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Discussion Document

 

These testimonies give us a rare glimpse of female voices speaking in a reasonably unalloyed way. 

Certainly we cannot take these testimonies to have been conveyed without some ‘polishing’ and 

‘shining’ by those that asked the questions and collected the answers. However, these are the 

legitimate voices of women and are immensely useful to historians, not least to historians interested 

in issues of sex and gender. By using evidence from this document, look at different ways of reading 

evidence from class, patriarchal and psychoanalytic perspectives. 

My mother’s ignorance of household duties; my father’s consequent irritability and intemperance; the 

frightful poverty; the constant quarrelling; the pernicious example to by brothers and sisters; the bad 

effect upon the future conduct of my brothers and sisters; one and all of us forced out to work, so 

young, that our feeble earnings would produce only 1s a week; cold and hunger, and the innumerable 

sufferings of my childhood, crowd upon my mind and overpower me. 

British Parliamentary Papers 1842, vol. XIX, p. f 131. 

Betty Wardle, housewife, Outwood, near Lever, was asked: Have you worked in a coal-pit? – Ay, I have 

worked in a pit since I was six years old. 

Have you any children? – Yes. I have had four children; two of them were born while I worked in 

the pits. 

Did you work in the pits while you were in the family way? – Ay, to be sure. I had a child born in 

the pits, and I brought it up the pit-shaft in my skirt. 

Are you sure that you are telling the truth? – Ay, that I am; it was born the day after I were married, 

that makes me to know. 

Did you wear the belt and chain? – Yes, sure I did. 

British Parliamentary Papers 1842, vol. XVII, p. 163. 

Where women are encouraged to work below they get husbands very early, and have large families, 

and the children are much neglected, as they have been themselves. There are a vast [number] of 

women work in the pits, and the employment very much unfits them for the performance of mother’s 

duties; and they frequently cause men to leave their homes, if homes they may be called, and drink 

hard; the poor bairns are neglected; for in time the women follow the men and drink hard also. . . . 

Joseph Fraser, age 37, coal hewer. 

British Parliamentary Papers 1842, vol. XVI, p. 442. 

It is now four years since the practice of employing females and very young children ceased in these 

mines, and I have evidenced the advantage of the change religiously, morally, and socially. 

In these works, since the discharge of women, marriages have been formed with greater care, and 
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more appropriately: few now marry till 23 or 24, and we have not had a bastard child since the 

disemployment of females. On the old system men married from the advantage, their physical 

strength might procure them, than any degree of affection. Men labour here regularly and average 

eleven or twelve days in the fortnight, whereas, when they depended on their wives and children, 

they rarely wrought nine days in the same period. Colliers are now stationary, with very few 

exceptions; the women themselves are opposed to moving since they have left the benefit of homes. 

John Wright, manager of coal-mines in Lasswade, east of Scotland. 

British Parliamentary Papers 1842, vol. XVI, p. 451.  

While working in the pit I was worth to my husband 7s a week, out of which we had to pay 2s 6d to a 

woman for looking after the younger bairns. I used to take them to her house at 4 o’clock in the 

morning, out of their own beds, to put them into hers. Then there was 1s a week for washing; besides, 

there was mending to pay for, and other things. The house was not guided. The other children broke 

things; they did not go to school when they were sent; they would be playing about, and get ill-used 

by other children, and their clothes torn. Then when I came home in the evening, everything was to 

do after the day’s labour, and I was so tired I had no heart for it; no fire lit, nothing cooked, no water 

fetched, the house dirty, and nothing comfortable for my husband. It is all far better now, and I 

wouldna gang down again. 

A mother of four children, formerly working in Pencaitland colliery; Mining Commissioner’s Report, 

British Parliamentary Papers 1844, vol. XVI, p. 4. 

The girls who work on the pit-banks are well grown, healthy, and strong; but thin, sinewy, bony, and 

very unfeminine. . . . They are in most instances as gross and immoral in their language and conduct 

as the men who first made them so. 

From their constant association with men, and from the nature of their work, one of these girls, in her 

coarse great coat, with her hands in her side-pockets, presents a picture of rude jovial independence 

of life, and recklessness of all refinements and delicacies of sex, which often makes an observer forget 

the objectionable characteristics of the individual in his sense of the uncivilized circumstances by 

which she has become so unlike the rest of her countrywomen. 

They drive coal-carts, ride astride upon horses – sometimes two or three upon a large long-backed 

horse – drink, swear, fight, smoke, and sing, and care for nobody. Being very happy, they are certainly 

no objects for pity, but surely their circumstances are of a kind in which girls should never be placed. 

Report on the town of Bilston, Staffs, British Parliamentary Papers 1843, vol. XV, Q. 65. 

There are a great number of illegitimate children born here (Darlaston); many of the girls have from 

three to four children each; and they work for and support their children and themselves without a 

murmur. The effects of early work, particularly in forges and on the pit-bank, render these girls 



original content © Peter Claus and John Marriott 

 

perfectly independent. They often enter the beer shops, call for their pints, and smoke their pipes, like 

men; indeed, there seems little difference in their circumstance from those of the men, except they 

are the chief sufferers. 

British Parliamentary Papers 1843, vol. XV, Q. 62. 


