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Subject: English Language – 19th-century non-fiction texts 

Theme: Work and Welfare 

Rationale 
This thematic collection (drawn from Discovering Literature: Romantics and Victorians) will allow students to 

read and understand 19th-century non-fiction texts, and support them in identifying key features for a range 

of genres, audiences and purposes.  

Each source is accompanied by original images (follow the links to download higher resolution versions) plus a 

transcript. 

Content 
Non-fiction sources from the site: 

1. Broadside on riots in Newark 
2. The Physical and Moral Condition of the Children and Young Persons employed in Mines and 

Manufactures, 1843 
3. Letter from Charlotte Brontë to W S Williams, with remarks on the life of a governess, 15 June 1848 
4. Governess advertisements from the Morning Post  
5. Charlotte Brontë's journal 
6. Newspaper article reporting the Match Girls' strike  
7. Newspaper report about a baker being charged for flogging his apprentice  

8. Pamphlet for servants  
9. ‘The Poor of the Metropolis’ from The Poor Man’s Guardian  
10. London Labour and the London Poor by Henry Mayhew  
11. Report into employing boys as chimney sweeps  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommended further reading: 

Child labour by Emma Griffin  
Manchester in the 19th century by Emma Griffin 
Slums by Judith Flanders  
The working classes and the poor by Liza Picard 
The rise of technology and industry by Liza Picard 

Key questions 

Closely read one or more text extracts. Next, work through the following activities and questions: 

1. List up to 5 ideas or pieces of information conveyed by the writer about their chosen subject. 

2. How does the writer use language and tone for effect and to influence you as a reader? 

3. How has the writer structured the text for effect and to influence you as a reader? 

4. Compare and contrast ideas, audience and purpose across two or more texts. 

5. How does the text’s title and format appeal to its audience? 
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Nottinghamshire had seen considerable upheaval 

during the 1810s; the introduction of new 

technology into the stocking-making industry had 

put a lot of people out of work as industrialists 

rushed to capitalise on the new cheap 

manufacturing methods. By the end of the decade 

the Factory Act had limited the age of people 

working in specifically textile factories, so that no 

children under the age of 9 were to be employed. 

Poverty was a major problem at this time, but this 

burglary appears to have been a major haul. The 

value of the reward was equivalent to about a 

year’s income for a manual labourer. 

 

  

 

  

Broadside on riots in Newark 

Full title: Shop breaking in Newark 

Published:   1819, Newark, Nottinghamshire 

Format:  Broadside / Ephemera 

Creator:  unknown 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark:  L.23.c.2. 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-broadside-on-riots-in-newark
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Newark, May 4, 1819 

Shop Breaking 

Whereas 

On FRIDAY NIGHT last, or early on SATURDAY MORNING, some Person or Persons broke into the Shop of 

Mr. BROWN, Cutler & Silversmith, in Stodman-Street, by forcing the Shutter and breaking the Glass, and stole 

thereout 

THE FOLLOWING 

Watches, &c. 

(VIZ.) 

A Gold Watch, Capped & Jewelled, engine-turned Cases, & Gold Dial – 5684, Ed. Smith, Newark 
A Gold French Repeater, engine-turned Cases, China Dial.  
A Silver Watch, engine-turned, frosted Silver Dial, Gold Roman Figures – Isaac Brown, Newark 
A Silver Watch, shut iver Loop Hole, Ring pendent, Capped and Jewelled, China Dial, and Roman Figures – 
No. 1810, Isaac Brown, Newark 
A Silver Watch Jewelled. – No, 1808, Isaac Brown, Newark.  
A Silver Box-covered Hunting Watch. – Isaac Brown, Newark.  
A Silver Watch, Capped, pair of Cases, Roman Dial.  
A Silver Watch, Roman Dial and Seconds, without a Glass.  
A Silver Watch, pair of Cases. – Andrew Crawshaw, Rotherham.  
A Silver Watch. – Johnson, Chesterfield.  
A Silver-cased Hunting Watch, thin Cases, small Glass, and winds up on the Dial.  
A Silver Watch, Roman Dial, pair of Cases, without a Glass – Isaac Brown, Newark.  
A very strong Gold Chain, round Rings, Diamond-cut, and fluted.  
A double curb Gold Chain, with flat Snake Slide.  
A Gold Chain, long Links, with 2 Pedestal Seals attached thereto, the top Ring of the Chain very much strained 
and nearly broken.  
A Gold Chain, same as the above.  
A Gold chased Seal, Amethyst stone.  
A Gold Watch Key to match.  
A Chased Gold Seal, Cornelian Stones; and a large Gold Seal with Blood Stone.  
A Gold Seal with pale Carumgorum Stone, marked on the Edge £2. 10s. 0d.  
A small Gold Seal, Cornelian Stone, engraved “Entre nous” 
A ditto ditto, ditto, engraved “Faith.” 
A ditto ditto, Black Stone, engraved “Arite.” 
A ditto ditto, ditto, engraved “Caroline.” 
A ditto ditto, Chrystal Stone, Snake Ring, with a Bird engraved upon Stone.  
Various other large and small Seals of different Mountings, with Carumgorum, Cornelian, & Blood Stones.  
About 4 dozen of Watch Keys, different sizes and patterns, of Fine and Jeweller’s Gold.  
Several strong Gold Watch Rings and Slides of different sizes.  
 

Whoever will give Information of the Offender or Offenders, shall, on conviction, receive a 

Reward of 20 Guineas, 

From Mr. BROWN of Newark aforesaid. – If two of more were concerned, any one impeaching the other shall 

receive the above Reward, and every exertion will be used to obtain a free Pardon. 
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The Physical and Moral Condition of the 

Children and Young Persons employed in 

Mines and Manufactures, 1843 

Full title: The Physical and Moral Condition of 

the Children and Young Persons 

employed in Mines and Manufactures 

Published: 1843, London   

Format:  Book / Report / Illustration / Image 

Creator:  unknown 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark:  1390.g.19. 

The official Report of the Children’s Employment 

Commission of 1842 investigated the state of 

children working in mines and factories in England, 

Ireland, Scotland and Wales. This 1843 report is an 

off-shoot publication. 

 

  

 

 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-physical-and-moral-condition-of-the-children-and-young-persons-employed-in-mines-and-manufactures-1843
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-physical-and-moral-condition-of-the-children-and-young-persons-employed-in-mines-and-manufactures-1843
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-physical-and-moral-condition-of-the-children-and-young-persons-employed-in-mines-and-manufactures-1843
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-physical-and-moral-condition-of-the-children-and-young-persons-employed-in-mines-and-manufactures-1843


Transcript of The Physical and Moral Condition of the Children and Young Persons employed in Mines and 
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PHYSICAL AND MORAL CONDITION 

OF THE 

CHILDREN AND YOUNG PERSONS 

EMPLOYED IN 

MINES AND MANUFACTURES 

 

PHYSICAL CONDITION 

 

MINES. 

1. –EMPLOYMENT OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PERSONS IN MINES AND METAL WORKS.  

From the whole of the Evidence which has been collected, state the Commissioners, we find,-  

In regard to COAL MINES— 

 

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, mot infrequently 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. 

 

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. 

 

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

 

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.  

 

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.  

 

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. 
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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. 

 

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. 

 

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 stupifying; but that in some 

districts they remain in solitude and darkness during the whole time they are in the pit, and, according to 

their…  
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Letter from Charlotte Brontë to W S 

Williams, with remarks on the life of a 

governess, 15 June 1848 

Full title:  Letter from Charlotte Brontë to W S 

Williams, with remarks on the life of a 

governess  

Created:  15 June 1848 

Format:  Manuscript / Letter / Ephemera 

Creator:  Charlotte Brontë  

Held by: British Library 

Copyright: © Brontë Parsonage Museum 

Shelfmark: Egerton MS 2829 

This letter from Charlotte Brontë to W S Williams, 

literary editor of Smith Elder publishers, contains 

reflections on the life of a governess.  

Brontë's novel Jane Eyre, published a year earlier, 

similarly presents the reader with insights into the 

life and work of a governess. It explored issues 

from the problem of low wages to the myriad 

sexual and emotional complexities, which could, 

and did, arise in the relationship between 

employee and employer. 
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Transcript of a letter from Charlotte Brontë to W S Williams, with remarks on the life of a governess, 15 June 

1848 
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 [I have always been accustomed to think that the necessity of earning one’s subsistence is not itself an evil; 

but I feel it may become a heavy evil if health fails, if employment lacks, if the demand upon our efforts made 

by the weakness of others dependent upon us, becomes greater than our strength suffices to answer. In such 

a case I can imagine that the married man may wish himself single again, and that the married woman, when 

she sees] her husband over-exerting himself to maintain her and her children, may almost wish—out of the 

very force of her affection for him—that it had never been her lot to add to the weight of his responsibilities. 

Most desirable then is it that all—both men and women—should have the power and the will to work for 

themselves; most advisable that both sons and daughters should early be inured to habits of independence 

and industry. Birds teach their nestlings to fly as soon as their wings are strong enough; they even oblige then 

to quit the nest if they seem too unwilling to trust their pinions of their own accord. Do not the swallow and 

the starling thus give a lesson by which man might profit? 

It seems to me that your kind heart is pained by the thought of what your daughter may suffer if transplanted 

from a free and indulged home-existence, to a life constraint and labour amongst strangers. Suffer she 

probably will—but take both comfort and courage, my dear Sir; try to soothe your anxiety by this thought 

which is not a fallacious one. Hers will not be a barren suffering, she will gain by it largely; she will “sow in 

tears to reap in joy.” A governesse’s experience is frequently bitter, but its results are precious; the mind, 

feeling, temper are there subjected to a discipline equally painful and priceless. I have known many who were 

unhappy as governesses—but not one who reqgretted having undergone the ordeal, and scarcely one whose 

character was not improved—at once strengthened and purified, fortified and softened, made more enduring 

for her own afflictions, more considerate for the afflictions of others—by passing through it.  

Should your daughter, however, go out as governess, she should first take firm resolution not to be too soon 

daunted by difficulties, too soon disguised by disagreeables; and if she has a high … 
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Governess advertisements from the 

Morning Post  

Full title: Governess advertisements 

Published:  25 March 1837, London 

Format:  Newspaper / Advertisement / 

Ephemera 

Creator:  The Morning Post 

Held by: British Library 

Shelfmark: LON LD9 NPL 

Shown here is a page of advertisements from 

the Morning Post, including several placed by 

women looking for employment as governesses 

in private homes. During the early-mid 19th 

century, advertising was the most common way 

to find employment as a governess. 
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Transcript of governess advertisements from the Morning Post 
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Education.—A Lady and her sister, who have resided for some time in paris, and are accustomed to tuition, are 

desirous of receiving a few young Ladies as MORNING PUPILS, at their house, in the vicinity of Burton-

crescent, and Tavistock and Euston Squares. The number is limited to eight. 12 Guineas per annum, exclusive 

of accomplishments. For cards of address apply, if by letter, post paid, to M. B, at Mr Arnold’s, 45 

Marchmont-street, Russell-square.  

 

French Language and Literature—122 Regent-street—M. D’Usayer, M.A. contibues to receive PRIVATE 

PUPILS, and is now forming adult classes, the terms for which are very moderate. Apply at the old 

establishment for private tuition, 122, Regent-street, where Italian, German, Spanish, and classical masters 

reside. “A pupil will acquire more in  five or six weeks on this system than in two years on the odd plan.” –

Edinburgh Review. N.B. Schools and families attended. –No.22 

 

Governess.—A young Lady, aged 24, wishes for a Situation as GOVERNESS; she is competent to teach English 

and French (having bee educated in France), flower painting, with the harp and guitar, if the young Ladies 

have masters; she has been brought up with strict religious principles; would prefer junior pupils, and has no 

objection to the country. Address, A. A. at Mr Bover’s. Stationer, 21, Sidmouth-street, Regent-square. 

 

Governess.—A Lady, who has had 14 years’ experience in tuition, and has resided many years on the 

Continent, desires a RE ENGAGEMENT as RESIDENT or DAILY GOVERNESS; she lived four years in one family, 

and has finished the education of several pupils; she instructs in English, French, Geography, History, Writing, 

and Music, without masters, and can give the most satisfactory references. Address, post paid, to E C at Mr 

Hammonds Library, Charlotte-street, Fitzroy-square.—Officekeepers need not apply.  

 

As Companion or Governess, a young Lady in every way capable of undertaking the situation; would be a 

desirable person to an invalid Lady who might require a respectable and confidential person to massage the 

domestic affairs of her household; or as Governess in a family of young children. Can teach the rudiments of 

music, French, and the general routine of an English education. Has no objection to travel or to reside in the 

country. Address, post paid, to C S, at Forrister’s Library, Waterloo Bridge-road, Lambeth.  

 

A Lady is desirous of placing in comfortable SITUATIONS TWO SISTERS, who have been educated as 

Governesses. One, a Nursery Governess, has much experience in teaching, speaks French fluently, and is fully 

competent to take the care and commence the education of young children. The other has been educated in 

Paris, and can teach French, Italian, drawing, and the other branches of female education, and also the 

rudiments of music. Both can give references of the highest respectability. Address, post paid, to T S, to be left 

at Mr Bullock’s, Duke-street, Grosvenor-square.  
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Wanted by a young Lady, well connected, whose education has been liberally attended to, a Situation as 

Governess in a family, where the ages of the pupils do not exceed ten years. She is fully competent to instruct 

in the French, English and Italian langauges, music, drawing, with the general routine of school duties. The 

most satisfactory references required and given. Salary rather unimportant, a comfortable house being of the 

greatest consequence. Letters, post paid, directed to X Y Z, at Norberry’s Post Office, Brentford.—N.B. A 

Clergy-man’s family will be preferred.  
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Charlotte Brontë kept this journal while working as 

a teacher at Roe Head school in West Yorkshire. 

The pages shown here were written in August 

1836. In the journal she records both imaginary 

happenings in Angria (a fictional world created by 

the Brontë siblings) and the experiences of her 

everyday life as a teacher. 

Brontë's experiences fed into her novel Jane Eyre, 

published in 1847. 

 

 

 

 

  

Charlotte Brontë's journal 

Full title: Roe Head journal 

Created:  11 August 1836 

Format:  Manuscript / Diary 

Creator:  Charlotte Brontë  

Held by:  Brontë Parsonage Museum 

Copyright:  © Brontë Parsonage Museum 

Shelfmark: Bonnell98 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/charlotte-brontes-journal


Transcript of Charlotte Brontë’s journal 
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Friday August 11th –All this day I have been  

in a dream, half miserable and half ecstatic  

miserable because I could not follow it out  

uninterruptedly; ecstatic because it shewed almost  

in the vivid light of reality that the ongoings of the  

infernal world. I had been toiling for nearly an  

hour with Miss Lister Miss Marriott and Ellen  

Cook, striving to teach them the distinction between  

an article and a substantive. The passing lesson  

was completed and dead silence had succeeded in  

the schoolroom, and I sat sinking from irritation  

and weariness into a kind of lethargy. The thought  

came over me: am I to spend all the best part  

of my life in this wretched bondage, forcibly  

surpressing my rage at the idleness, the apathy  

and the hyperbolical and most asinine stupidity of  

those fat headed oafs and on compulsion assum 

-ing an air of kindness, patience and assiduity?  

 

Must I from day to day sit chained to this chair  

prisoned within these four bare walls, while these  

glorious summer suns are burning in heaven & the  

year is revolving in its richest glow & declaring  

at the close of every summer day [the time I am losing] will never come  

again? Stung to the heart with this reflection,  

I started up and mechanically walked to the win 

-dow. A sweet August morning was smiling without.  

The dew was not yet dried off the field. The  



Transcript of Charlotte Brontë’s journal 
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early shadows were stretching cool and dim from  

the haystack and the roots of the grand old oaks  

and thorns scattered along the sunk fence. All  

was still except the murmur of the shrubs about  

me over their tasks. I flung up the sash. An uncer 

-tain sound of inexpressible sweetness came on a  

dying gale from the south. I looked in that dir 

-ection. Huddersfield and the hills beyond it were all  

veiled in blue mist; the woods of Hopton and Heaton  

Lodge were clouding the water’s edge; and the Calder  

silent but bright, was shooting among them lika  

silver arrow. I listened. The sound sailed full  

and liquid down the descent. It was the bells of Hud 

-dersfield parish church. I shut the window and went  

back to my seat. Then came on me, rushing  

impetuously, all the mighty phantasm that  

this had conjured from nothing to  

a system strange as some religious creed. I felt as  

if I could have written gloriously. I longed to  

write. [The spirit of Verdopolis,] of all the mountainous North, of all the woodland West,  

of all the river-watered East came crowding  

into my mind. If I had had time to indulge  

it, I felt that the vague sensations of that  

moment would have settled down into some  

narrative better at least than anything I have ever  

produced before. But just then a dolt came up  

with a lesson. I thought I should have vomited. 
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Newspaper article reporting the Match 

Girls' strike  

Full title: 'Strike of Bryant and May's Match 

Girls' 

Published:  8 July 1888, London 

Format:  Newspaper / Ephemera 

Creator:  Reynolds Newspaper 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark:  19th Century British Library 

Newspapers Y3200600756 

Conditions were appalling for the 1,400 women 

and girls who worked at Bryant and May's match 

factory in Bow, east London. Low pay for a 14-

hour day was cut even more if you talked or went 

to the toilet, and 'phossy jaw' – a horrible bone 

cancer caused by the cheap type of phosphorus in 

the matches – was common. 

This article from Reynolds's Newspaper on 8 July 

1888 reports on the full-scale strike among the 

match girls. 
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Transcript of a newspaper article reporting the Match Girls’ strike 
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STRIKE OF BRYANT AND MAY’S MATCH GIRLS. 

The girls employed in the match-making works of Bryant and May, Fairfield-road, Bow, to the number of 

1,500 ceased work on Thursday, and marched out of the factory in two batches. A variety of explanations has 

been given for the strike. One version is that the girls were arbitrarily fined for trivial offences. Another that it 

was a protest against the dismissal of two girls who were said to have given information to Mrs. Besant about 

the firm's method of conducting their business. The manager of the works now states that the strike was 

brought about by the summary dismissal of one girl. She had been instructed by the overseer to fill boxes of 

matches in a particular way, according as the machine cut them. He says there is nothing unusual in the order, 

and that it is rendered necessary whenever the atmosphere is charged with electricity. The girl refused to obey, 

and she was dismissed. Shortly afterwards the whole of her comrades in the wood match-making department, 

to the number of about twelve hundred, walked out of the factory. In the afternoon about three hundred 

more girls who are engaged in the wax match factory, altogether independent of the other “shop,” also left 

their employment and joined the rest. The girls say that this order to fill the boxes in a particular manner has 

nothing to do with the elements, but is, in fact, an attempt on the part of their employers to extract more 

work out of them by requiring two boxes to be filled instead of one at each stroke of the cutting machine. The 

firm attributes it to outside influence. Nearly all are paid by the piece. The Social Democratic Federal 

Association have taken up the women’s cause warmly. 

On Friday the girls on strike assembled early in the morning outside the gates, picketed those who went in, 

and attempted to hold a series of meetings, but were dispersed by about twenty policemen. Two men 

attempted to deliver addresses, but were prevented by the police, and one was arrested and taken to 

Worship-street. Attempts were also made to held meetings on Mille-end-waste, but the crowds were 

dispersed by the downpour of rain. In the evening a meeting convened by the Social Democratic Federation 

was held. 
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Newspaper report about a baker being 

charged for flogging his apprentice  

Full title: ‘Flogging an Apprentice’ 

Published:  20 September 1896 

Format:  Newspaper / Ephemera 

Creator:  Reynolds Newspaper 

Held by:  British Library 

Shelfmark: 19th Century British Library 

Newspapers Y3200630963 

 

This account of a baker’s apprentice being 

flogged by his manager illustrates both the 

precariousness of working life among the 

young and poor in Victorian Britain and the 

extent to which the law newly sought to 

protect them. Prior to the Report of the 

Children’s Employment Commission of 1843, 

events such as those described were much 

more common, and practically impossible to 

prosecute. 
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FLOGGING AN APPRENTICE 

 

At Sunbury Petty Sessions William Thomas Nash, 25, a baker, of Laleham-road, Staines, was charged with 

assaulting and beating Egbert Allen, fifteen years of age, by striking him on the body with a whip-stock. 

Prisoner pleaded “Guilty,” and elected to be dealt with summarily. John Warricker, a builder's foreman, said 

the prisoner struck the boy a number of times with the whip, and then ho struck him full in the face with his 

fist and knocked him down. Afterwards witness found that the boy was bruised from head to foot, and his 

right eye was bleeding profusely. Witness therefore took the boy to the police station where he was examined 

by a doctor, and later prisoner was charged. Police-constable Scott said he arrested prisoner, and in answer to 

witness he said: “Yes ; I gave him a - good thrashing with the handle of a whip. He has been neglecting my 

customers.” After a short consultation, the Bench sentenced the prisoner to two months' hard labour, without 

the option of a fine. Mr. Young said, under the circumstances, prisoner was entitled to appeal against the 

decision of the Court, and there were persons in court who would enter into recognizances for the appearance 

of his client at the next quarter sessions. The Bench allowed the appeal, and the Rev. G. W. Briscoe and Mr. 

Charles Tolley, a master baker, of Staines, were accepted as sureties. 
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In the 19th century girls might ‘go into 

service’ (become servants) from an early age, 

away from home, and would be expected to 

fit in with the customs of the sometimes 

intimidating and hierarchical establishments 

they worked in. Pamphlets such as this were 

intended to provide guidance and instruction 

for young servants. 
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YES OR NO? 

Or, 

QUESTIONS TO MY SOUL, 

Every Night after Prayers 

Pause at each Question, and Answer honestly. 

When I knelt to God and pray’d, Did I think on what I said?   

Yes, or No? 

When my Mistress* ordered me, Did I obey respectfully? 

Yes, or No? 

* Or Master, - as the case may be.  

Have I been tidy, neat and clean, Always fitted to be seen? 

Yes, or No? 

Have I with patience borne reproof, Or, sulky, held myself aloof? 

Yes, or No? 

Have I been saucy, rude, or cross, Or caus’d my Mistress hurt or loss? 

Yes, or No? 

Have I been true in all I’ve said, Of God, and not of man, afraid? 

Yes, or No? 
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The Poor Man’s Guardian was the weekly 

newspaper of The Poor Man’s Guardian 

Society, a campaigning organisation 

dedicated to exposing examples of neglect 

and cruelty towards the poor. 
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[Left image captioned ‘Lambeth workhouse casual ward for females’] 

[Right image captioned ‘St. Pancras workhouse casual ward for males’] 

THE POOR OF METROPOLIS.  

To the Editor.  

Sir,--Since my last communication to your valuable paper, and which I am happy to find has created no 

ordinary sensation among the parochial authorities of this metropolis, I have been, in conjunction with Mr. 

Jones, the Secretary of this Society, making an inspection of the state of our public parks at night time, to 

ascertain the numbers of casual poor who may sleep therein from necessitous circumstances.  

I am happy to say, from what I saw and learnt, it may be concluded that few or none, now seek their nightly 

refuge in those localities. This is to be attributed to the coldness of the weather, as I find, during the warm 

summer months they congregated in large numbers.  

The fact tends to confirm me in the opinion, that of the numbers of distressed or destitute persons constantly 

moving about or through the metropolis, the largest portion are reduced to their misery from circumstances 

over which they have no controul. With regard to the amount of cold endured whilst sleeping all night on the 

stone pavement in the streets, or under a wall, or beside a tree in the parks, the difference may not be very 

great; if any, probably it would be less in the latter case, and therefore, when we see so many distressed 

beings sleeping all night on the cold stones, immediately opposite the doors of workhouses, it is reasonable to 

conclude, they have proceeded to the establishments in search of that relief to which they conceive by the 

laws of God and man, they are so fully entitled, and being disappointed and wearied with fatigue, they seek, 

in their despair, the pavement for their resting-place, endeavouring to diminish the rigours of the night by the 

mutual warmth of their emaciated bodies, and hoping that their forlorn and wretched condition may move to 

compassion the parish or police authorities, so as to secure them relief of some palliative kind. It is gratifying to 

observe that the condition of the poor is now so deeply occupying the consideration of the public as well as 

that of the parochial authorities, although unfortunately, whilst the incentives to activity spring from feelings 

of sympathy for their sufferings in some cases, in too many others they arise from the too anxious desire to 

reduce the rates of the parish. In the parish of Saint Marylebone the workhouse of which is crowded with 

distressed inmates, every contrivance, it seems to me, has been had recourse to, for the purpose of diminishing 

the number of applicants for relief. No arrangements have been made to provide a nightly shelter for the 

destitute, but I observe that the parishioners have had several meetings, and under the guidance of the 

members of the Vestry or Board of Guardians, have resolved on having lists of the names of the recipients of 

the poor relief published a statement, that there were now in the metropolis sixty thousand destitute persons, 

who chiefly supported themselves by begging or thieving, and occupying in the workhouse that 

accommodation which …  
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London Labour and the London Poor is a 

vivid oral account of London’s working 

classes in the mid-19th century. 
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OF THE MUD-LARKs, 

There is another class who may be termed river-finders, although their occupation is connected only 

with the shore; they are commonly known by the name of "mud-larks,” from being compelled, in order to 

obtain the articles they seek, to wade sometimes up to their middle through the mud left on the shore by the 

retiring tide. These poor creatures are certainly about the most deplorable in their appearance of any I have 

met with in the course of my inquiries. They may be seen of all ages, from mere childhood to positive 

decrepitude, crawling among the barges at the various wharfs along the river; it cannot be said that they are 

clad in rags, for they are scarcely half covered by the tattered indescribable things that serve them for clothing; 

their bodies are grimed with the foul soil of the river, and their torn garments stiffened up like boards with dirt 

of every possible description.  

Among the mud-larks may be seen many old women, and it is indeed pitiable to behold them, 

especially during the winter, bent nearly double with age and infirmity, paddling and groping among the wet 

mud for small pieces of coal, chips of wood, or any sort of refuse washed up by the tide. These women always 

have with them an old basket or an old tin kettle, in which they put whatever they chance to find. It usually 

takes them a whole tide to fill this receptacle, but when filled, it is as much as the feeble old creatures are able 

to carry home.  

The mud-larks generally live in some court alley in the neighbourhood of the river, and, as the tide 

recedes, crowds of boys and little girls, some old men, and many old women, may be observed loitering about 

the various stairs, watching eagerly for the opportunity to commence their labours. When the tide is 

sufficiently low they scatter themselves along the shore, separating from each other, and soon disappear 

among the craft lying about in every direction. This is the case on both sides of the river, as high up as there is 

anything to be found, extending as far as Vauxhall-bridge, and as low down as Woolwich. The mud-larks 

themselves, however, know only those who reside near them, and whom they are accustomed to meet in their 

daily pursuits; indeed, with but few exceptions, these people are dull and apparently stupid; this is observable 

particularly among the boys and girls, who, when engaged in searching the mud, hold but little converse one 

with another. The men and women may be passed and repassed, but they notice no one; they never speak, 

but with a stolid look of wretchedness they plash their way through the mire, their bodies bent down while 

they peer anxiously about, and occasionally stoop to pick up some paltry treasure that falls their way. 

The mud-larks collect whatever they happen to find, such as coals, bits of old-iron, rope, bones, and copper 

nails that drop from ships while lying or repairing along shore, Copper nails are the most valuable of all the 

articles they find, but these they seldom obtain, as they are always driven from the neighbourhood of a ship 

while being new-sheathed. Sometimes the younger and bolder mud-larks venture on sweeping some empty 

coal-barge, and one little fellow with whom I spoke, having been lately caught in the act of so doing, had to 

undergo for the offence seven days' imprisonment in the House of Correction: this, he says, he liked much 

better than mud-larking, for while he staid there he wore a coat and shoes and stockings, and though he had 

not over much to eat, he certainly was never afraid of going to bed without anything at all-as he often had to 
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do when at liberty. He thought he would try it on again in the winter, he told me, saying, it would be so 

comfortable to have clothes and shoes and stockings then, and not be obliged to go into the cold wet mud of 

a morning. 

The coals that the mud-larks find, they sell to the poor people of the neighbourhood at 1d. per pot, 

holding about 14 lbs. The iron and bones and rope and copper nails which they collect, they sell at the rag-

shops. They dispose of the iron at 5 lbs. for 1d., the bones at 3 lbs, a lid., rope a 3d. per lb. wet, and d. per lb, 

dry, and copper nails at the rate of 4d. per lb. They occasionally pick up tools, such as saws and hammers; 

these they dispose of to the seamen for biscuit and meat, and sometimes sell them at the rag-shops for a few 

halfpence. In this manner they earn from 2d. to 8d. per day, but rarely the latter sum; their average gains may 

be estimated at about 3d, per day. The boys, after leaving the river, sometimes scrape their trousers, and 

frequent the cab-stands, and try to earn a trifle by opening the cab-doors for those who enter them, or by 

holding gentlemen's horses, Some of them go, in the evening to a ragged school, in the neighbourhood of 

which they live; more, as they say, because other boys go there, than from any desire to learn. 

At one of the stairs in the neighbourhood of the pool, I collected about a dozen of these unfortunate 

children; there was not one of them … 
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In 1817, a Parliamentary Committee was 

established to investigate the conditions of 

children apprenticed to chimney-sweeps. 

They listened to evidence from chimney-

sweeps, a surgeon and a social reformer.  

These pages are from the parliamentary 

report produced by the committee. 
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[Par]liament, but the Committee have been informed that the parents do not consider themselves bound by 

the Act of Parliament, thinking it is applicable only to masters; what we want to know from you is, at what 

age you have ever known children to be employed to ascend chimneys? – About seven years.  

You have never heard of children being employed as young as four, five, or six? – I have heard as young as 

six, but I do not know the boy; I was very young when I came to it.  

How young were you? – I really cannot say; but I believe I was between six and seven.  

Is it not the practice of some masters to advertise themselves as being in possession of small boys for the 

purpose of ascending flues? – Almost every one has got it in their bills, that they keep small boys for register 

stoves, and such like as that; I do not recollect ever seeing it in the newspapers, but they do it in their bills.  

How do you ascertain the age of the boy when he is offered to you as an apprentice; do you take the parents' 

word for it? – The parents will often say that he is older than what he is.  

Are you in the habit of getting any other evidence of their ages than the parents own words? – No.  

Do you ever get a certificate of their age, or is it the practice of other masters to get one? – No, I cannot say I 

ever heard of it. 

Do you not know that the Act of Parliament required it? – I do not know that it does.  

Then you think it never is attended to? – I think that it is never attended to, that is, the certificate.  

You say you have two apprentices in your employ; do those two apprentices live with you? – Yes. 

Where do they sleep? – In the cellar.  

Upon their soot bags?--No, they have blankets and a bed. 

A mattress? – Yes.  

Is the soot kept in the cellar too? – Yes.  

Do you give them any wages? – Not the apprentices.  

Do you give them any perquisites? – No.  

What is the food that they daily have? – They have bread and butter and tea for breakfast, and what we have 

for dinner; and for supper they generally have bread and butter.  

They have the remains of your dinner, whatever it may be? – Yes.  

Are not persons employed as climbing boys, particularly children, subject to sores and bruises, and wounds and 

burns on their thighs and knees, in consequence of ascending chimneys? – Yes, they are subject to that; 

because learning very fresh boys makes their knees and elbows very sore, but when they have properly learnt 

their trade their knees and elbows get hard, and they very seldom get sore again unless they meet with an 

accident; sometimes they get burnt by chimneys partly on fire.  
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The Committee understand, by use, that the extremities of the elbows and of the knees become as hard as the 

heel of the foot of a person who walks without shoes? – Yes, it does.  

What time does it take before those parts get cartilaginous? – Six months.  

What mode do you adopt to get the boy to go up the chimney in the first instance? – We persuade him as 

well as we can; we generally practise him in one of our own chimneys first; one of the boys who knows the 

trade goes up him, and when he has practised it perhaps ten times, though some will require twenty times, 

they generally can manage it. The boy goes up with him to keep him from falling; after that, the boy will 

manage to go up by himself, after going up and down several times with one under him: we do this, because 

if he happens to make a slip he will be caught by the other.  

Do you find many boys show great repugnance to go up at first? – Yes, most of them.  

And if they resist and reject, in what way do you force them up? – By telling them we must take them back 

again to their father and mother, and give them up again; and their parents are generally people who cannot 

maintain them.  

So that they are afraid of going back to their parents for fear of being starved? – Yes; they go through a deal 

of hardship before they come to our trade. 


