature of the employment; among these may be reckoned the practice, almost universal in these mines, of associating the Young Persons in partnership with the adult miners, by which the former are stimulated to exertions greatly beyond their age and powers; and though these Young People, thus excited, work with spirit and without apparent injury for some time, yet in a few years it is proved by experience that they have expended the whole capital of their constitution.

7. That this result is materially hastened by the fatigue of climbing the ladders; these being, with few exceptions, the only means by which the miners can go to and return from their places of work.

8. That these, however, are only the accessory causes of the general and rapid deterioration of the health and strength of the miners; since the primary and ever active agent which principally produces this result is the noxious air of the places in which the work is carried on; the difficulties connected with the purification and renovation of this air, and with the whole subject of ventilation, being incomparably greater in the mines in question than in coal mines.

9. That the ultimate effect of the disadvantageous circumstances under which the miner is obliged to pursue his laborious occupation, is the production of certain diseases (seated chiefly in the organs of respiration), by which he is rendered incapable of following his work, and by which his existence is terminated at an earlier period than is common in other branches of industry, not excepting even that of the collier.

With regard to the surface employments connected With DRESSING THE ORES OF TIN, COPPER, LEAD, AND ZINC, We find -

That these employments, though entered into at very early ages, and in the Cornish district by great numbers of girls as well as boys, are wholly free from the evils connected with underground work; that, with the exception of a very injurious exposure to the inclemency of the weather, which might be obviated by a small expenditure in providing shelter, and with the exception of two or three occupations, such as those of "bucking" and "jigging", for the manual labour of which the substitution of machinery is gradually taking place, there is nothing in this branch of mining industry injurious, oppressive, or incompatible with the maintenance even of robust health, which indeed is described as the general condition of the workpeople; the Children and Young Persons thus employed having commonly sufficient food, and warm and decent clothing, being subjected to no harsh or tyrannical treatment, and enjoying an almost complete immunity from any serious danger.

With regard to the works for SMELTING ORES OF TIN, COPPER, LEAD, AND ZINC, we find -

That in smelting the ores of lead, near the places at which they are raised, no Children and very few Young Persons are engaged, while those employed in the tin works will require a separate notice in treating of manufactures; but that in the copper works of South Wales, in which the Cornish ores are smelted, and in those of North Wales, which reduce the ores raised in their vicinity, a number of Children and Young Persons are employed, from nine years of age and upwards (in South Wales girls as well as boys), of whom those engaged at the calcining furnaces regularly work with the men twenty-four hours consecutively, on alternate days, without excepting the Sunday; a term of work which is some-times extended to thirty-six hours, and even to forty-eight hours, when, as in South Wales, the "long watch" includes the Sunday.

We have thus endeavoured to present a faithful account of the " actual state, condition and treatment " of the Children and Young Persons employed in the " Collieries and Mines" of the United Kingdom, and " of the effects of such employment on their Bodily Health ": the effects of this employment on their " Morals ", it appears to us, will best be shown by bringing them into view in our next Report, in connexion with the intellectual, Moral, and religious state of the whole of that portion of the working population which is included under the terms of our Commission.

All which we humbly certify to Your Majesty.

THO. TOOKE.

T. SOUTHWOOD SMITH.

LEONARD HORNER.

ROBT. J. SAUNDERS.

Westminster, April 21, 1842.

